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Chapter One
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General Halvar placed a hand on my shoulder as the ship pulled into the harbor. “Welcome home, Asta.” I winced at his touch. 

“Do you remember why I brought you here?” he asked. I looked up at the land mass before us. 

Holger, the Island of Spears. I knew only rumors about this country. Their warriors couldn’t be defeated in battle, their population was larger than any other nation, and their schools offered the best curriculums. I used to think of it as a massive piece of land floating in the middle of the ocean, with foreboding clouds constantly roiling above. I used to have such an active imagination. 

The actual island was far smaller than I pictured. I could see the whole of it with a turn of my head. Food vendors along the pier called out to passersby, women shopped, children played and weaved around horse drawn carriages. Laughter drew my gaze to a couple attempting to take a schooner out to open waters. Fishing ships heavily laden with full nets pulled in beside us. I could smell the dead fish from my place on the poop deck. 

I swallowed the bile traveling up my throat. “I’ve been chosen for a special task.” 

“That’s right.” The general finally released my shoulder and stepped around me. His mismatched eyes, one misty white and the other gleaming like liquid copper, bored into mine. “Are you ready?” 

I cowered out of habit but straightened when I realized what I was doing. “Yes, sir.” 

A grin stretched the burned side of the general’s face. “Praise be to Dotharr.” 

“Praise be to Dotharr,” I said. 

“Shall we?” 

I stared at the elbow he offered me for a moment, entertaining fantasies about grabbing it and tossing the general overboard. I forced myself to take the elbow and follow him across the main deck instead. He waited patiently while I lifted the skirt of my dress and stepped onto the gangplank. After two weeks of suffering in men’s clothing, I had been given a bath and a new dress this morning. It didn’t make up for what had been done to me, but I couldn’t help feeling slightly grateful. Suddenly, I was a lady again and not a prisoner.  

Letters along the ship’s hull caught my eye: The Great Disaster. I remembered everything then with a sudden clarity that made me gasp. My family. My home in Kenshore. The raid. The fires. Being dragged, kicking and screaming, out of the ruins of my town and onto this vessel. I tore my gaze from the hull and blinked away tears. 

“Something wrong?” the general asked. 

I swallowed hard. “I was simply admiring the ship from this new vantage point, sir.” 

The double-masted ship was painted red-brown, with cream-colored sails and a single red flag. A wooden carving of a scantily-clad woman with a devilish smile and an outstretched sword clung to the bow. Sailors scurried up the ratlines to secure the sails while copper-eyed warriors clamored down the gangplank. I shied away from them as they passed. 

The noises of the city and the light of the sun made my head pound. I kept my sensitive eyes half-lidded and fixed on the planks of wood that made up the pier. I’d gotten into the habit of breathing through my mouth to avoid overwhelming my nose on the ship, but the open air helped minimize the potency of the different odors wafting toward me. 

“Dotharr’s blessings might seem even more burdensome the deeper into the city we go,” General Halvar said. “But you’ll learn to better control your abilities at Dotharr’s Academy.” 

I nodded. “Yes, sir.” 

The last two men to disembark from the ship stopped beside us. 

“Asta, you remember Tarben and Manning?” the general said, gesturing to each as he named them. “They will be your personal guards while I’m away.” 

“D-Do I need protecting, sir?” 

General Halvar chuckled. “You’re the first woman and outsider to be chosen by our Heavenly Master of Warriors. Until you’ve learned how to use your new abilities to properly defend yourself, you will most definitely need protection. Come along now.” 

I pursed my lips. Or you want to be sure I don’t try to commit suicide again. 

An enormous carriage waited for us at the end of the dock. The driver leapt from his seat to open the door for the general. 

Halvar helped me into the carriage before joining me. “To Dotharr’s Academy.” 

One of my guards sat on my other side. The second sat with the driver up front. Then we were off. The air carried the scents of sweat, horse, earth, and smoke. I tugged the sleeve of my dress down over my palm and pressed it against my face, hoping the subtle perfumes the material had been washed with would dampen the intensity of everything else. The clopping of horse hooves, the shouts of vendors calling attention to their goods, the laughter of children chasing each other across the street, and even the grumblings of the men cleaning up after the horses assaulted me. If I tried to focus on any one detail, I felt that my head would explode. I allowed myself to become lost in all the sensory information to spare myself a headache. It worked for the most part. 

There was very little green here. We stopped at a crossroads and there was a small park to my left, but it was nothing compared to the forests of Kenshore. My chest ached with longing and grief. We whisked by structures of marble, brick, and bath stone. Everything was so fine here, so modern and clean, compared to my home. General Halvar pointed out historical landmarks and spoke about them at length, as if giving me a tour. I nodded a lot, but hardly lifted my gaze from my shoes.  

At last, the carriage stopped. The general climbed out and then turned to help me. I took in the grouping of buildings that was Dotharr’s Academy. It had high cement walls, with block letters and numbers along the top of each building, cobblestone walkways, and a fountain. Groups of young men walked around, journeying to their classes. Armed guards were posted along the walls. 

I gripped the general’s hand and stepped down. 

We walked to the main office where we were heartily greeted by the staff members working there. An errand man, a tall, lean gentleman with spectacles and dark hair pulled back into a ponytail, informed us that the director was overseeing a class somewhere on the grounds. He escorted us out of the building, across the square, and to a coliseum built around a sand pit. It was small as far as coliseums went; it seated two hundred, perhaps three hundred people. Two students were currently in a grappling match while the director and the rest of the class watched. 

General Halvar didn’t need to wait for anyone, it seemed. The errand man walked right up to the director and announced the general’s presence. 

“All right, enough!” the director shouted. 

The two fighters stepped away from each other and looked up, chests heaving. A sea of rust-colored eyes turned to the director. I cringed. 

“Warriors, we have a special visitor.” The director held a hand out to us newcomers, and smiled. “General Halvar, Defender of the Rock.” 

The coliseum echoed with cheers and applause. The general walked out from the shelter of the entranceway, smiling at the young men around him. He was their hero. It made my stomach turn. 

Halvar raised a hand for quiet and the shouts faded. “While conducting negotiations across the sea, I came across a miracle; an outsider with Dotharr’s mark. The people of Kenshore didn’t know whom they had ostracized. They considered copper eyes to be a curse from evil spirits. I couldn’t stand idly by and allow a potential warrior to live a life of poverty and banishment. So I took a respite from the mainland to deliver this new warrior myself.” He gave my guards a look over his shoulder. 

I was shoved forward, beside General Halvar. The director took a step back in surprise. A new kind of silence took hold of the men in the coliseum. 

One of them rose and pointed accusingly. “Blasphemy! Dotharr would never choose a woman.” 

“Three lashings for your disrespect,” the director shouted back. “Sit down before I make it five, Viggo.” 

One of the young man’s peers gripped his elbow and yanked him back down to his seat. 

“This is not a woman, gentlemen,” the general said. “This is a fellow warrior, blessed by Dotharr, possessing the same talents as any of you.” 

The statement was met with silence. 

I found Viggo’s face among the masses. He was olive skinned, no doubt from the many hours he spent training in the sun. His brown hair was cropped short. His copper eyes were narrowed at me. When standing, he had been tall and burly. Even while slouching now, he seemed taller than the young man sitting next to him. The friend who had pulled him back down to his seat was speaking urgently, but Viggo didn’t seem to be listening. Already, he hated me. As 

I looked into the faces of these warriors-in-training, I saw many more frowns of disgust. Viggo had just been the only one brave enough to speak his mind. 

The general turned to the director. “If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to give Dotharr’s Miracle a tour of your fine establishment before I go, Endre.” 

The director bowed his head. “Do as you wish, sir.” 

The general smiled in thanks and led me out of the coliseum. Turning his head slightly, he said, “Errand man.” 

“Bode, sir,” the man said, hurrying to keep up with us.  

“Would you be so kind as to prepare a room for Asta, produce a beginner’s weekly schedule, and procure the necessary feminine products she will need during her stay?” 

Bode shot me an uncomfortable glance. “Yes, sir. I’ll fetch a room key and meet you in the living quarters.” 

“Good man,” the general said before Bode left us. “That over there is the Feasting Hall, Asta. Breakfast is served at five, lunch at twelve, and dinner at six. You will wake up on time or you won’t eat.” My head bobbed without needing permission from my brain. 

“You will be in your designated classes by the appropriate times or you will face the whipping post.” The general gestured to the post located before the fountain. 

My eyes were drawn to it. Where I came from, it was an instrument of torture, a punishment reserved only for the worst offenders. 

Apparently, it was not so here. 

“As you know, Dotharr’s anointed heal quicker than the average man.” 

I grimaced despite myself. 

He glanced at me with a smirk. “That doesn’t mean we are incapable of feeling pain. The whipping post, although barbaric, guarantees the lesson is learned and the wrongdoer is permanently discouraged from committing the same crime again. They won’t spare you because you are a woman, Asta. Nor should they. You need to learn, same as the rest. But I expect you’ll never have to be so punished.” 

Goosebumps spread across my skin. I rubbed my arms in a useless attempt to get rid of the residual pain I felt. 

The general ran a hand through his close-cropped black hair and continued. “Director Endre is very strict about the bedtime here. All lights must be out by eight sharp. By now I’m sure you’ve noticed there is a security team patrolling the grounds.” 

I found three of these men marching across the square. I refrained from glancing at the only exit. “Yes, sir.” 

“They, like your guards, are strictly here for your protection. They are some of the best graduates to have left this academy. No one and nothing can escape their notice.” 

In other words, “Don’t bother trying to run away, Asta.” 

We rounded a two-story building and entered through the double front doors. 

“These are the living quarters,” the general continued. “You’ll find nothing but the essentials here. The academy prides itself on rejecting luxury and teaching its students to live a simple, structured life that is free of unnecessary attachments. If you can’t contain your hair during your classes, consult the barber in the next building. I’m sure he’ll be happy to help rid you of it.” 

I defensively clutched my braid. 

We walked up several flights of stairs and found Bode waiting beside Room 310. He unlocked the door and pushed it open to reveal a small room. There was a single bed, a chest of two drawers, and a writing desk. There was also a window overlooking the square and whipping post. Three sets of folded clothes sat on the edge of the bed along with two pairs of shoes. 

Bode waved a hand at the bed. “We have provided you with training clothes, lounging clothes, and a nightshirt. The jerkin, trousers, and boots are to be worn during training. I trust you can figure out what to do with the rest. Laundry is done every night after dinner. Your training clothes are to be dropped through the chutes located in the washrooms. They will be washed, folded, and left outside your room in the morning.” He turned to my guards. “The room beside this one will be shared by the two of you. I imagine there will only ever be one person sleeping at a time. The same rules apply.” The guards nodded. 

“And here is your weekly schedule along with a map of the grounds.” He handed me several folded pieces of parchment. “You are expected to memorize them. We can’t afford to babysit you.” 

I accepted the pages with a murmured, “Thank you.”  

He frowned down his nose at me and excused himself to attend to other matters. I glumly cast my eyes about the room. Catching my reflection in the window, I shuddered at the copper eyes that stared back at me. 

“Come, gentlemen,” General Halvar said, watching me intently. “Give the girl a moment of privacy to absorb all that has happened.” 

My guards shuffled down the hall and out of sight without complaint. 

I twisted the pages in my hands, avoiding the general’s gaze and my new harsh reflection. 

Halvar clasped his hands behind his back. “You will do well here.” 

It wasn’t meant to be a reassuring statement. It was a command. I had already been warned of the consequences of disobedience. 

I swallowed hard. “Yes, sir.” 

“You will advance until you impress your instructors,” he said as he stepped forward. “You will be nominated as a candidate for King’s Defender.” 

My muscles grew tense. My lungs grew tight. I didn’t want him to come any closer but closer he came, until his breath fanned over my face. 

He leaned down to meet my eyes. “You will serve the king to the best of your ability. You will become his greatest, most loyal guard. It’s the only reason you’re still alive.” 

“I understand,” I croaked. 

The general stepped back. “I will return in a year’s time to witness your graduation. It shouldn’t take you longer than that to achieve your goal.” 

“Safe voyage, sir.” 

He smiled. “Until we meet again, Asta of Holger.” 

I waited until I couldn’t hear his boots slapping against the floor. Then I eased the door shut, leaned against the rough wood, and laughed. 

It sounded hysterical, almost maniacal, even to my own ears. I clapped a hand over my mouth then, suddenly overwhelmed with grief. Because I wasn’t free. I would never be free of him. 

Sliding down the length of the door, I sobbed as quietly as I could manage. The events of the last few weeks washed over me with their terror and grisliness. I allowed myself to mourn my parents, my sister, my fiancé, my friends, the servants who had so diligently cared for me, the quaint little town I had once hated, and the naïve, self-centered child I had once been. 
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They came for me at dusk. I hadn’t attended the beginners’ classes as I was instructed. I had been warned of the consequences. Now, they were going to deliver. I cried so much that day. I didn’t have the strength to be afraid. 

My guards watched the two members of the academy’s security team escort me down the hall. Heads poked out of the rooms. Soon we had a group of followers, students anxious to witness the first whipping of the general’s precious miracle. 

Down the stairs, out of the building, across the square, to the whipping post we went. They chained my hands to the post and retreated. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the young warriors gather. Some cheered. Some sneered insults my way. Viggo stood at the front and smirked, arms crossed. And some simply peeked out of their bedroom windows. I recognized the sensible friend of that damned Viggo, watching from a second-story window. He was lean but strong, with a bushel of curly black hair. He leaned forward with his palms against his writing desk and looked down at me, brow furrowed in anxiety. 

The director walked into my line of sight, dragging a cat-of-nine-tails behind him. Nails, bits of broken glass, jagged blades, and fishhooks had been attached to the ends of each tail. I stared at the thick splintery post before me and braced myself. There was a crack and then I was struck. The impact sent me to my knees. Countless bites of pain sank into my flesh. I grunted but didn’t cry out. Shutting my eyes, I leaned my forehead against the wood and took a deep breath. Then the director jerked the whip back. The tearing of clothing, skin, and muscle was audible. The pain was excruciating. I screamed loud enough to sear my throat. Blood poured down my backside and splashed against my calves.  

It was not so dissimilar from the blood that ran while the general tortured me. Instead of imagining I was in a different place as I did back then, I allowed the pain to rob me of my will to live. 

There was a second crack of the whip. Now that my nerves were exposed, the sharp ends sank in and took hold. I couldn’t breathe. The director tugged three times before the whip came free. I trembled and let out a sob. The shouts and laughter from the spectators were blotted out by my heartbeat, pounding loudly in my sensitive ears. My vision began to fade. 

The third time those tails bit into my flesh, a sharp piece of something embedded itself at the nape of my neck. When the whip was pulled back, I felt the piece scrape against bone. I leaned heavily against the post, the splinters biting into my face. It didn’t matter. My back... 

I’m coming, Mother, Father, Sylvi. 

But death didn’t come. The whip didn’t strike a fourth time. The director shouted at the crowd to go back inside. My guards were given permission to unchain me. They carried me to my room and tossed me onto the bed, jarring every bone in my back. I pressed my face into the pillow and screamed. 

“Let that be a lesson to you,” one of my guards said over my yells. “The number of lashes will increase if you decide to skip your classes a second time—and don’t think we’ve forgotten to tell the director about your death wish. He has half of the security team watching this building, your window especially.” 

The door slammed shut and I was left to bleed alone. 

***
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“FATHER,” I SAID. “I’M sorry.” 

My father seethed. “Sorry? The groundskeeper caught you in the cemetery with the stable boy, and you’re sorry?” 

I rolled my eyes. “It was just a dare. Nothing happened.” 

“You know it hasn’t been easy to arrange a suitable marriage for  you,” my father growled as he paced the length of his study. “And now that I’ve finally found an honorable man who is willing to take you...” He rounded on me, dark eyes narrowed. “Do you think Kustaav will still want you after this story gets out?” 

I leapt from the chair. “I don’t care if Kustaav still wants me! I’m not property to be signed and shaken hands over. I should have an opinion as to who I spend the rest of my life with.” 

My father rose to his full height. “Your mother was married to me on her father’s command. Your friend, Irma, was married to that blacksmith one town over. Your sister is to be married to Torsten in three weeks. Every woman in this county marries who their fathers choose. What is so special about you that you alone are allowed an opinion on this matter?” 

I opened my mouth to speak, but he continued before I could reply. 

“Is it because your foolish father overlooked tradition and allowed you to attend school after the age of sixteen? Is it because your father looked the other way when you secretly began taking fencing lessons? Could it be that, by ignoring your lack of propriety, I made you believe you would be exempt from every rule of society?” My father snorted. “Well, I’m sorry but you are gravely mistaken.” I clenched my jaw when my world grew misty. 

My father ran a hand through his thinning hair and took a deep breath. “I’m going to speak to the stable boy tomorrow. He will no longer be a member of our household staff. He is never to talk to you again and you are never to seek him out.” 

“His name is Fiske,” I said. “And he’s my friend.” 

“I will smother any rumors that spread because of your thoughtlessness and beg Kustaav to take you,” my father said as if I hadn’t spoken. “You will personally apologize and assure him that you are still a virgin. You two will be married by next spring and you will no longer be my burden.” 

I reared back as if I’d been slapped. “Is that all I am to you? A burden?” 

The church bells tolled. My innards tightened. My father walked around his desk, eyes dark with worry. He yanked the curtains of the window aside and looked out. 

The study door burst open to reveal Sylvi and my mother. 

“It’s happened, Canute,” my mother said, her voice choked by  fear. “Heaven help us!” 

My father ambled toward them. “You know the plan. Pack only the essentials and head for the capitol.” My mother and sister made way  for him to pass. He fetched the crossbow from its hooks on the wall and turned to give us a grim look. “Ride hard.” 

Mother threw her arms around him. “Take care of yourself!” 

“I will. I love you, Aulin.” He gave Sylvi a kiss on the forehead. “Be strong and take care of your mother.” 

“Yes, Father,” she whimpered. 

He turned to me, but I refused to meet his gaze. “We will meet again.” Then he was gone. 

***
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MY MOTHER SOBBED IN the seat across from mine, red-brown curls bouncing over her shoulder with every hiccup. Sylvi patted her back and murmured that Father would be all right. I leaned against the carriage’s small window, hoping to catch a glimpse of our home.  

I could hear the screams of panic as we thundered down the street. Our coachmen shouted at the horses. My town...I wanted to look away, but all I could do was gawk. Kenshore was being pillaged and burned. My people fled, taking only what they could carry with them. Some galloped beside us on horses. Some clutched their children to their chests and ran. And still the barbarian raiders gained on them. 

The men of our town had been training since word of the crusade reached us five years ago. Traps had been set, weapons had been distributed, plans had been made. How were these foreign warriors already running rampant through our streets? Could it be that the rumors of their invincibility were true? Buildings burned. Swords sliced the air. Men were slaughtered in the streets. Women were dragged by their hair behind houses and into dark corners. Children were cut down where they stood without hesitation. I slapped a hand over my mouth to keep from vomiting. 

Something struck the side of our carriage. The door I leaned against was thrown open and I was ejected into the horde of people with a shout. My mother screamed my name, my head struck the cobblestone street, and my world vanished. 

Men with eyes that glowed like liquid copper surrounded me when I awoke. Men dressed in strange, form-fitting armor and carrying all manner of sharp weapons. I scrambled to my feet, tripping on the frayed trim of my dress and hastily brushing the hair out of my face. Their looks of hunger and vicious glee were replaced by shock and surprise. 

“Gosta,” one murmured to his neighbor. “Look at her eyes.” 

“You can still have her, Gosta,” another jeered. “The general need not know.” 

My heart hammered painfully against my ribs. Were brown eyes special on their island? Could my eyes somehow save me?  

The one called Gosta grimaced in disappointment. “The general always knows. Grab her.” 

***
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“IT’S CALLED MEDICINE,” said a sarcastic voice from the other side of my door. “It will help dull the pain. It might even help her heal faster. I’m sure my father wants her in class as soon as possible. How do you think he’ll react when he hears you turned me away?” 

“She’ll heal quickly enough,” one of my guards grunted. “She doesn’t need your medicine.” 

“And if she has broken bones? If there has been lasting damage done to her spine? If an infection has spread? We’re impervious to most illnesses, but we aren’t completely immune. A physician has never set foot on the academy grounds. My father isn’t going to call one now, not even for Dotharr’s Miracle. I’ve helped numerous other warriors-in-training who have faced the whipping post. I’m the closest thing to a doctor she’s ever going to see.” 

There was a moment of silence while the guards deliberated. 

“The director already gave us permission,” another voice muttered. 

The door opened. 

I bolted upright in bed only to crumple back against the bloody sheets with a cry of agony. 

Viggo and his sensible friend entered the room. I didn’t have the energy to be surprised, much less speak. 

“I was handling it,” the young man whose name I didn’t know said under his breath. 

“You were taking too long,” Viggo retorted. 

I writhed in pain for a moment and curled up in a ball. “Go away.” 

“As you wish,” Viggo said, stepping back. 

His friend gave him a look of disapproval before smiling at me. “My name is Bryn. I’m an aspiring doctor, despite my glowing eyes. I can help you if you let me.” 

“It doesn’t matter,” I sobbed. “I just want to die.” 

Viggo rolled his eyes, but received an elbow to the gut before he could comment. 

“Nobody is dying,” Bryn told me. “At least not today.” 

“It reeks in here,” Viggo grumbled. He stalked over to the window and yanked it open before sticking his head out. 

Bryn sat beside me on the bed and opened his satchel. “If it bothers you so much, why don’t you track down someone from Housekeeping and request some fresh bed sheets?” 

“I’m not your errand boy!” Viggo snapped over his shoulder. 

Bryn produced a rag, then continued rummaging through his bag. “Or you can stay here and breathe in the lovely smell of blood and oozing wounds. Do what you wish.” 

Viggo simmered while Bryn selected a bottle and set his satchel aside.  

The aspiring doctor poured green liquid from the bottle over the rag before turning to me. “I need you to turn onto your stomach if you’re able.” 

“It hurts to move,” I said with a sniffle. 

Viggo threw his hands in the air and marched out of the room, grumbling under his breath. Bryn hardly spared his friend a glance. 

“I’ll do what I can from this angle then,” he said before gently pressing the damp rag into my shoulder. 

I bit my lips but still let out a whimper. 

“I’m sorry. This will sting initially, but it will start to help after a few minutes.” 

I shut my eyes and let the darkness take me. 

***
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I WOKE TO THE SOUND of an exasperated grunt.  

“You think your father will let you become a doctor after all our hard work?” Viggo was back. Apparently, the offensive odor had cleared out of my room. 

“All of my hard work, you mean?” It sounded as if Bryn were fighting a smile. 

“Yes, of course, your hard work. You could graduate in six months’ time if you did as you were told and dedicated yourself to your courses. Is that not what you want? To be rid of this place?” Viggo asked. 

There was no more pain. I opened my eyes to find myself facing the legs of my writing desk. I lay on my stomach on the floor, in nothing but my undergarments. My cheek was pressed against a blanket. Bryn worked somewhere behind me. I felt the warmth of him against my sensitive back. 

“I want the freedom to make my own future.”  

A substance of some kind crinkled like paper pinched or rubbed between two fingers. Something clinked against glass. Maybe a spoon stirring a liquid mixture in a bottle?  

“Once the stamp of this academy is added to my record, the only occupation I will ever be considered for is that of a soldier,” Bryn continued. “I can’t be admitted into Ishem’s School of Science until my father expels me.” 

“So the past month of training was for nothing?” 

“It appears that way, yes.” 

Viggo released a frustrated exhale, but there was sadness in his voice when he spoke. “Why are you so intent on ending our friendship?” 

Bryn laughed. “Your friendship I will keep until death, but this isn’t my calling. I know where I truly belong.” 

“Blasphemer,” Viggo said, although, the insult sounded halfhearted. 

“Puritan,” Bryn shot back. 

Viggo chuckled, but it was cut off. “What was Dotharr thinking, sending a woman to the general? Warriors are always men.” 

Liquid was poured out of something. I could hear the rush of water as it slid through a funnel. Then the squishing of wet fabric and the dripping of excess water. The smell of herbs drifted through the air.  

“Now who is the blasphemer? Maybe that’s why Dotharr chose her. The best warrior is the one no one expects.” 

Viggo scoffed. “She won’t last three days here.” 

“I’ll take that bet,” Bryn said. “A day on the grounds and she’s already broken the rules. She has more spirit than you give her credit for.” 

“Says the man tending so dutifully to her wounds,” Viggo retorted. “Having spirit does not mean she’s capable of completing the courses.” 

“We’ll see.” A shuffle of movement, a shadow on the floor beside me, drawing near.  

I lifted my head and turned to face him. 

“Hello,” Byn said, perking up in surprise. “How are you feeling?” 

“I’m awake.” 

He nodded. “Yes. That’s something. You slept through the night and most of today. Your wounds have sealed. You should be developing scabs by tomorrow evening.” 

“Why did you help me?” I asked. “I have nothing to give in return. You must have known that.” 

Bryn smiled softly. “A very wise woman once said, ‘A world without kindness is a dark and hopeless place.’ And that isn’t the kind of world I wish to live in.” 

My eyes stung with the coming of new tears. 

Viggo, who had been resting a shoulder against my doorjamb, rolled his eyes and retreated into the hall. “I’ll see you at dinner, Bryn.” 

“Until then,” Bryn said, half turning. His glowing eyes fell on my face again. “What’s your name?” 

“Asta.” 

“I would like to hear your story, if you are willing and able to tell it, Asta.” 

I rubbed my face against the blanket. “You won’t like it.” 

“We are rarely fond of the truth,” Bryn said with a shrug. “Tell me anyway.” 
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Chapter Three
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I didn’t tell him everything. Somehow, I couldn’t bring myself to. I opted for a summary of the attack on Kenshore and concluded with my arrival on Holger. 

Bryn ran a hand over his face and left it over his mouth, as if he were suddenly feeling sick. “Asta, I...” He let his hand drop at last. “I don’t know what to say.” 

“There’s nothing to say,” I said numbly. “My family is dead. My town is destroyed. My life is over.” 

“That story is significantly different than the one General Halvar told.” 

Disappointment wove around my throat like a noose. Why did I think this stranger would believe me over the renowned and respected Defender of the Rock? I shook my head and attempted to sit up. “Believe what you want. You asked for my story, so I gave it.” 

Bryn hastily looked away when my tattered undershirt threatened to expose my chest. I lay back down on my stomach, face burning. 

He rose to rifle through the chest of drawers. Once he’d found a shirt and some trousers, he blindly held them out to me. “Here.” 

“Thank you,” I said, taking the garments from him. 

He went to close my door and proceeded to stare at it. “I don’t believe you to be a liar. It’s only...General Halvar and his militia were sent with the king’s diplomats for security purposes only. They intervene if peaceful negotiations have failed and the representatives are in danger. 

Perhaps you don’t know the whole story.” 

I eased out of my pantalets and stepped into the trousers. “My father was the mayor of our town. If General Halvar and those so-called diplomats had wanted to peacefully negotiate anything, they would have come to our border and asked for a meeting with my father. The only warning we received of their coming was the church bell tolling after the border guardsmen had already been assaulted. General Halvar and his men attacked my town without reason, murdered the men, women, and children who lived there, and proceeded to burn everything to the ground. 

What more is there to know?” 

Bryn shook his head. “I have no answers for you. All I know is what I’ve heard since the Quest for Resources began five years ago. Nothing has been reported to make me believe the general has any malicious intent.” 

I pulled the new shirt over my head, wincing at the tenderness of my back. “The general lies. The men who follow him are too terrified to expose him or are in league with him. It’s the only explanation.” I glanced at the door and cursed. “I shouldn’t have said a word. If my guards overheard any of this—” 

“I dismissed them for dinner. We’re the only ones not in the Feasting Hall right now.” Bryn peeked over his shoulder at me and then turned when he saw I was dressed properly. His long face was earnest. “If you truly don’t wish to be here, Asta, I can help you. I’m planning on running away from this place soon. You could come with me.” 

“And go where? And do what?” Despair made my voice crack. “There’s no other place for me but here.” 

“That’s not true. You could...” Bryn made odd sounds while he struggled to come up with a plausible plan for my future.  

“Wasn’t it you who said the only occupation those of us with copper eyes will ever be considered for is that of a soldier?” I murmured. “That’s all we’re good for on the island. And since the cat-of-nine-tails didn’t finish me off—” 

His eyes bulged. “You really did want to die.” 

“My guards didn’t get in the way, did they?” I said with a flash of anger. “But if I jumped out my window or tried to hang myself with my sheets, they’d overhear my movements through the walls and burst in to stop me. There’s nothing sharp in my room that I could use to quietly slit my wrists and go in peace either. Now that the director knows my intent, I’ll be watched by all the security guards, not just mine.” 

Bryn’s face softened. “Death shouldn’t be wished by anyone who isn’t terribly old or terminally ill. It’s wrong.” 

I looked away from his kind face and squeezed my hands into fists. He can’t understand. He hasn’t lost what I have. 

“Find another reason to live,” Bryn urged, walking into my line of sight again. “There has to be some drive within you, something you still want or need.” 

Suddenly, a new goal blossomed in my mind. A need that burned away the desire for death. I would excel in this hellish academy. I would be nominated for King’s Defender. I would become the greatest, most skilled warrior anyone on this damned island had ever seen. When the general came for my graduation, I would slaughter him and his precious king. 

Bryn’s jaw dropped as if he could read my mind. “You mean to kill the general, don’t you?” 

“I’ll end this accursed crusade,” I said. “If I die in my pursuit, so be it. I’ll see justice served on those who’ve wronged me.” 

His face wrinkled in sympathy. “I’m sorry for what has happened to you. Truly I am. But you can’t murder the general. It isn’t right.” 

Knives biting my flesh, whips cracking against the back of my legs, the general’s cold, dead, mismatched eyes watching, watching, watching— 

“Nothing that has been done to me has been right,” I snarled.  

Bryn held up his hands, palms forward in a gesture of surrender. 

“I understand, but there’s another way. You could investigate, find proof of the general’s lies, expose him to the people.” 

“Be merciful?” I scoffed. “Why?” 

“Because repaying violence with violence makes you no better than your enemies.” 

I sank onto the bed, suddenly weak. It sounded like something my father would say. With a pang of guilt, I recalled our last conversation. I didn’t even say goodbye... 

Did he think of me in the end? Did he know how much I loved and appreciated him?  

I wiped my eyes and averted my gaze. “Thank you for taking care of me. I’m indebted to you.” 

Bryn nodded and managed a smile. “I’ll remember that, should I ever need to ask a favor of you in the future.” 

His words struck me like physical blows. My muscles tensed and my hackles rose. I knew I shouldn’t be afraid of every man I met simply because of what had happened to me on The Great Disaster. Not every man had evil intent. Bryn was probably only joking. Still, the almost prey-like instinct to run was strong.  

I eyed the vials of herbs, mixing spoons, pages of calculations, and empty bottles scattered across the floor, eager to distract myself. “W-What’s all this?” 

Bryn hastily crouched down to shove his pain-relieving supplies into his satchel. “Sorry about the mess. It’s the only way I can work.” 

“Does your father allow you to leave the academy to buy your herbs?”  

He sighed mournfully. “If only. I accidentally discovered Bode’s illegal addiction. I vowed not to tell the authorities if he agreed to purchase whatever herbs I wanted. I make a list every week and give it to him before he goes to the marketplace for our food.” 

“He did have a peculiar scent,” I recalled. “What do you do with the herbs?” 

Bryn shrugged. “Experiments. I combine them with certain liquid medicines and use the mixture on my peers when they’re injured. With their consent and only after they promise to keep my secret, of course. I document my observations and replicate the successes in the hopes that they’ll impress the medical school recruiters.” 

I was certainly impressed. And feeling much calmer now. “Well, Dr. Bryn, whatever you used on my back most certainly works. I don’t feel any pain.” 

He smiled. “I’m glad to hear it.” 

“What does it mean? Your name.”  

The smile slowly faded. “My full name, Brynjar, means ‘warrior in armor.’” 

I blinked. “Oh...” 

He waved a hand at me. “Yes, I know. It’s a ridiculous name.” 

“Not at all. It’ll be very fitting once you’ve graduated.” 

“My mother called me Behnam,” Bryn said, his expression soft and nostalgic. “It means man of honor, but everyone who joins Dotharr’s Academy is given a new name. Surely someone has told you that.” 

I’d like to see them try to take my name from me. It’s all that remains of my homeland now.  

I set aside my fiery indignation. “Your father is the director, and your best friend is a devout believer in Dotharr, and yet you want to go to medical school. It’s curious.” 

Bryn sat beside me on the bed, keeping a respectable distance between us. “Not really. Women aren’t allowed into Ishem’s School of Science. As advanced as our educational system is, we still have a long way to go before men and women are allowed equal opportunities. My mother was an herbalist, the closest thing she could be to a doctor. She created her own remedies and sold them at her herb store.” He looked down at his hands. “She was murdered roughly a month ago by a desperate man who couldn’t pay for his medicine.” 

I leaned back in surprise. “That’s awful. I’m so sorry to hear it.” 

Bryn shrugged. “Yes, well, it made my father’s dreams come true. Viggo and I hunted down my mother’s killer and gained copper eyes as a result. My father had always hoped I would be chosen by Dotharr. He believed me being a warrior would bring him great honor. With my mother gone, there was no one to argue that being a doctor was just as honorable as being a soldier. He won’t listen to me. My eyes have changed, so my future has been decided. And that is the end of the discussion.” 

“I don’t know what to say,” I murmured, but what I thought was: At least your father is still alive. 

Bryn placed a hand over his growling stomach and gave me a sheepish smile. “On that cheerful note, what do you say we go to the Feasting Hall?” 
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I WAS GIVEN A TRAY with several strips of chicken breast, a pile of mashed potatoes, and a mound of broccoli.  

Bryn was ecstatic. “Broccoli. Yes!” 

“What is it usually?” I asked in horror. I’d never seen a man so pleased to see a vegetable before. Could there be something worse than broccoli served on a regular basis? 

He made a sour face. “Cauliflower. Or boiled spinach.” 

I gagged. “I’m afraid to ask what they serve for lunch.” 

“Fish and rice,” Bryn replied, leading me between rows of tables. “Although the vegetables in the rice vary.” 

I peeked into my mug. “Is it always water to drink?” 

“We’re allowed milk with our bread in the morning.” 

“I guess I should be thankful for that.” I caught sight of my guards eating at a nearby table. One scowled at me; the other curled his lip. 

“Loyal companions you have there,” Bryn said with raised eyebrows and a teasing smile. 

“They’re not here by choice, but they fear General Halvar too much to kill me quietly and return to their families,” I muttered. 

I wasn’t blind to the looks we were receiving. Every member of the tables we passed followed our progress, smirking, frowning, or scowling. I heard them murmuring under their breath. 

“Whore.” 

“Imposter.” 

“Weakling.” 

There isn’t a single man among these warriors-in-training who would dare to stoop so low as to fantasize about me. Under different circumstances, I might have been insulted. Now, I was thankful. Hopefully that meant they’d stay away from me. 

Viggo sat at a table toward the back of the hall with three others. They talked and laughed, so far the most boisterous group I’d seen. They fell silent as Bryn and I approached. I didn’t hide behind Bryn. They had seen me at my weakest at the whipping post. I wouldn’t be weak before them again. I forced myself to meet their disgusted and spiteful gazes. 

“Good evening, men,” Bryn said cheerfully. “Can we join you?” 

“You’re always welcome among us,” a bear of a man said. “The thing that follows you isn’t.” 

“I can sit elsewhere,” I said stiffly. 

Bryn ignored me and smiled at the speaker. “I’m sorry you feel that way, Asger. We’ll find somewhere else to eat.” He elbowed me and nodded toward an empty table farther down the aisle. 

“Oh, sit down, Bryn!” Viggo said in exasperation. “You aren’t going into isolation for a girl.” 

Asger and the other two looked like they wanted to object, but one glare from Viggo made them clamp their mouths shut. 

Viggo turned his glare on me before saying, “Sit.” 

“I don’t need your charity. I don’t fear isolation.” I marched to an empty table, dropped my tray with a clatter, and sat. Scowling down at my food, I began forking mashed potatoes into my mouth. Footsteps approached. I saw someone sit beside me out of the corner of my eye. 

“You don’t need to protect me, Bryn. I’m not your charge. You can sit with your friends.” 

“He knows,” Viggo said, making me jump in surprise. “He does what he does because he wants to. The only reason it isn’t him sitting here right now is because I asked for a moment alone with you.” 

I looked over Viggo’s shoulder to see Bryn watching us anxiously from afar. 

Viggo leaned in, forcing me to lean back. “Bryn is a good man. He upset his father, and is facing scorn from his own friends for you: a stranger whose very presence in this academy is an affront to our religious beliefs and our way of life. It’s because of him that I’m tolerating you at all. So I suggest you refrain from ever speaking to him in anger or disrespect, or you’ll have me to reckon with.” 

I wasn’t afraid of him. The love and respect he felt for his friend were evident, but I was done cowering before men. I rose from my seat. 

“You’re right about your friend, but you’re wrong about me. Do you think I chose to come here? I never asked your Heavenly Master to change the color of my eyes.” Viggo jumped to his feet and opened his mouth to defend himself, but I continued before he could get a word out. 

“Because Dotharr needed some form of entertainment, I was dragged onto a ship, held against my will, beaten senseless by your beast of a general, and left at this damned academy to become a killer.” I poked him in the chest. “If you think for one moment that I want to be here, you’re a fool.” 

He opened his mouth a second time, but paused. We both glared at our audience until they returned to their food. I waved impatiently at my guards, who had risen from their table and begun to draw their weapons. 

“If you’re expecting an apology, you’re about to be disappointed,” Viggo hissed. 

I scoffed. “If you’re expecting me to be intimidated by you like everyone else is, you’re the one who is going to be disappointed.” 

“Fine.” 

“Fine.” 

He spun on his heel and returned to his table. I dropped into my seat. Conversations eventually continued across the hall. 

Bryn eased into the bench across from me. “I was prepared to intervene but, from the looks of things, you handled him well enough on your own.” 

I refrained from snapping at him and simply murmured, “I don’t like bullies.” 

“Good,” Bryn said, smiling. “Then the two of you should get along splendidly.” 
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Chapter Four
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I bathed that night.  

I took my time scrubbing my scalp and body, then inspected my limbs for scars. Proof of the horrors I’d been forced to endure appeared in the form of faint white lines across my torso and thighs. I lifted my feet out from the tub. Those toes, now straight and manicured, had once sported torn nails and twisted joints. This healing ability I’d recently developed was truly amazing. Once rinsed, I climbed out of the tub and reached for the towel I had hung on the hook just beyond the curtain. I grasped at empty air, then stuck my head out of the cubicle and cursed. 

Four young men stood in a loose arch before my stall. The tallest one held my towel. He taunted me with it. “Looking for this?” 

I scowled at them, despite the adrenaline making my heart race. “Animals! Where are my guards?” 

“Unconscious,” the tall one said. “An ambush of four against two? It was an easy fight.” 

“You will give me my towel, vermin,” I growled. 

He rolled his eyes. “Or what?” 

I yanked on the curtain until it came loose and wrapped it around my body as best as I could. I pulled it tight and tucked the corner between my breasts. The curtain was only long enough to reach my knees, but at least the important parts were covered.  

“Or,” I said, stepping out of the cubicle, “I will take it from you.” 

The other three jeered and whistled, ready for a show. The tall one laughed. 

I put my fingers in the corners of my mouth and blew. All four clapped their hands over their ears, uttering shouts of pain and surprise. 

My own ears ached at the sound, enhanced by the washroom’s acoustics, but I ignored it. I marched up to the tall one before he could recover and kicked him between the legs as hard as I could. He crumpled and vomited. I spun to face the other three. One recovered from his shock and charged at me. I threw an elbow across his chest and drove him back against the wall, screaming.  

I let my fists fly before he could raise his hands to defend himself. My knuckles connected with his face over and over again. He flinched and screamed with every punch that landed. He tried to lift his arms to protect his head, but I batted them away with one hand and continued assailing him with the other. Skin tore. Bones cracked. Blood ran. Still, I kept punching him. 

It felt good. The underlying rage and helplessness that had been eating away at me all this time was finally released. 

The young man slumped to the floor like a limp fish. His face was a mess. Someone grabbed me by the shoulder and spun me around. I used the momentum to whip my arm around, fingers curved. My nails left red, angry grooves on this young warrior’s cheek. He staggered back. I shoved him as hard as I could. He fell back, smacking his head against the stone. 

Curling in on himself, he gripped the sides of his head and groaned. 

Kicking him several times in the gut kept him down.  

I turned to glare at my last would-be attacker. He dashed out of the room. I took a moment to steady my breathing, panting like an enraged bull, looking down at my bloody fists. My knuckles were split in certain areas, and my wrists ached. I had never struck anyone like that before. 

I looked up to see faces peeking into the washroom. I marched toward the exit, snatching my discarded towel up from the floor as I went. Past my unconscious guards, through the crowd of men, and into my bedroom I walked, head held high. 
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SOMEONE KNOCKED ON my door not long after I had changed into my nightshirt. After my display of ferocity in the washroom, I’d had something of a panic attack. I had pushed my desk against the door to discourage anyone else from assaulting me in my vulnerable state and had huddled in the corner until my emotions had calmed. 

I sat on the desk’s surface now. “Who is it?” 

“Bryn,” he whispered, but I heard him perfectly. “Everyone is talking about what happened in the washroom earlier. Are you all right?” I pulled my knees to my chest and wrapped my arms around them. 

My hands, now clean, burned with small cuts and fresh sores. “I don’t know.” 

He uttered a soft curse. “I’m sorry, Asta. I’m going to tell my father in the morning and those four will be punished. I promise no one will attempt to harm you again.” 

My throat ached at his words. I knew hardly anything about him, couldn’t fathom his reasons for helping me, and didn’t know if I could trust him. But in that moment, I didn’t care. “Thank you.” 

“Here.” He pushed a dagger through the gap under the door. 

I climbed off the desk and bent to retrieve it. My copper eyes were reflected in the blade. 

“We aren’t allowed to have weapons in our rooms but, under the circumstances, I don’t think my father will object. Don’t be afraid to use it, Asta. Anyone who breaks into your room or tries to corner you in the washroom again deserves whatever they get.” 

I shuddered. “Bryn, I don’t think I—” 

“If you use it on yourself, I will do everything in my power to bring you back,” he said sternly. “Then I’ll give you a scolding that would make Viggo proud, and I won’t ever trust you with anything again. Am I clear?” 

I managed a sad, little smile. “Yes, sir.” 
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I WOKE WITH A GASP. The doctor knelt over me, sleeves rolled up to his elbows. There was blood on his hands. I scrambled away from him and backed into the wall. My scarred hands fluttered over the length of my torso, looking for the new injury he’d caused. 

“It’s all right, girl,” the doctor said. “I’ve only revived you.” 

The general pushed himself off the wall. “You tried to die on us, Asta, but we weren’t finished for the night.” He nodded at the doctor. “Restrain her.” 
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I JERKED AWAKE AND almost fell out of bed, soaked in sweat, my heart charging away in my rib cage. I dissolved into hysterical sobs. The memory of the pain was too fresh. I kicked off the covers and peeled away the nightshirt to inspect my body. The absence of blood and wounds didn’t comfort me as it should’ve. Once back in my nightshirt, I burrowed into my covers, shut my eyes, and tried to go back to sleep.  

Someone was snoring. There were walls between us and I could still hear him as if he were in the room with me. A bell began to chime on the other side of the grounds. To my ears it sounded as if it were in the next building over. I put the pillow over my head and gritted my teeth. 

How can anyone with Dotharr’s accursed gifts live a normal life? 

One of my guards knocked. “That’s your wake-up call, girl! You’re expected to be at breakfast within the hour.” 

I threw my pillow at the door. 
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THE FEASTING HALL BUZZED with noise until I walked in. Complete and utter silence took hold, unlike any I could have imagined from a large number of people. Instead of being disgusted with me, many of my peers were wary. I carried my tray of oatmeal, bread, assorted fruit, and milk to the table where Bryn sat, waiting for me. 

“What happened to the four imbeciles?” I asked once I was seated. 

My guards sat with us today, one on either side of me, and dug into their breakfast. Their gazes swept the hall occasionally. 

Bryn glanced at the additions to our table before addressing me. 

“They were given five lashings each. It’s the standard punishment for starting a brawl. Everyone knows that. If it wasn’t enough to discourage your attackers, I doubt it will discourage anyone else.” 

“Wonderful,” I murmured. 

“You handled yourself better than anyone expected. That could either make others who seek to harm you think twice about coming after you, or force them to be more creative with their assaults. Since you can’t trust your guards—” 

“They took us by surprise!” one of them said. “It won’t happen again.” 

Bryn frowned. “I’m sure.” He glanced at me. “You should stay alert at all times, just in case.” 

I nodded. 

“Have you taken a look at your schedule yet?” Bryn asked, as if to lighten the mood. 

I retrieved the parchment from my trouser pocket and unfolded it on the tabletop. “Hand-to-hand combat, religious studies, weaponry, arithmetic, breaking and entering...” I raised an eyebrow at Bryn. 

He popped a strawberry into his mouth. “Breaching the defenses of an armed building isn’t a skill only used for thievery.” 

I frowned but continued reading. “This afternoon I have politics and government, battle strategy, history, and acrobatics.” I leaned in closer to be sure I read it right. “Acrobatics? Are they preparing us for the circus?” 

Bryn gulped down his milk before responding. “That class is improperly named. It’s mostly for the strengthening of our reflexes and dexterity, but also touches on techniques we can use to lessen the intensity of our senses. We only learn the basic flips and turns on trampolines. It also includes lessons on climbing and falling correctly.” 

I almost choked on my oatmeal. I coughed for a moment, eyes watering. “Is there a way to fall incorrectly?” 

Bryn nodded. “Landing on your feet from a certain height could break your legs, Asta. There are different methods of falling to ensure the preservation of one’s limbs. Acrobatics teaches you these methods.” “Unfathomable,” I replied with a shake of my head. 

He tore his bread into pieces and shrugged. “Could save your life one day.” 

“So how often does the school host graduations?” I asked. “Is it possible to graduate in a year’s time?” 

“There are at least two graduation ceremonies a year. You see, we all take the same classes, but we advance to higher difficulties of those classes as our skills increase. Right now, you’ll be in the beginner courses for all these subjects, but with hard work and dedication, you can be in the master courses in seven months’ time.” 

“And how long should it take to be done with the master courses?” 

Bryn considered this before answering. “My father said it took him six months to complete his master courses.” 

I’ll complete them in five, I thought with confidence. Then the general will die.  

“Well, it seems I have my work cut out for me.” 

He looked down and mixed his oatmeal with a spoon. I wanted to ask him what was on his mind but doubted he would be honest while my guards were listening. One guard eventually rose to get seconds. I gulped down the rest of my milk and held out my empty mug to the second guard. 

“Refill it yourself,” he said with a grunt. 

“I’m still sore from that surprise attack in the washroom.”  

He scowled at me. 

“It’ll only take you a moment,” I insisted. “If anyone tries to attack me while you’re gone, I’m sure Bryn will step in.” 

The guard threw my companion a suspicious glance, but must have come to the conclusion that Bryn was trustworthy because he, too, left. 

“I think I found a way to be expelled from this academy once and for all,” Bryn leaned in to whisper once we were alone. 

I blinked. “You’re leaving so soon?” 

Bryn shushed me and looked around to be sure no one had heard. He lowered his voice even more. “I might be, but you mustn’t tell Viggo. He’ll try to convince me to stay.” 

I thought about making him promise to say goodbye, but thought better of it. I still didn’t know why he was entrusting me with this information or why he was so concerned with my well-being. However thankful I was for his presence, I couldn’t help being wary. 

Laughter drew our attention to a table across the hall. The added noise of utensils against plates made me wince. When we weren’t speaking, it was hard not to be overwhelmed by what I could hear and smell. 

Bryn leaned back and tried to look inconspicuous when my guards returned. “I’ve been thinking of several names for you.” 

I shook my head. “I’m keeping my name.” 

“Once you graduate from this academy, you’ll be free to go by whatever you please but, during your time here, they are going to change your name.” Bryn popped a blueberry in his mouth and swallowed it whole. “Wouldn’t you rather have an opinion on what you’re called? I’ve a compiled a list if you’d like to hear it.” Sighing, I agreed to listen. 

“There is Hertha, which means ‘powerful woman.’ I thought it fitting after your display of power last night.” 

I wrinkled my nose. “When I hear that name
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