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This one is for Brynne,


whom I have always looked up to,

the Delmar to my Rafi.
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PROLOGUE: SEA-DEMONS
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“Run, Rafi,” Delmar gasped, and Rafi ran, wincing as his bare feet pounded the earth, soles cut and bruised and weeping with sores. Sores still marked his wrists and ankles, too, though it had been three weeks since he’d been freed from his manacles. His wounds stung in the raw wind gusting in off the sea, just visible in glimpses through the foliage to their right.

But he ran on, until Delmar finally called the halt, and then he collapsed at the base of a saga tree, exhausted, but still wary enough to avoid the poisonous sap oozing from each thorny knot. Tilting his head back to gulp for air, he eyed the pink fruits bobbing from the springy, arching branches, and he was suddenly so hungry, he felt dizzy.

Climbing the spiky trunk was out of the question, but if Delmar boosted him onto his shoulders, he might be able to snatch a few.

He licked his dry lips. “Del?”

Delmar blinked the sweat from his eyes and tracked his gaze. “No, not ripe yet. Too risky.”

He was probably right. He usually was. Poison not only bled from the saga’s trunk but lurked in the rinds of unripe fruit—most potent in the palest, petering out as the rind darkened to crimson, until they were finally safe to eat. These wouldn’t kill them, but they might make them sick. Too great a risk when he was on their heels.

Once, Rafi had found Delmar’s persistent rightness annoying. That was before they’d spent three years imprisoned together beneath the earth. Without sun or moon to mark the days, or even consistent meals to mark the time, Delmar had been his only constant.

Always there. Always steady. Always right.

Delmar was his brother, yes, but also his prince, and Rafi would follow him to the ends of the earth.

So when Delmar’s heaving chest slowed, and he pushed back to his feet, strong and sturdy and determined to set forth again, Rafi shoved down his own prickling weariness and his aching hunger, and he gripped Delmar’s hand and shot up beside him. And when Delmar ran, he ran too.

Side by side, step by step, breath by breath.

The jungle seemed to blur around them and time with it. His feet felt like stones bound to the ends of his legs. He staggered, weaving clumsily from side to side with each step, and though he had never been drunk, he guessed it must feel something like this.

Something like drifting, mind and body, in different directions.

Then Delmar was there, steadying him. Delmar, who ran on with his head high, the glow of sunset a fire in his eyes. Delmar, who still looked the prince, despite his tattered trousers and the shredded tunic flapping open to expose his scratched and bitten chest.

Rafi couldn’t remember their father’s face anymore, only the hints of it he saw in Delmar’s heavy brow and in the set of his mouth—strong, proud, even a tinge cruel, if you didn’t know him. Didn’t know to wait and watch for the softening of his eyes and the crinkling lines that blossomed around them whenever he unveiled his kindly, kingly smile.

“Come on, brother. You can do it. You can keep going.”

And whether it was the strength of conviction in Delmar’s voice, or the calloused hand holding him up, or just the knowledge that slowing down meant giving up with the Emperor’s Stone-eye on their trail, Rafi dug deep into his failing reserves and kept running.
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“Sleep, Rafi,” Delmar murmured softly, and Rafi tried.

Stretched out in the damp jungle loam, he tried, but he couldn’t. His mind was too alert, his senses too heightened. When he flopped onto his back, vines and leaves canopied high above him, the ocean of moon-washed sky even higher, he felt exposed without ceiling or walls to shelter him from the host of things crawling, rustling, hooting, and yowling through the night. When he rolled to his stomach, arms under his head, one ear pressed to the earth, he could hear his heart thudding against the soil, and it sounded like footsteps, running, running, running.

On and on and on without end.

“Rafi . . . sleep.”

Delmar was only a shadow at the base of a neefwa tree, one long leg outstretched, the other bent, yet Rafi knew his brother’s eyes gleamed restlessly, alert for signs of pursuit. It was so every time they halted—Delmar still awake when Rafi fell asleep and awake again when Rafi awoke.

Did he ever rest?

Rafi sat up. “What about you?”

Delmar shifted, stretching out both legs. “Sleep? Sleep is for mortals. I have given it up.”

“Probably for the best.” Rafi smiled slyly. “Who could sleep once you start rumbling?”

Delmar gave a quiet laugh. “You sound like her, you know? Mother.”

Rafi’s stomach twisted. When the cell door had first clanged shut behind them, leaving them sprawled in the filth littering the floor, shock had given way slowly to horror. To anger and to grief. Which, as days turned into months, became despair. Delmar had broken free of it first, and he had towed Rafi with him, telling him fiercely, “We are not this, brother. We do not give up quietly. We do not fade into the dark. We are Tetrani. We cannot forget. Not who did this. Not what they deserve. Not where we came from. Not who we are. We must remember.”

That word had been a rolling drumbeat, a throbbing pulse.

Remember. Remember. REMEMBER.

Delmar’s voice turned wistful now. “She was always complaining about Father’s snoring. Even lodged a formal grievance one morning over a pot of seaweed tea. Called us three as witnesses—you, me, and—” He bit off the end, for even he had trouble speaking her name.

Cira, their little sister, lost along with their parents.

Not to illness, no matter what the imperial court claimed. But to poison. Or so Delmar believed, and who was Rafi to doubt him?

“He denied it, claimed she was dreaming. She insisted no one could dream over such a roaring, and on they went.” Delmar hesitated. “Do you . . . do you remember, Rafi?”

There it was. The question.

With that question as their net, they had cast for memories each day in their cell, drawing them all, big and small and shining with detail, from the briny expanse of the past.

Rafi closed his eyes, too ashamed to look at his brother, even in the dark. “I . . . I can’t even see their faces anymore, Del. I try, but it’s like looking at them through water.”

Colors muddled. Features blurred. Lost in his hazed memory.

Silence seeped between them in the wake of his confession, and the noises of the night rushed to fill the void. Rafi wished he’d bitten his tongue instead.

Then grasses rustled, and Delmar eased down beside him, and Rafi gratefully shifted over to make room. There, at last, with his spine pressed against Delmar’s—as they had slept for years on the single mildewed straw mat in that cramped cell—he started to drift off to sleep.

But not before he heard Delmar whisper, “Sometimes, I wish I didn’t see them so clearly.”
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“—up, Rafi.” Delmar spoke low and urgently into his ear.

Rafi bolted to his feet, then swayed dizzily, disoriented by the sunlight bathing earth, leaves, and vines. It was bright. Too bright. They had overslept, lost half a day of running, of distance from him.

Gut sinking, he turned to Delmar. “Del, I—”

Delmar clamped one hand over his mouth and tugged him down behind a tigertooth shrub. “He’s here, Rafi. He’s caught up.”

Needles prickled Rafi’s skin. “Sahak?”

Delmar released his grip and nodded toward a thick cluster of towering neefwa trees forming a wall across the wild undergrowth of the Mah. Scarlet, orange, and gold flashed between the trunks, spreading out to surround them, and over the crackle of trampled plants sounded the faint clinking of mail and rattling of chariot wheels.

Delmar swiped at his mouth, hand scraping over the stubble on his chin. His shoulders, ribs, and spine formed sharp ridges beneath his shredded tunic. Built like their father, he’d always been the strong one. Sturdy limbs, broad chest, and corded muscle. Even on their worst days in the dungeon, he had seemed unshakable. But after a few weeks on the run, he seemed to be wasting away, until only raw bones and sinew remained—something for the Emperor’s Stone-eye who hunted them to gnaw at, chew up, and spit back out.

Now, he looked almost as frail and frightened as Rafi felt.

“What do we do, Del?”

Delmar set his jaw. “We run.”

Soldiers burst from the thicket, and Delmar took off, and Rafi tore after him.

A voice—familiar—shouted for them to halt.

Wind catching in his teeth, Rafi raced after Delmar. Normally, they ran side by side, but today, no matter how hard he pushed, he could not close the gap between them. Delmar set a grueling pace to leave their armored pursuers behind, and maybe, Rafi couldn’t help but think, to punish him for insisting that Delmar rest and causing them both to oversleep.

If they were caught now, it would be his fault.

That fear thrust him onward through slapping leaves and grasping vines and raking thorns. Over soggy ground that spattered mud and tree roots that tripped and bruised. Maybe Rafi should have expected to find the jungle itself in league with their foes, for when the empire of Nadaar seized a land, it claimed its very soul. But surely the Mah was old enough to recall a time before the imperial interlopers arrived. Shouldn’t it be on their side?

Or did it see them as interlopers too?

He shook free of the dizzying spiral of thoughts. “Del?”

“Save your breath, Rafi, and run.”
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“Sorry, Del,” Rafi mumbled through cracked lips. “I can’t . . . go on.”

His vision swam, and he curled over his knees in the fog creeping across the mountainside. Misty droplets cooled his flushed forehead, and he shivered, though his whole body burned like a fire was spreading beneath his skin. He twisted his head and could make out Delmar standing over him with the sun only a bloody sliver behind him as it sank beyond the peak. His brother gazed back the way they had come, tattered tunic flapping in the breeze that sighed across the bald slope, across oozing stumps and muddy ruts left by a recent deforesting. The breeze carried the sting of salt blown off the Alon coast, and if he held his breath, Rafi could hear the roar of the sea around the next curve and far, far below. Even closer came clanking armor and thudding boots.

They were done for. Or at least, he was.

Delmar rested one calloused hand on Rafi’s shoulder, and now all he could see were his brother’s feet, just as battered and wounded and filthy as his. “Catch your breath. You’ll be fine in a minute.”

Rafi would sooner see the sky fall than disappoint Delmar.

It had been three days since Sahak had nearly caught them sleeping. Three days of staggering doggedly onward, smothered by exhaustion, and strung out on the fear of hearing soldiers in every rustle, seeing knives in every flash of movement. Three days that had ground them down to exposed bones and raw nerves and failing flesh.

He coughed and spat. “I’ve got nothing left. I can’t . . . keep running.”

“What you can’t do is quit. We’re Tetrani. We don’t give up.”

That might be true of Delmar, but never of Rafi. He had always been the unreliable son, the mischievous prince, the foolish younger brother, ever quicker with his wit than his fists. “I do. You go, Del. Go on without me.”

“Go on without you?” Delmar seized the front of Rafi’s tunic and hauled him to his feet. “Too tired to run, but not to make jokes, is that it? Because you know I’m not leaving you behind.”

Mere inches separated them now, and Rafi couldn’t help but see the exhaustion that dulled his brother’s eyes.

Oh, Ches-Shu, Delmar was close to cracking too.

He had always been strong for Rafi. Maybe, just this once, Delmar needed someone to be strong for him. “You got me,” he heard himself saying. “Just a joke.”

Convincing his legs, though, that would be the trick.

With a grunt, Delmar wedged his shoulder under Rafi’s arm, holding him up. “Good, because we are not dying today, Rafi.” His voice rang with defiance, and so did each step as they staggered on, arm in arm, scaling the steep slope above the deforested section, weaving around jumbled boulders, and ducking under vine-choked trees with roots pulling free of the soil. They pressed on, while the light dimmed to a murky gray, until they stumbled around a bend and found their path blocked by sheer cliffs ahead and a long drop-off to their left.

“No,” Delmar breathed, reeling to a stop. “No, no, no.”

Rafi’s legs gave out, and his arm slipped from his brother’s shoulder as Delmar scrambled to the edge overlooking the howling ocean below. A long thin shriek quavered on the air until the wind shredded it and scattered the echoes. Gooseflesh shivered up Rafi’s arms. He had heard such a cry only once before, but his mother had been Alonque by birth, and she had told him tales of the creatures that haunted the coast.

“Rafi . . . look.”

The wind strangled Delmar’s voice, stripping it of emotion, so Rafi didn’t know what to expect as he dragged himself close enough to peer over that dizzying drop. Shimmering four-legged forms darted in and out of the cresting waves far, far below, rushing in on each swell, surging high on seafoam, and diving down again into the troughs beneath. One reared back its head, flinging its thick, twisted mane, and let out a keening shriek that seemed to rend flesh from bone and stab deeper and deeper still.

“Are those . . . sea-demons?”

“The ledge.” Delmar crouched beside him, pointing. “See?”

Rafi blinked and tracked his finger to the narrow shelf of rock sticking out from the cliffside nearly fifteen feet below. Carpeted with moss and a few stubborn shrubs, it was barely two feet wide, and it was all that stood between them and the tossing, churning sea. Just the sight of that drop made his parched throat tighten.

One wrong move, and they could fall.

Could fall and fall forever.

“Come on.” Showing no sign of fear, Delmar flung himself onto his stomach, chest sticking out over the plunge, then reached a hand toward Rafi. “I’ll lower you down.”

Down there?

His body reacted even before the words sank in. He fell back, scrabbling, trying to get as far from the drop as possible. But the look of desperation and of disappointment on Delmar’s face broke through his panic, and he stopped.

“This is it, Rafi. This is our escape.”

“I-I can’t . . .”

“Yes, you can, and you will, for me.” Delmar seized his wrist and brought his forehead to touch Rafi’s. The slow and steady throb of his brother’s pulse, and the certainty in his eyes, seemed to pull Rafi forward like a riptide towing him out to sea, until his filthy, battered feet slipped past the edge and dangled over the drop into oncoming darkness.

He sucked in a shaky breath, then another, and still couldn’t get enough air.

“Look at me,” Delmar said, and Rafi did, catching the shimmer of a tear welling in the corner of his eye. It was a rare thing for his brother, and it startled Rafi enough that he couldn’t even react as Delmar shoved him over the side.

He fell, choking on a scream.

Then jerked to a stop at the end of Delmar’s grip.

The world swung sickeningly beneath Rafi’s feet as voices broke out overhead, one distinct above the rest. Sahak. Too late. “Pull me up, Del.” He tried to swing his other arm up, to latch on with both hands. “Pull me up!”

They couldn’t be taken like this, helpless, exposed, unable to fight back.

Delmar grunted, face darkened from the strain, then slowly shook his head, and the cold churn of nausea that washed over Rafi had nothing to do with the height and everything to do with the look in his brother’s eyes. Not sorrow. Not fear. But anguish.

“Del . . . Del . . . please . . .”

“I’m sorry, Rafi.”

With a wrench and a twist of his arm, Delmar let go.

Rafi plummeted like a stone toward the dark and turbulent waters. But the impact came sooner than expected. His feet struck something and slipped off, toppling his body forward and slamming his head against the cliff face.

The burst of pain blinded him.

Once, on a dare, he had tried to dive with Delmar to the bottom of the sound outside Cetmur, clinging to his brother as an anchor to sink deeper than he could have managed on his own. He’d swum down until his chest burned, his ears throbbed, and his vision blurred, and he had to kick and thrash and fight his way back to the surface before he drowned.

Rafi fought like that toward consciousness now. He reached sluggishly to his head, and his fingers came back sticky and wet. Eerie shrieks sounded below, and his senses reeled as he came fully alert, sprawled on the ledge, with half his body hanging over the brink.

He shoved away from the drop, flinging his back against the rock wall, chest heaving in sharp gasps, tunic fluttering in the wind. His skull felt like it was about to split. Gravel pelted the top of his head, dislodged from above, and he craned his neck to see Delmar lurch into view on the cliff’s edge, clutching one arm to his side.

His brother’s name formed on his lips, but Delmar was speaking. “Rafi? I left him to die. He couldn’t keep up. Slowed me down. Too weak and feverish. I doubt he’ll last the night.”

Rafi tried to call up, to explain that he had tried, that he hadn’t meant to fail him, but his vision blurred, and his mind seemed to skim through time like a stone skipping across a pond, because when his senses returned, it wasn’t his brother he heard, but Sahak. Then something shot out over the edge, flashing in the dying light, and dropped toward the sea, and Delmar . . . Delmar plunged with it. He fell clumsily, unlike himself. His feet struck the mossy ledge and slipped off, but his arms latched on, slamming his chest against the edge.

He raised his chin to meet Rafi’s eyes. “Run, brother,” he whispered. “Run!”

Then he shuddered and blood spilled down his chin, and Rafi’s gaze dropped to the twin blades buried in Delmar’s chest. No! Rafi flung a hand out but only felt his brother’s slick wrist sliding through his fingers. Something ripped across his palm, gouging a hot line all the way to his thumb. His grip flew open, and Delmar tumbled into darkness, his cry trailing off.
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Run, Rafi. Run. Those were Delmar’s dying words. His final command.

But Rafi couldn’t move as footsteps crunched above and the gilded toes of Sahak’s boots appeared on the cliff’s edge. Rafi could see the glint of the baldric of knives slung across his chest and the smug twist of his lips as he gazed out over the drop where Delmar had fallen into the gnashing teeth of the sea.

If he shifted, if he looked down, he would see Rafi.

But he turned, with a clank of chain mail, and dismissed his soldiers with a barked command, and Rafi was alone with his tears as shivers racked his body. The only sounds were the wailing wind and the weeping waves and the screaming beasts below. He waited until the coming of the sun, then he stood on legs that no longer shook, turned his back on the drop, climbed to the top of the cliff, and ran. He ran, and he kept on running, and he never once slowed long enough to wonder what might happen if he stopped.
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Clouds darken and the storm may not break, but where smoke gathers, fire awaits.

– Alonque saying

Rafi awoke to the smell of smoke. Not the comforting scent of woodsmoke or the sweetly spiced aroma of Saffa’s cooking fires, but a sharper, wilder tang that coiled down his nostrils, clawed into his throat, and whispered to him of danger.

Was that the ghost speaking to him again?

Disoriented, he jolted up, clutching at the hammock’s webbed sides. His left hand twinged in pain, startling his gaze down to the brownish stains smearing the ragged bandage knotted around his palm—the one on his thigh, too, though that wound was still oozing. Ches-Shu take Sahak and all his wicked blades. Raucous snoring jarred Rafi from his thoughts. Cradling his left hand to his chest, he blinked through the hazy dawn light spilling over the thicket of hammocks strung across the crew’s quarters to where Moc sprawled in the closest, scarred head thrown back, long limbs spilling over the sides, calloused feet brushing the deck each time the ship rocked.

Rafi couldn’t imagine sleeping with such easy abandon. Yet, somehow, despite his injuries—or maybe because of them—he’d managed to sleep through the night with the giant Alonque snoring like a thunderstorm beside him. He still felt like he waded through a heavy fog. Only slowly did the rest of his senses catch up.

Voices filtered from above. Bare feet thumped nearby.

The cords of that strange webbed hammock thrummed beneath him, and beyond the surrounding bulkheads, the sea moaned. Closer, a high-pitched scream shivered through the ribs of the ship, and prickles broke out across his neck and spine as he caught a whiff of that smoke again.

“Moc,” he whispered. “Do you smell that?”

Moc grunted and rolled over. His hammock creaked and groaned in complaint, straining under his bulk. His snoring resumed. Stretching out his good leg, Rafi kicked at his friend’s bundled form. Instead of jostling Moc, that just made Rafi’s own hammock wobble and sway, but luckily it lacked the wild, twisting action of the one he’d slept in—and fallen out of—for two years in Torva’s hut. Oddly enough, he actually missed that ornery thing.

“Moc!” Rafi raised his voice. “Wake up!”

But Moc just grumbled and snored on.

So Rafi pitched his voice lower instead, enticingly. “Breakfast, Moc. Rice cakes and simba rings and fried saga crisps, still dripping from the oil.” His own stomach started rumbling at that, but the ploy worked.

Moc cracked an eye open and mumbled, voice thick with sleep, “Is Saffa cooking?”

Rafi understood the awe in his tone. Saffa’s cooking could roust a rebel from his hammock like nothing else, and it deserved its near mythical reputation. No one used spices and sauces quite like Saffa, creating flavors that fed both nostalgia and novelty. Of course, Saffa was far away, safe in the headquarters of the Que Revolution, so he ignored the question and slid gingerly from his hammock, careful to land on his good leg. “Smoke, Moc. Do you smell it?”

“Don’t smell food, that’s for sure.” Moc yawned and scratched his stomach. “So who’s cooking then, cousin, and are they burning the saga crisps?”

Shaking his head, Rafi limped toward the companionway, chasing the smoke topside.

“What?” Moc called after him. “No one likes burnt crisps!”

Grumbled complaints shushed Moc as Rafi squeezed past three other dozing, cocooned forms who must have rotated off the night watch. Drained by his aquatic confrontation with Sahak, not to mention the strain of his wounds, Rafi had collapsed straight into his hammock last night and slept like a felled log since. Given all this talk of food, he hoped someone had thought about breakfast, otherwise he would have to scrape something together himself that would make Saffa proud. Or at least not disappointed. Seaweed tea and fried saga crisps sounded like a decent start.

But would a foreign ship have such supplies? What exactly did they eat in Soldonia?

He surfaced through the hatch into a hustle of activity. A brisk, salty breeze whipped the mist around him, ruffling his tattered trousers and stinging his numerous scabbed-over cuts. Elder Gordu barked orders from the helm that sent the fisherfolk scurrying to scale the rigging. Under his direction, the villagers of Zorrad seemed to have taken to sailing with ease, though the foreign vessel, with its tall mast and snapping sails and decks raised fore and aft, was a far cry from the simple oared crafts they’d used to ply their trade before.

“Out of the way!” someone shouted, rushing past with a coiled line.

Rafi dodged, knocked against a tethered barrel, and tripped against it, hampered by his wounded leg. He caught himself face-to-face with old Hanu, who slouched behind the barrel with a large, floppy hat shadowing his thin face. Hanu raised a crooked finger to his lips, tugged the hat down, and continued snoozing, conveniently hidden from Gordu’s sight.

Still up to his old tricks. Nice to know some things didn’t change.

Straightening, Rafi caught a scowl from Gordu clear across the deck and smiled pleasantly in return. Some people were as fond of scowling as he was of smiling, and who was he to deny them such a simple pleasure? Hanu could sleep. Moc could snore. Gordu could scowl. What did Nahiki care?

That stray thought jarred him from his complacency.

Nahiki was no more. He had made his choice. He was Rafi Tetrani, an identity with roots, no longer free to drift and let drift, and that meant learning to make his stand.

Gordu raised one eyebrow, jabbing a finger at Rafi, but something closer to hand snagged his attention. “Sev!” Gordu had a voice like a water buffalo and the lungs to match, which had been wasted in the fishing village but here meant the whole ship could hear his commands. “Get that boat secured. Don’t want it sliding across my deck.”

Ducking around the mast, Rafi came upon Sev and a handful of others midship, lowering a boat, hull up, beside the large central hatch. Water slicked the boat’s sides and spattered their feet.

He recognized several who had been on Nef’s team the day before, sent inland as a distraction, so the ship must have reached the rendezvous point and launched the boat to retrieve them, all while he’d still been sleeping.

“You got salt in those ears?” Gordu bellowed.

“Working on it,” Sev yelled back, then muttered, “you great blowhard!” At his nod, the others tossed lines over the boat, and he knotted them off, then tugged the tail end twice.

The ship shuddered and seemed to skip across the waves.

Rafi flung out his arms to balance himself. That was odd. It almost felt like . . . like what he’d done to the longboat full of royal guards, twisting through the water atop his sea-demon colt, churning and striking and leaping, until it seemed he wielded the sea itself against Sahak. He stumbled to the port rail and searched until he spotted a familiar dappled shape with bright blue eyes cutting through the swell alongside.

Ghost haunting him still.

His lips tugged into a relieved grin. Of course, he’d been too exhausted last night to wonder if the colt would follow once released into the sea, but recalling yesterday’s wild, exhilarating dive, and the strength of Ghost’s surging form while he clung to his soft, white, rippling mane, he breathed easier knowing Ghost had chosen to stay. For Saffa’s cala root crackers, probably, but also, maybe, for him.

Cresting a wave, the colt tossed his mane and squealed before diving again. His movements seemed playful rather than threatening. Rafi doubted the colt was to blame for whatever was—

The ship trembled again, and the planks groaned under Rafi’s feet.

Muttered cursing drew his focus back to Sev, whose knots had slipped, allowing the boat to skid forward and crunch against the rail. Waving off Gordu’s shouting, Sev dropped to his knees and struggled to wrestle the boat and ropes back into place. He jammed his thumb and yanked his hand back, shaking blood from his split nail. “Ches-Shu!”

“Here!” Rafi limped over. “Let me help.”

Sev’s head shot up, and his initial scowl faded. “Oh, it’s you.”

“Me,” Rafi said lightly, “who happens to be a master at tying knots, whereas you have always been all thumbs.”

“It’s not me. It’s those cursed beasts, rioting below.” He punctuated each word with a tug that made the boat scrape across the deck, then flicked his gaze up briefly to meet Rafi’s. “Having those creatures so close . . . it’s bad luck, for certain.”

Rafi eyed the weathered planks beneath his feet, only a thin barrier separating them from their unexpected cargo. A stiff gust caught him across the face, bringing another whiff of that wild and tangy smoke. Standing shirtless in his bloodstained, salt-stiff trousers, he felt gooseflesh prickling his arms, though the breeze wasn’t cold. Could all of this—the strange smoke, the bizarre way the ship moved—be their doing? He’d barely begun to understand what Ghost could do. How could he comprehend these far stranger beasts of fire and wings and stone?

He shook off his concern for now. “Still, want a hand?”

Sev’s lips twisted wryly. “Depends. Which one are you offering?”

Rafi noted Sev’s glance to his bandaged left hand and wriggled his right instead. “The good one, of course.” Ironic, since he was left-handed. But Sahak had stabbed his left hand, so until it healed—and Ches-Shu grant it did—his right would have to suffice.

“I’ll take my chances alone, thanks.” Sev bent over his work again, tying off a haphazard string of knots sure to drive Gordu to wrath—chancy, indeed—while Rafi scanned the deck for Nef. It was always a good idea to keep an eye on that python in the grass, and besides, it would be helpful to know if he had discovered anything about Sahak’s operations while ashore. Between the newly constructed harbor, the contingents of royal guards, and this unprecedented shipload of steeds from Soldonia, Sahak was clearly up to something, and that never boded well for anyone but Sahak.

Nahiki would have pretended not to care. Rafi had to.

“You see where Nef went, once you got back?”

Sev pushed up to his feet, inspecting his split thumbnail. “Didn’t come.”

“He didn’t make the rendezvous point?”

“Took off after your cousin to shadow him.” Sev’s voice took on an edge, and Rafi wasn’t sure whether it was the mention of Sahak, or because Nef had made an even worse first impression on Sev than he had on Rafi—whom he’d first threatened, then attempted to kill.

“So you just left him?”

“Left who?” Moc thumped up alongside, yawning and scratching the dark, puckered scar that marked the side of his head. It had still been red and freshly scabbed when they’d first met. Rafi had never asked about it, but he’d gathered that Nef had been involved somehow.

“Nef,” Rafi said. “He took off after Sahak, and they let him go.”

Sev set his jaw in that belligerent expression Rafi knew too well. “No one let him go. Your friend—”

“He’s not my—” Rafi clamped his teeth and stared out toward the distant shore, visible through a gap in the mist as a thin strip of white sand trapped between the encroaching blue of the ocean and the creeping green of the jungle. Nef might not be a friend, but leaving him felt too much like running, and he’d done enough of that to last a lifetime.

He half expected the ghost to disagree and urge him to flee, but the voice had fallen strangely quiet recently. Could he even recall the last time he’d heard the ghost speak? He found the silence troubling. “We just shouldn’t have left him.”

Maybe if he’d stood with Delmar long ago, he wouldn’t be plagued by nightmares whenever he closed his eyes. It was worse now that Sahak had told him his brother had survived the fall, only to die in agony later. Alone.

“Maybe.” Moc shrugged. “But Nef can handle himself, and once his mind is fixed, there’s no changing it. He is tough as a kaava and twice as prickly. You know this.”

“Besides, he was gone before I arrived,” Sev said, then added, “not that I would have stopped him. We must seize every chance if we are to save her.”

His tone dared Rafi to disagree, but he couldn’t.

He had six days until he met with Sahak to trade their stolen cargo for the hostages of Zorrad, including Sev’s wife, Kaya. But if six years had not prepared him to face his brother’s killer, six days were unlikely to help. They needed every advantage they could get. He rubbed the back of his neck. “I know, and I swear, I will make it right. All of it.”

The words sounded strange coming from his lips, but it wasn’t the first time he’d remade himself and become someone new—just the first time he sounded like his brother.

Sev searched his face, brow furrowing. “You really aren’t him, are you?”

“Who? Rafi?” If only. Rafi offered a thin smile. “Sadly, I have the scars to prove it.”

“No. Nahiki.” With that baffling remark, Sev rounded the mast and strode away.

Watching him go, Rafi asked, “You think that’s good or bad, Moc?”

Moc just clapped him on the shoulder. “Come. We must see to those fried saga crisps. You were right about that smoke. Someone is burning something.”

“Moc, no one is—” Rafi broke off as a crash sounded in the hold below, where the steeds were housed, and cold sluiced through his gut. If anything happened to them . . .

He shoved toward the stern, passing the mainmast and the ten Soldonian sailors trussed at its base. He ignored their sullen stares, catching alternately at the rigging and rail to limit the strain on his wounded leg. He reached the helm where Gordu stood with his burly arms knotted over his chest, listening to one of the fisherfolk who gestured with one hand and gripped a wriggling nine-year-old boy with the other.

Iakki, face set like a thunderstorm, which made him look surprisingly like Sev.

“I caught him,” the fisherman, Aruk, was saying. There was no hint of the roguish smile he was notorious for using to charm fresh rice cakes and cups of seaweed tea from the women of Zorrad—that smile, along with the dark waves of his hair, barely salted with gray, and his skill with the pan flute he wore strung on a cord about his neck, meant he was regarded, apparently, as quite a catch. “He was trying to sneak below and wreak havoc among the demon-steeds.”

Iakki glared up at his accuser. “Was not!”

“I saw you with my own two eyes.” Aruk matched him stare for stare, though one of his eyes was watering and already swelling shut. Never one to come quietly, Iakki.

“I weren’t wreaking no havoc. I don’t even know what that is!”

“Trouble,” Gordu said. “Havoc means trouble, which might as well be your first name.”

“Oh.” Iakki sounded mollified, even pleased. “Well, I was just looking.”

Beside Rafi, Moc barked out a deep laugh. “Like you just looked at Hald’s goats?”

“I only teased them a little.”

“They started fainting anytime anyone came near them!”

“Yeah.” Iakki’s eyes gleamed, and Rafi couldn’t help snorting in amusement, which drew the boy’s attention. “Nahiki?” Iakki wrenched free and dove into him, forcing his weight back onto his injured leg.

Ches-Shu, that hurt. He made quite the cautionary tale these days, a warning for anyone mad enough to join the Que Revolution or cross the Emperor’s Stone-eye.

“So,” Gordu grunted, eying Rafi balefully and using the flapping tail of his shirt to wipe the sweat from his bald skull. “You’ve decided to grace us with your presence at last.” He jabbed a thick finger at Rafi’s chest. “Something is wrong with those steeds of yours.”

His manner instantly set Rafi on edge, which meant his own voice emerged with a deliberate lightness. Old instincts. Mildly annoying humor and subtle sarcasm had been his only recourse to deflect the cruelty of his long-ago jailers.

“Something is very vague. Could you be more specific?”

Gordu’s chest swelled. “This is no time for jokes, Tetrani’s son. We face a disaster.”

Which was the best time for jokes. How else could you hope to distract death with a grin so you could slip past without being caught? Rafi should know. He’d evaded death a half dozen times already, give or take. But as he squared off with the village elder, he was struck by the wrinkles that sagged under the man’s eyes, and how his muscular bulk, which had once strained the seams of his vest, now seemed swallowed by the folds of his threadbare shirt.

Sighing, he looked at Iakki. “Did you set off the demon-steeds?”

“No, honest, I didn’t. Just wanted to take a peek, but I didn’t even get the hatch open before he”—Iakki flung an arm back toward Aruk—“swooped in and grabbed me.”

Aruk shrugged. “He was messing with the hatch. Something set them off.”

Gordu’s thick eyebrows drew together. “It is Ches-Shu, mark my words. We have displeased her by ferrying demon-steeds across her domain.” His deep rumble dropped deeper still. “She will not be appeased until this taint has left her waters, for good.”

Sea-demons were aquatic beasts, so they actually lived in Ches-Shu’s domain, but Rafi doubted pointing that out would help. “So, as soon as we reach the smuggler’s cove then?”

The elder harrumphed. “If we reach it.”

The ship shuddered again, as if in response to Gordu’s dire prediction, then pitched and heaved, tossing them all off-balance. Rafi fetched up against the wheel and heard muffled thuds as the others hit the rail or deck. His vision blurred, and he shook his head, convinced his senses were failing him as the world seemed to tip further over.

No, oh, Ches-Shu, no. Not the world. The ship.
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TWO: CERIDWEN
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These are the breeds of the solborn: riveren swift, earthhewn strong, shadowers silent, seabloods fierce, stormers intrepid, fireborn zealous, dawnlings radiant.

– Wisdom of the Horsemasters

Chaos and ruin spread around Ceridwen like a shock wave. With a twitch of her reins, she drew Mindar out of the firestorm seconds before his flames burned out, feeling his hooves catch, stride faltering, as he stumbled in exhaustion. White smoke dribbled from his nostrils, whisked to shreds by his next breath. She rubbed the knuckles of her rein hand on his neck in appreciation, for he had cleared a space around her, Nadaarian soldiers and treacherous Soldonian warriors alike fleeing before his wrath. She had a moment to breathe.

To slick the sweat from her eyes and the blood from her blade.

To study the field of battle and make sense of the pandemonium she had unleashed when she sabotaged Rhodri’s rigged negotiations with the Nadaari. The deal he had struck would have secured his own throne while subjecting the kingdom of Soldonia to foreign rule. More than that, to the Dominion of Murloch, the ruthless god of Nadaar, who thirsted ever for conquest. Now, everywhere, solborn screamed and raged, chariots drawn by stone-eye tigers rattled and clattered, and warriors slew and were slain, bled and fell and were trampled underhoof.

“Do you see him?” she demanded, rising in her stirrups as Finnian te Donal, soundless upon his shadower, seemed to materialize at her side out of the shreds of dissipating smoke. From the smudges of soot dusting his nose and cheekbones, and from the steady stream of copper-fletched arrows that had guarded her back, she knew he’d never been far from her flank.

Unseen. Unheard. But there all the same.

Even now, with the effects of his ghosting fading, with his dark hair falling across his face, the scruff of a beard shadowing his jaw, and his gray cloak gusting behind him as he shook his head without needing to ask whom she meant, he seemed less a man and more a creature of falling leaves and woodsmoke. Once that had unnerved her. But now, she trusted it as she trusted the ferocity of the steed dancing beneath her and the unwavering heft of the sabre in her own right hand as she turned her gaze back to the surging tide of combat, to the tumult of steeds and riders crashing and clashing on all sides.

“Where are you?” she murmured, flexing that hand to work the feeling back into gloved fingers numbed from the shock of striking blow after blow against wood, steel, and bone.

“I think we’re winning.”

Finnian’s voice was thick. With smoke. With relief.

But she couldn’t share that relief, for they had not won. Not yet. Here and there, distinct clusters formed amidst the crushing throng and moved against the flow of combat. Not fighting for her or the Nadaari, neither for the kingdom nor against it, but fighting simply to break free. She recognized the billowing black banner of Harnoth flying over one mass, while nearby, Gimleal’s heavily armored earthhewn grouped into a solid square. Even now, with so much at stake and the truth laid bare, still they refused to commit hoof or blade?

Sparks dripped from Mindar’s mane, triggered by her anger. She smothered them, conserving his rekindling fire for the fight, and tossed her reins to Finnian. “Here! Hold him.”

“What are you . . .” He trailed off as she pushed herself up, wincing slightly at the strain in her wounded shoulder, to get a knee and then a boot on the seat of her saddle. “Shades, Ceridwen, you do realize you’re making yourself a target for every Ardon archer on the field?”

“Let us hope they lack your skill, then.”

“Oh, and the Nadaari too?”

She couldn’t resist a grin. “We both know they are no match for you.” She patted Mindar’s neck and stood up straight, balancing with her sabre still in hand. Mindar snorted out dusky smoke and shifted nervously, disquieted by Finnian’s agitation. On an ordinary day, a calm day, she would trust him to stand still under a loose rein—and her own skill to retake her seat and reclaim her reins if he did not—but not on a day like today, a day of smoke and vengeance, a day when his blood was up and boiling with the furor of battle. Like hers.

Standing on the saddle like a captain on the prow of a ship, she scanned the waves of warriors and steeds shifting around her: seabloods and riveren, fireborn and earthhewn, shadowers visible only momentarily before ghosting again in the dust stirred by the wings of stormers hurtling overhead. And then, through a fleeting break in the frenzied stream, in a glimpse of a blood-red steed and a banner of gold and green, she finally spotted her quarry.

“Rhodri.”

On her tongue, that name was the snap of a blade striking edge on edge. It was a sound she would excise from the world along with all the harm he had wrought.

“Ceridwen!” Finnian barked, and she jerked toward his voice.

An arrow sailed past her chest, scarcely a finger-width away. It would have struck her cuirass if she hadn’t moved, maybe even struck flesh, and with the wound in her left shoulder throbbing even now from the strain of the day’s exertion, it was all too easy to imagine the flare of pain from another arrow burrowing deep into her chest, her spine, her throat. She eased back down into the saddle and reached for her reins.

Finnian withheld them. “Pull out one more stitch, Ceridwen, and so help me . . .”

She rolled her spurs lightly across Mindar’s sides, cuing a tiny spurt of flame, startling the shadower and forcing Finnian to release her reins to control his own steed. She gathered them up, readying to ride as pockets of fighting soldiers and mounted warriors began to spill back into the gap Mindar had cleared. “We have him. He’s up against a wall of Craddock’s earthhewn—”

“Craddock has joined the fight?”

“Hardly, but Rhodri must either break through or push around, which will slow him.” She caught Finnian’s gaze. “We must ride now, if we would take him.”

Only one quarry mattered today, and he knew it as well as she.

If the Nadaari fled this battle, they could not get far on foot with all the war-hosts thundering in pursuit. But if Rhodri fled across the River Tain, he could be safe in his own lands before the end of the day, and there he could lead her on a wild chase, elusive as a dawnling, before she managed to snare him in battle again.

Rather than questioning her resolve, Finnian simply lifted his horn to his lips and cocked an eyebrow, awaiting permission. Old instincts tugged her to press onward now, without delay. But she’d tried riding alone before, and that had failed. She had determined to do things differently. So she nodded and, as three clear blasts rang out over the tumult, urged Mindar forward, trampling a Nadaarian soldier before he could ram his spear into the flank of a familiar dusky riveren whose rider wielded an overlong spear and wore a helm tilted jauntily atop his head.

Or maybe, as she recognized both steed and spear, simply too large for him.

“Liam?” She checked her steed alongside him, blade up, scanning for threats. “What are you doing here in the thick of it? You were supposed to stay back in the rear.”

“Sticking with you. You did tell me to. Said you’d look after me.”

Startled, she glanced over to find him grinning cheekily, wholly unabashed at being caught disobeying her orders. “That was one time. Not a standing command for every battle.”

He shrugged and straightened his helm with a brush of his spear arm, righting it atop his unruly brown hair, before it abruptly slid askew again. It was far too big for him, and therefore, more hindrance than help in combat where any distraction—

Movement flickered in her peripheral vision.

A wisp of gray. A glint of steel. Not Finnian.

Any distraction, like Liam was to her, could be deadly.

But hers were a firerider’s reflexes, honed to react to the slightest spark, and no steed could spin so swiftly, nor flare to speed so rapidly, as a fireborn. She whirled Mindar and, with a touch of the spurs, unleashed a quick blast toward the charging Ardon shadowrider. The burst did its trick, forcing the shadowrider to throw up his blade arm to shield his face, baring his side for her strike. He collapsed against the shadower’s neck as his steed ran on, and the battle swallowed him.

This was why she had wanted Liam to stay back. He was too eager, too thoughtless, and too much of a concern when she should be focused on bringing down Rhodri. She wheeled Mindar to tell him so and nearly rammed her steed chest-first into a second shadower. The rider’s blade quavered inches from her throat, ice sharp and deadly, then slipped from his grasp as he toppled from the saddle and crashed to the ground inches from her fireborn’s coallike hooves. Unhorsed by a powerful thrust from Liam’s spear.

The lad hauled his spear from the corpse, his helm now tilted over one eye. “Finnian said I could tail him today.”

Ceridwen eyed Finnian as he slid silently alongside, face turned away, watching for danger, steering with his legs to keep both hands upon bow and string. His movements were swift and smooth as the wind that swirled the hem of his cloak and ruffled his hair. “Oh, he did, did he?”

“Sure he did. Said one back-rider wasn’t enough to look out for you.”

“The words were ‘keep up with,’ not ‘look out for,’” Finnian corrected, keen eyes still focused away, “and I spoke them to Markham. If I’d known you were skulking around eavesdropping, Liam te Harkin, I wouldn’t have promised to teach you scouting.” He flicked a glance toward Ceridwen that was no doubt meant to be apologetic.

The lad did tend to interpret facts by the light of his own candle.

But it did not matter, not with Rhodri out there. She could sense her warriors amassing around her, drawn by Finnian’s horn call.

She urged Mindar forward. “Lose the helm, Liam, and fall in.”

“Aunt Iona told me to stop losing it—” he began, then broke off at a cough from Finnian, tugged the helm from his head, and tossed it over his shoulder.

“And what do I keep telling you?” Finnian asked patiently.

“I know, I know. Fight first. Talk later.”

“That’ll be the day.” Nold laughed, jogging into file on his earthhewn. He offered Ceridwen a crisp salute that contrasted oddly with his laughing eyes and crooked grin. “I wager a full flask of fine Ardon vintage the lad can’t hold his tongue for more than a breath. Any takers?”

Liam scoffed. “Fight now, Nold. Wager later.”

“You see? Couldn’t even wait for takers!”

Ceridwen almost rode on and left them. This was no time for jesting. This was a time for action. Swift, decisive, and deadly. She could feel the heat blooming within Mindar’s ribcage, feel the strength coursing through his limbs, feel him pulling against the reins, yearning to be unleashed. To launch like an arrow from a bow and slice through her enemies, straight for Rhodri’s heart. But there was too much at stake. Too many in her way.

So she aimed Mindar for the sky and summoned another burst of flame.

Sparks rained down, startling her companions into silence. She twisted to face Nold through the flickering cascade and swept her sabre toward where she’d last seen Rhodri. “He’s there, Nold. Ripe for the taking. Clear me a path to him.”

“Aye, my queen.” Gone was the grin, but his salute was no less crisp.

His earthhewn rumbled forward and gradually picked up speed to ram a path through the fray. Ceridwen plunged after him, trailed by Finnian and Liam, and with flame and blade, she beat back any who tried to bar her way. But not all sought to hinder her. Riders swept up alongside, mustering again to her horn, some bearing the black badge of the Outriders or the flaming symbol of Lochrann. Even a few of Telweg’s seabloods and Eagan’s shadower kill-squads folded in around her. Propelled by fury, carried by momentum, they advanced until the crushing weight of the embattled forces surrounding them forced them to slow.

Ceridwen called for flame again, but the ground shivered, then bucked, throwing Mindar off his stride. Snorting, he tossed his head, sending a spike of pain through her left shoulder. Gritting her teeth, she glanced up as Kassa tor Bronwen and her earthhewn tore past, widening the path and opening a clear shot, at last, to Rhodri. She spied him straight ahead, wreathed in smoke atop his blazing steed, embroiled in combat with a mass of seabloods led by none other than Telweg herself, Cenyon’s war-chief.

Sights and sounds blurred around her as her focus narrowed to Rhodri alone.

He burned like a star fallen to earth, so fierce she could not look away. Once, long ago, they had trained together. Now, she considered the warrior he had become and felt an undeniable stirring of awe. Skill and ferocity defined his every move, every cut of his blade. His posture in the saddle was perfection. Spine straight. Precise lines from head to shoulders to seat to heels. Exact angles between. Riding had always felt natural to her. It was a thing of feeling, of listening, of hearkening to the wild and untamable rhythm that beat at the heart of your steed and simply falling into step. But Rhodri had focused most upon correct technique, and now he seemed master of it, and of his steed, Vakhar.

Commanded by cues so subtle even she could not see them, the fireborn seemed an extension of Rhodri. Marked by the same restrained fury, a deadly thing held steadfastly in check, like his own calm, quiet voice, until at last released.

Rhodri spun unexpectedly into a crisply executed firestorm, and flames blurred into a searing swirl of fulgent red all around him. Shrieking seabloods drew back like a wave. They could not withstand such an inferno. But she could.

She offered slack and Mindar surged forward, lunging into each stride.

Then over the thunderous noise of battle, gongs crashed and fell still. Horns rang out in their wake. Singly, one after another, rising from every corner of the plain. Something shifted subtly in the flow of the battle. Immersed as Ceridwen was in the grit and grind of it, she couldn’t see what had changed, but she could feel it. Mindar sensed it, too, judging by how his muscles coiled beneath her and tiny ribbons of flame streamed off his mane.

“I don’t like this.” Finnian’s warning hummed in her ears. “Something is wrong.”

She was barely a hundred strides from closing with Rhodri when one final horn call sang out a deep and brassy note. Rhodri straightened abruptly from delivering a killing blow, blade dripping onto the crumpled form of the searider fallen at his feet, and looked over his shoulder, eastward across the plains. Toward Rysinger. He stabbed his sabre toward the sky, then whirled his steed at the head of his warriors and fled.

He fled?

Wings throbbed overhead, and a familiar stormer with iridescent blue-black wings swooped past so low, Ceridwen had to duck beneath its hooves. She reined Mindar to a stuttering halt, only dimly aware of the riders coursing past her, while Finnian came to a stop at her side, dust and cloak swirling around him. The stormer landed, stumbling, and flared its wings to slow before whirling back to face them.

“Shades, tal Vern, you nearly—”

Ceridwen cut Finnian off with an upraised hand. Something was very wrong.

Iona shoved back the fur-lined hood of her quilted gambeson. Wisps of brown hair clung to her damp forehead. “It’s Rysinger. Rhodri delayed us upon the field, diverted our focus, while his forces in the city opened the gates and allowed the Nadaari to march into the fortress.” Her voice cracked. “Ceridwen, Rysinger has fallen.”
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Ceridwen broke free of the fray and left the battle behind, warriors thundering at her heels. It was a race now, and while Rhodri and his forces had a strong head start, she would not let him reach the fortress. She spared only a glance for Finnian, whose form began to blur before her eyes as his shadower, racing neck and neck with Mindar, ghosted in the smoke and heat that poured off her fireborn. She sank low, demanding more speed, more heat, and more flame, with every muscle, every nerve, and every fiber of her being concentrated on communicating that need to her steed. Mindar blazed in answer, lunging forcefully into each stride.

They crested a rise, and the final stretch sprawled before them with Rysinger standing at the end atop a shallow plateau, like a crown awaiting the victor. But smoke hung over the outer walls, flames raged in pockets within, and beyond the deep fosse and the drawbridge, Nadaar’s scarlet-and-orange banner flew atop the great house.

The sight stole her breath.

The great stronghold, Soldonia’s final defense, fallen in a single battle—for there had been a battle, futile though it may have been. Rhodri might have left traitors within with orders to surrender to the Nadaari, but the smoke declared that some within the fortress had resisted. Some had remained true to their kingdom, and they had fought desperately and perished valiantly. And somehow, she had allowed it to happen.

She could have sworn the Nadaari were fully engrossed in the conflict, but she’d been focused upon Rhodri, convinced he posed the greatest threat. A part of her believed it still. He had probably set the fall of Rysinger in motion even before selecting the plain for his negotiations. Out away from the fortress, where the rise and fall of the ground could conceal the movement of armies. She had used the terrain herself to get her warriors into position. She should have foreseen this, and she might have, if she had thought of Rysinger as Rhodri’s.

He was the greatest threat. The Nadaari outnumbered her forces, controlled the coast, and were backed by the full might of an empire, yet Rhodri struck a wedge through the heart of her kingdom, dividing the war-chiefs when they should unite to drive out the invaders.

No longer.

More, she demanded, and still more Mindar gave.

Stretched low, his speed increased until he skimmed over the earth like a wildfire fed by gusting winds. His mane and tail ignited with a whoosh. She didn’t bother extinguishing him now, only reached up with her blade hand and tugged her hood down further to shield her eyes from flying sparks.

“Steady, Ceridwen!” Iona’s voice rang overhead, and beating wings pulsed in her ears. Sometime in the course of their run, she must have taken flight. She soared now over Ceridwen’s right shoulder, nocking an arrow to her bow. “You’ll leave them all behind!”

She already had. She could no longer sense Finnian directly at her side. He would be furious. Markham, too, when he found out. “Reckless, ill-tamed, and volatile,” he’d mutter before downing a swig of ale and pointedly not offering her the flask. “Just like your steed.”

Still, she had carved off more than half the distance separating her from Rhodri’s force. She could hear the heaving breaths of the Ardon steeds, could taste the dirt stirred by their passage, still hanging in the air. She was close. Just not close enough. Ahead, they swept beneath the shadow of Rysinger’s wall, and half the force vanished—shadowriders, like the ones that had nearly killed her the last time she rode off alone. But Vakhar blazed in the center, like a torch.

“Ceridwen!” Iona warned. “The gates!”

What of them? She tore her eyes from Rhodri to the towering gates that pierced Rysinger’s outer wall and felt a thrill of excitement. The gates were closed. Had the Nadaari decided to abandon their would-be puppet king to his fate?

But Rhodri did not slacken pace. He charged straight for the gate.

“Fall back! Fall back!” Iona shouted. “Ceridwen!”

The strange note of panic in her voice shattered Ceridwen’s single-minded focus. Iona never issued commands, not to her. So, why—

She saw it. Soldiers crowded the parapets flanking the gates, maneuvering something into place. Something hulking and deadly, with sharp angles and bowed arms.

Ceridwen dug her heel sharply into Mindar’s side, and he cut to the right, a bolt as long as a spear stabbing the earth where he had been. Iona banked to evade another one whistling by. Ceridwen was no expert in war machines, but surely it was impossible to reload so fast.

One glance confirmed her thought: three more ballistae lined the wall, readying to fire.

Part of Ceridwen longed to stand her ground, to rear Mindar’s head toward the sky and destroy any bolts flung her way. But she could not hope to catch them all, and she was not alone now. Iona soared above, and Finnian and the others were racing up behind. She could not lead them to their deaths. However much it might surprise the other war-chiefs to hear it—Glyndwr especially—reckless defiance was not her only aim.

Not this time, at least.

“Flames take you, Rhodri,” she swore through gritted teeth, slowing Mindar and spinning him into a turn so sharp her left boot dragged in the dust. Still, she couldn’t resist looking back as she retreated out of reach. She watched the gates crack wide just in time for Rhodri and his traitors to pour inside, and then slam shut again, locking him within and her without.

Bolts struck nearby with a crack and a puff of dust.

Truly, she thought grimly as Iona alighted, and together they rode to rejoin the others, the Nadaari did lack Finnian’s aim. She said as much when she reached him, and he wearily shook his head as he fell in beside her, checking himself from running a hand through his hair—a habit his still-healing head wound denied him. That pinched look in his forehead meant she would hear more of this later, but all he said was, “So that’s why you’re still not dead.”

“Though not, it seems, for lack of trying,” a familiar voice added, and the massed warriors parted to reveal the Cenyon war-chief, Telweg tal Anor, seated atop her dappled seablood. “I trust you do not intend to make such narrow brushes with death a habit, Ceridwen tal Desmond. It is an unseemly quality in a queen.”

Never before had Telweg openly acknowledged her thus.

Not just as a war-chief. But as heir to the throne and declared queen.

Ceridwen fingered the thick gold band of her father’s signet ring upon her finger, then forced herself to straighten, stubbornly ignoring the ache in her shoulder and the exhaustion that threatened to crash over her, now that the need for action was gone. “On the contrary,” she said, dry throat stinging, “no queen who shrinks from death can ask such sacrifice of her people.”

And today, many of her people had made such a sacrifice.

Telweg only sniffed, though her expression seemed to thaw slightly. “Come then. The field is ours, the fortress theirs, and though the battle is ended, the war must be won, and for that, we will need our queen to survive long enough to attend her own oath-taking ceremony.”
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THREE: JAKIM
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Where Aodh’s hand leads, a Scroll shall follow.

– The Precepts of the Scrolls

Jakim contemplated throwing himself off the back of his captor’s steed. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d taken a hard fall. He had tumbled out of a mango tree, slipped from a ship’s mast into the sea, and once, tripped down a flight of ornately carved stairs in his third master’s house. The tree had been the result of his own distracted clumsiness, the mast had been toppled during an attack, and he had not tripped so much as he had been tripped by another slave.

But this would be the first time he’d take a fall on purpose. Despite the thick clods of earth flung up by the creature’s devouring stride as it sped over ground broken and scarred by the fury of men and of armies, despite the thunder of hooves tearing up rapidly behind, he would work himself up to it. One second more, one more breathless prayer, and he would pry his numb fingers from their grip on the saddle and fling himself outward, bound wrists and all.

Hoping, trusting, begging Aodh’s hand to catch him.

But the rest of the fleeing war-host overtook them too soon, and amidst the mass of a thousand steeds jostling, kicking, and running, he dared not leap. Not even when they seemed to be running headlong toward a collision with the shuttered fortress gates, nor when the
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