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            You cannot plant a sword and expect a flower. You cannot burn a root and expect a tree. But the earth is patient, And the seed remembers.
— From The Songs of Othrys

      

    


​PROLOGUE: THE AGE OF HONEY

The sun did not merely shine on the Valley of Othrys; it poured. It fell in heavy, golden cataracts, turning the dust to pollen and the river to glass.

To Kaelo, the world was not a place of boundaries or maps. It was a vast, edible garden that tasted of apricots and river water.

He was seven years old, and his limbs were brown as nuts, scratched by brambles and strengthened by the ceaseless, frantic joy of being alive. He did not know that the world contained iron. He did not know it contained walls. He knew only the Orchard.

"Faster, little goat!"

The voice belonged to Phobos, a faun with legs of shaggy roan wool and a laugh like water rushing over stones. Kaelo sprinted through the high grass, his chest heaving, chasing the creature toward the riverbank. Phobos was faster—he was made of wind and mischief—but he slowed just enough to let the boy’s fingers brush his flank before leaping across the stream in a single, impossible bound.

Kaelo splashed into the water, laughing. The river was so clear you could count the pebbles on the bed, each one a jewel of quartz or jasper.

He did not swim alone. Downstream, where the willows trailed their green fingers in the current, the young Dryads were bathing. They were shy creatures, their skin having the greenish hue of peeled willow bark, their hair like moss. They giggled as Kaelo paddled past, splashing him with water that smelled of cucumber and rain.

"Kaelo! The bees are waking!" one of them whispered, pointing toward the old hollow oak.

They spent the afternoon hunting for the hives, Kaelo hoisting the light-boned tree spirits onto his shoulders so they could reach the combs. They ate the honeycomb raw, the wax and the gold melting on their tongues, sticky and sweet and warm.

When evening came, the drums began.

It was the Festival of the Grape. The village square was lit by bonfires that cracked and spat sparks into the violet sky.

The Maenads had come down from the hills. In the stories the old men told, the Maenads were dangerous, mad women who tore lions apart with their bare hands in honor of Dionysus. But here, in the safety of the Orchard, they were joyous. Their robes were stained with crushed berries, their hair woven with ivy.

They danced in a circle, faster and faster, a blurring wheel of color.

"Catch him!" one cried.

They swooped upon Kaelo, lifting him high into the air. He smelled the wine on their breath and the wild musk of the mountain pine. They tossed him between them, teasing him, kissing his cheeks with lips stained purple, calling him their "little king," their "golden apple."

He was dizzy with it—the fire, the sugar, the love that seemed to radiate from the very earth.

Then, the bell rang. The soft, brass bell of his mother’s cottage.

The Maenads set him down gently. They knew the law of the Orchard: Demetra ruled the night.

Kaelo ran home, his feet knowing the path by heart.

The cottage was cool and smelled of rising bread and dried sage. Demetra sat by the hearth. She was a woman of the earth, sturdy and soft, with eyes the color of the turned soil.

She pulled him into her lap. She took a wet cloth and wiped the sticky honey from his chin, the purple wine-stain from his cheek, the river mud from his knees.

"You have eaten the world today, my heart," she murmured, combing his hair with her fingers.

"I ran with Phobos," Kaelo said sleepily, his head resting on her breast. "I am fast, Mama. I am the fastest."

"You are quicksilver," she agreed. "But you must rest. Even the sun sleeps."

She reached into her apron pocket.

"I have something for you. A token for the festival."

She held it out in the firelight.

It was a Golden Bee.

It was not real gold, but amber—fossilized resin from the oldest pine in the forest, carved by her own hands into the shape of a bee, its wings folded against its back. Inside the translucent, golden stone, a tiny speck of ancient pollen was trapped, glowing in the firelight.

She tied it around his neck on a leather thong.

"Why a bee?" Kaelo asked, touching the warm, smooth stone.

"Because the bee knows the way home," Demetra whispered, kissing his forehead. "No matter how far he flies, no matter how the wind blows, he always finds the hive. He always finds the sweetness."

Kaelo curled his fingers around the amber. It felt like holding a piece of the sun. It felt like a promise.

"I will never get lost," Kaelo vowed.

"No," Demetra said softly, a shadow of sadness crossing her face that he was too young to understand. "But if you do... look at the bee. Remember the honey. And come back to me."

Kaelo fell asleep to the sound of her heartbeat and the distant, fading drums of the festival. He slept the deep, dreamless sleep of a boy who knows he is loved, in a house that feels like a fortress that will never fall.

He did not hear the dogs barking in the distance.

He did not see the torches cresting the ridge of the valley, burning not with the festive fire of the Maenads, but with the cold, red hunger of war.

He held the bee in his fist.

It was the last time he would sleep without a weapon in his hand.

​
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​PART I: THE HAMMERING

​CHAPTER 1: THE CRAG
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The world ended in silence, but hell began with noise.

Kaelo woke to the sound of screaming metal.

It was not the rhythmic, musical clang of the village smithy. It was a chaotic, grinding shriek—hammers striking bronze, chains dragging over stone, men shouting in a language that sounded like rocks crushing together.

He scrambled backward, his hands searching for the soft earth of the orchard. Instead, his palms scraped against cold, wet slate.

He was not in the valley. He was in a pen.

It was a vast, circular pit carved into the side of a mountain that scraped the grey belly of the sky. The walls were sheer rock, slick with rain. Above, on the lip of the crater, torches burned with a greasy, black smoke that smelled of rendering fat.

"Mama?" Kaelo whispered.

His voice was small, swallowed instantly by the wind howling through the peaks.

He touched his chest. The amber bee was still there, hidden beneath his tunic, warm against his skin. It was the only thing that proved he hadn't been born in this nightmare.

"Get up, runt."

A boot slammed into Kaelo’s ribs.

He gasped, curling into a ball. A man stood over him—a giant clad in plates of dull bronze armor that looked like the carapace of a beetle. He wore a helm with a horsehair crest dyed the color of dried blood.

"I said get up!"

The guard grabbed Kaelo by his hair and hauled him to his feet. Kaelo swung his small fists, striking the man’s breastplate. It was like hitting a mountain.

The guard laughed—a bark of contempt—and backhanded him.

Kaelo flew backward, landing in the mud. The taste of copper filled his mouth.

"You have spirit," the guard sneered. "The wolves like spirit. It makes the meat sweet."

He turned and marched away, the iron gate of the pen slamming shut with a finality that vibrated in Kaelo's teeth.

Kaelo scrambled to the bars. He shook them. He screamed for Demetra until his throat was raw.

"Stop it," a voice hissed. "You’ll only make them angry."

Kaelo spun around.

Huddled in the shadow of the wall were dozens of children. Some were crying. Some were staring at nothing. But one girl was watching him.

She was older than him, perhaps eight summers. Her tunic was torn, and her face was smeared with soot, but her eyes were sharp, dark and intelligent. Her hair was black and tangled—just like Demetra’s hair after a storm.

Kaelo wiped the blood from his lip. "I want to go home."

"We all want to go home," the girl said, crawling over to him. She didn't offer a hug. She offered a rag dipped in rainwater. "But you aren't going home. You are in the Crag now."

"My mother will come for me," Kaelo insisted, though the fear was a cold stone in his gut. "She has magic. She knows the bees."

"Magic doesn't work here
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A fable of war and the long road home.
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