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Prologue
Stones


A wild, fishy reek rose from the black void below the rocky ledge on which he stood. He nudged a pebble toward the edge with the toe of his boot, watching as it rolled over the lip and disappeared downward. As he leaned precariously over the gaping hole, he waited for a sound to echo up from the darkness, but there was nothing.
​The Hole in the Campos, he said to himself. That’s what they called it. He wasn’t sure what he expected to find—a cave or a ditch, perhaps. What he found was what they said it was, an immense hole in the ground. It seemed to bore straight through the Campos, or down to the very center of the world, for all he knew.
​The hole appeared to have formed at the bottom of one of the many pools that were common in the area. Shrubs and stunted trees grew at the margins, with a wide circle of bare rock and pebbles around it where water had once been. He imagined the surrounding pool draining through the hole like water drains from a leaky bucket.
He knelt and brought his face as close to the strange opening in the ground as he could manage without toppling in. The void below was large enough to swallow a carriage. He squinted into the depths as the cool, musty air wafted upward, chilling his skin. The shadows were too deep for him to make out any shapes in the darkness below. Wait… His eye caught a faint gleam of light far beneath his feet. What was that? he wondered, peering into the void.
​“Tobias!” a voice came from behind him, startling him so much he nearly fell in. “Stay back!”
​He sat back on his heels, trying to catch his breath from the sudden fright. “Damnit, woman!” Turning to look, Tobias saw a portly figure hustling toward him. “You nearly killed me,” he chided. Returning his attention toward the hole in the ground, he glared down into the deep shadows. Again, there was a twinkle of light, a glitter of gold against the black. Finally, it stilled long enough for him to focus his eyes on its shape. It looked to be a shining, golden orb with a slit of black in the center. He stared at the strange form, blinking at it. It winked back at him.
​“Get away—” she began, but her words broke off into a high-pitched shriek. Tobias only felt a sharp, bone-shattering pain clamp down around him, and everything turned black.


* * *
Kneeling beneath the shadow of the tall elms of Greywood Manor, Adella set the smooth fieldstone down onto the others at her feet. The rain pattered on her oilskin cloak as she rose and looked down onto the pile; buried beneath the rocks and soil lay a rough-hewn coffin, empty save for two sets of carefully folded clothes. Mother… Her fingers could still feel the soft velvet of the riding habit she’d selected from her parents’ wardrobe, the rough canvas of her father’s patched breeches and jacket from his campaign trunk. Father. The items would take the place of bodies; her parents had been lost at sea that spring. Tears stung Adella’s eyes as she recalled the moment in Raymouth when she’d been told of the wave that had destroyed their ship. They never made it home; this was the best she could do.
​The loss of her parents had never really seemed real through her travels over Belgrand Bay; it wasn’t until she returned home and they weren’t there that the pain of it truly hit her. Though she always tried her best to bear it, the weight of her grief hung like a stone in her heart. This ceremonial burial of their belongings had been her attempt at letting some part of it go. She wiped a tear from her cheek.
​Beside her, Kol set a firm hand upon her shoulder, the warmth of it seeping into the flesh beneath her cloak where the rain couldn’t reach. “I sometimes forget you’re grieving,” he said quietly, “you bear it so well.”
“Even so,” she sighed, “that doesn’t make it any less heavy.”
​“Burdens are heavier when you carry them alone,” Kol replied, then stepped aside as Armand approached, holding a small bunch of wildflowers.
​Adella looked them over, then drew out a sprig of lavender blossoms. Holding it to her nose, she inhaled the heady fragrance for a moment, the scent bringing to mind quiet moments spent sipping lavender tea with her parents. She blinked her eyes clear and dropped the lavender onto the stone pile. “Goodbye,” she whispered, her voice little more than breath. Kol followed her lead, dropping a stalk of yellow mustard flower.
​“Goodbye,” Armand said, his voice cracking with more than age. “My friends.” He set the remaining handful of blooms onto the stones.
​They stood in silence as the warm, misty rain filled the grey evening with haze. Eventually, Adella took the first step and turned away, facing the solemn silhouette of Greywood Manor. The fieldstone mansion was nearly all that was left of Elldon town after the attack by the Sornian army that spring; they had crossed the Campos between the two countries and invaded the frontier of Valenna, burning down Elldon. Thanks to Kol and his quick change of allegiance, the manor had been spared. “How do we rebuild?” Adella asked, more to herself than to either of them. “After everything that’s happened.”
“The same way we did this,” Armand replied. “One stone at a time.”
Chapter 1
Hedda


Teressa held Lucas’s hand as they stood at the iron rail of the balcony overlooking the port city of Hedda, the waters of Belgrand Bay churning gloomily in the distance. Storm clouds hung low above the rooftops, dark and heavy, as the rain began to fall. Lucas squeezed her hand in the rising wind that whipped their hair and tugged at their clothes. Turning to look along the railing, she watched Matei pull something out of his waistcoat pocket.
​“What is he doing?” she asked. “Why are we out here?”
​“Just watch,” Lucas replied, and a smile spread across his face. “You’ll see.” The breezes blowing in from the sea ruffled his freshly-cropped blond hair. Gone was his traditional Valennian queue; the change was an outward sign of his new allegiance to Sornia. Beyond the city, a streak of lightning lit up the sky, followed by the loud crack and rumble of thunder. They turned back to watch as Matei stood motionless, eyes closed and arms raised skyward. In one hand, he clutched the double-pointed crystal, glowing with a faint white light in the gloom beneath the storm clouds.
​“Nothing’s happening—” Teressa began but stopped short, her breath caught in her throat. Around them, the wind stilled. She felt a lifting, pulling sensation at her skin as the atmosphere around them shifted. Beside her, Lucas’s cropped hair began to float on end. She noticed a gentle tugging at her scalp as her ginger ringlets wafted weightlessly up in the damp, rising air.
​The world seemed to shimmer oddly around them, but Teressa couldn’t understand what she was seeing until her eyes focused on a single droplet of water suspended in the air before her face. Slowly, it floated up toward the sky. She put out her hand, placing her fingers over the liquid mote as it drifted upward. As the droplet rose, it met her skin, wetting her palm as any ordinary raindrop would, but it traveled in the wrong direction. Water glistened in the air around them as tiny spheres of fallen rain rose gently, back toward the clouds. Teressa watched in amazement. It’s raining upward, she realized.
​ Far beyond the city, a flash of light caught her attention. Lightning spiraled, twisting and twining around itself, steadily up toward the swath of black clouds above the dark and heaving waters of Belgrand Bay.
​Matei fell to his knees upon the hard stone of the balcony floor, pressing a palm to his forehead as the rain reversed its course, falling downward once more. The lightning flashed back down into the dark waves from which it had ascended. In only a moment, everything had returned to its natural state, the raindrops once again falling on their faces.
​Teressa stepped cautiously toward Matei, who knelt on the balcony, but Lucas put out a hand to stop her. “Is he alright?” she asked, her voice hushed.
​“He’ll be fine,” Lucas replied. “It just tires him for a while.” He turned toward her, taking her hands in his as he grinned widely. “Can you believe it? We’ve recovered the Heart of the World. And it’s ours to use.”
​“It’s amazing,” she admitted, tucking back strands of loose hair. “But what do you plan to do with it?”
​“We’re going to restore the Andolinian Empire. Reunite the colonies,” Lucas said, a hopeful look crossing his face. “That’s why we need him.” They both glanced over at Matei, who seemed to recover as he rose tentatively to his feet. “The glory of Andolin,” Lucas added quietly, “resurrected at last.”
​“Valenna will never agree to join Sornia,” Teressa countered.
​“I know,” he replied. “We won’t give them a choice.”
​She released his hands. “What do you mean?”
​Lucas grinned, his green eyes creasing at the corners. “We’re going to conquer Valenna.”
Teressa followed Lucas down the long corridor of the Royal Palace, passing finely carved alabaster pilasters that lined the walls. She wasn’t sure how she felt about everything that had happened lately, but there was one thing she was certain of. This place is beautiful. Since she had come to Sornia, her life had taken a fortunate turn. It had seemed bleak, at first, adrift in the little boat in the stormy sea for nearly an entire day, just Lucas, Matei, and herself, before being rescued by a passing fishing boat and brought to this port city of Hedda.
She didn’t understand the relationship between Lucas and Matei; she was only told they met in a tavern. Does it matter? After all, Teressa told herself, many friendships begin that way. Did it matter that he was Sornian? Even Adella, much to Teressa’s dismay, had apparently made friends with a Sornian, even after he’d led the attack on their hometown of Elldon, on the frontier of Valenna.
Her relationship with Lucas, and his friendship with Prince Matei, had elevated her to a higher social rank in a way she didn’t yet understand. Apparently, Lucas had won the favor of Matei’s father, King Berento, and now received preferential treatment in the Sornian court. Because of this, Teressa barely had to lift a finger, but Lucas deflected and changed the subject whenever she tried to ask him about it. She tried not to wonder how a Valennian could have managed to earn such favor within an enemy country. After such a hard life of manual labor, she was enjoying this well-earned rest. If it meant that she and Lucas could be together in a way they never could when she was working for his family, then she was willing to make this new country her home. Strings of pearls clinked at her wrists as she grabbed the soft silk brocade of her skirts and hurried to catch up. Lucas offered her his elbow, which she took, enjoying the small gesture of affection that she had never received at Greywood.
Ahead of them, Matei stopped before a set of mahogany doors and turned toward Teressa. “You will meet many people here. I must warn you, it will be hard to tell friend from foe. Take our lead, and do not say too much about Valenna. Leave that to us.” Matei turned and reached toward the doors but paused, glancing back at the two of them again. “While it is important that we are seen attending this event,” he added, his voice taking on an enigmatic tone, “please, don’t do or say anything out of the ordinary. Just… act like you belong here.” Lucas nodded. Teressa could feel her palms starting to sweat, and she released her skirts to keep from staining them.
“Don’t worry,” Lucas reassured her. “Just do as he says, and everything will be fine.”
Matei pulled open the doors and the three of them entered. The dining hall had been set with many tables, which were already crowded with brightly-dressed guests seated under massive candle-lit chandeliers. On the far side of the vast space, sitting at a long table set apart from the others, was a very large man dressed in colorful brocade, a golden circlet sitting atop his shorn head. Seated around him were many beautiful women of various ages. “King Berento,” Matei whispered, nodding in his direction. “And the Royal Consorts.”
Act like you belong, Teressa reminded herself while she followed along behind Matei, her hand gripping Lucas’s elbow tightly. She had never been one to be invited to lavish social events. How can I possibly belong here? she wondered. No, I can do this. She took a deep breath. Just… be yourself. But quieter. And don’t drink too much wine.
​Teressa’s heart leapt into her throat as King Berento motioned for Matei and his friends to approach. The wooden heels of her pointed shoes echoed loudly in her ears as they crossed the spacious hall and stood before the King.
​“My son!” King Berento said proudly, rising from his high-backed chair. “You have proven yourself. I wish all to know that this Prince of Sornia has earned his place beside me!” The King lifted a hand into the air in a grand gesture. “Come, show us the treasure you’ve recovered. Show us the Heart of the World!”
​“Yes, Father,” Matei said, bowing his head before turning to address the room. Teressa stood aside, watching as he placed his hand inside the large pocket of his waistcoat to bring out the double-terminated crystal. A gentle, white luminescence emanated from the stone as he held it carefully on his palms and lifted it up for all to see. “The Heart of Mundil!” he announced. The room erupted with cheering.
​“You’ve earned that treasure,” King Berento said, the voices quieting as he spoke to his son. “And my thanks go out to your friend here as well, for all he has done for Sornia.” Lucas bowed in response. Teressa waited for the king to acknowledge her presence, but he never did. She stood by as the three men made conversation amongst themselves until he dismissed them without even a glance in her direction, though she had to admit it was a relief to her nerves.
The rest of the evening passed pleasantly, and Teressa thoroughly enjoyed being here on the opposite side of the social order from where she had been relegated in Valenna. The serving girls filled her cups with polite smiles, while the men admired her in her finery. How different things are for me here, she marveled. She began to feel more comfortable in her new station and freely made small talk with the other well-dressed ladies at her table, until they started to ask questions about Valenna and she had to defer to Matei. She resisted the second glass of wine. Or was it the third? She couldn’t remember. As the final course of the supper was served, however, the ambience was ruined when the pair of doors slammed open suddenly, crashing into the walls.
A courier in a travel-worn greatcoat entered; his wide-brimmed hat fell to the floor as he ran across the vast space toward the King’s table. The courier dropped to his knees. “Your Majesty,” he began. “Forgive me, terrible news. Crown Prince Gio,” he lowered his head toward the floor. “He is dead.”
Teressa wandered aimlessly across the vast, newly decorated solar room, as the sea breeze blew in from the open balcony. It had nearly been a week since the Crown Prince’s funeral, during which time the palace had been abuzz with speculation regarding his death, but now things had begun to return to normal. Many well-dressed men and women lounged on plush sofas or stood in groups, trying to outdo each other with gossip. From one side of the space, the scent of jasmine emanated from a tea service on the buffet table.
She stopped before a glass-paneled cabinet, her eyes roaming over the various precious objects inside. Figurines carved from jade, exquisite blue-and-white Madorran porcelain, and silver and gold candlesticks glistened from the dark wood shelves. Her gaze settled on an unusual disc-like object on one of the higher shelves, displayed on a little wooden stand. She rose to the tips of her toes to get a closer look.
​“Leveret’s Key,” Matei said, walking up behind her. “Useless now, of course,” he added smugly.
​Teressa didn’t take her eyes from the Key, studying the wavy lines etched into its surface. “Why keep it, then?” she wondered.
​Matei looked at her incredulously, his distorted reflection showing in the glass of the cabinet. “It’s solid gold,” he replied snidely.
​Teressa heard footsteps as Lucas came up next to her. “We might need it again one day.” His tone was quiet, almost somber.
​“Why do you think that?” she asked, looking up at him.
​His gaze held hers as he searched for an answer. “I don’t know,” he finally admitted. “I just have a—” His eyes shifted from her to the golden disc in the cabinet, and grew distant. “A strange feeling.”
​Teressa stood there, staring blankly at the shining object as it brought to mind the events that led her here. When she had escaped on the ship’s boat with Lucas and Matei during the battle at sea, Teressa had left Adella behind on The Tigress.  She had been plagued by guilt over it until only days ago, when she had seen The Tigress moored at Smuggler’s Port. One of the crew had informed her that her friends had made it safely to the Capital. “I wonder how Adella is doing,” Teressa said quietly.
​“I’ll let you know when I find her,” Matei replied.
​Teressa turned to face him. “What do you mean?”
​“I have people searching for her,” he replied.
​“Why?” Lucas asked, his forehead wrinkling in confusion. “What do you want with her?”
​“I want my seventy gold coins,” Matei grumbled. “Along with my honor as a prince.” His expression hardened into a scowl. “I did warn her of the consequences if she escaped,” he stated plainly. Teressa glanced nervously toward Lucas, who returned the look with a frown.
Chapter 2
Awakening




The din of shouting and the roar of a stormy sea surrounded him as he looked around in the dark chaos. He searched for a familiar face amid the people that rushed by with blazing torches, passing him without so much as a glance in his direction. Papa… he thought. Where’s Papa? He felt a large hand grip his elbow tightly.
​“There you are, my boy—Shh, don’t cry.” A kindly face bent down toward him, and he looked up into a pair of dark eyes, as warm and comforting as solid ground. Papa.
“You must be brave,” his father continued. He could feel something heavy being pressed into the belt around his waist. “Take my knife and keep it on you, do you understand?” The man’s brow furrowed heavily as his tone became more urgent. “If anyone gets too close, use it. Shh, no tears; we will meet again.” His father smiled through glossy eyes. “Just keep it on you. Borrowed things always find their way back home.”
From somewhere behind him, the piercing sound of a woman’s scream cut through the noise of clashing metal. In an instant, his father was gone and he found himself once again lost and alone, looking on helplessly as bodies fell around him in the tumult. Blood pooled on the planks at his bare feet, seeping warmly between his toes.
A sudden onslaught of cold water slammed him across the planks and pressed him against the rail, pulling at him until his legs dangled over the side of the ship. As the wave abated, he clung there, coughing out seawater and calling for help that never came. A second surge hit him again, washing over his head, pulling his hands free from their grasp.
He plunged down into the midnight sea, the icy chill stinging his skin, settling deeper into his body. Finally, he surfaced, desperately gasping the cool night air. High above him, the mast of the ship was engulfed in a blaze of lashing flames, the heat of it warming his face briefly before cold water crashed over him again. The last thing he saw before sinking back down into the darkness was a series of glistening, gilded letters carved into the prow above him: The Seaborn.
Kol awoke with a gasp. Throwing back the quilt, he sat bolt upright. His pulse pounded in his ears; the damp nightshirt clung to his heaving chest as he tried to catch his breath. It had been a full two weeks since his dreams last disturbed his sleep, which he figured was due to the comfort of his new surroundings. Though he slept lightly, expecting each peaceful night to be interrupted by an attack from the Campos, he did so while atop a soft mattress with goose-down pillows in his own bedchamber at Greywood Manor.
Swinging his feet down to the floor, he took a seat on the edge of the wood bedstead. Judging by the black sky out his window, dawn was some time off yet. The coals in the fireplace still cast an orange light. He picked up his knife from the little table beside his bed, unsheathing it and turning it over in his hands. The wood handle was well-worn, polished to an oily grey with age. Despite the years of wear the knife had endured, a faint but familiar marking could still be seen on the base of the blade, which he had taken to be a maker’s mark. He rubbed his thumb over the small etched letters: A S.
When he had left the orphanage all those years ago, this was the only thing they had returned to him before he departed. He kept it with him ever since, save for the time he had loaned it to Adella, as it always seemed to come in handy. Though he knew it was a silly thought, part of him imagined it to be good luck. Now, he wondered why. That dream… It was different than any he had before, more intense, more life-like. What did it mean? Could it have been… A memory? He dressed quickly, stuffing the knife into its customary place in his boot top, and walked out of the chamber.
​Kol came down the stairway overlooking the foyer of Greywood Manor, catching glimpses of his dark reflection in the mirrors as he continued down the hallway. Inside the candle-lit parlor room, Adella sat at her desk, looking over Teressa’s letter. Kol had noticed her studying it many times, searching for new meaning in its brief message. Teressa had only written to inform Adella that she had survived the battle at sea, along with Lucas, and that they were safe, but won’t be returning to Valenna. While Armand was ecstatic at the news of their safety, Adella’s reaction had been more tempered, more pensive.
​“You’re up late,” he commented quietly. “I thought you went to bed already.”
​“I did,” Adella replied. “I’m not up late, you’re up early.” Her long hair had been pinned into a bun and she was dressed in canvas knee-breeches and riding boots, ready to start the day. She turned to look up at him. “Is everything alright?”
​Kol thought it over. He hadn’t expected to find her awake at that hour, but realized how grateful he was to see her just then. “Yes,” he replied. “It is.”
​“Good.” She folded the letter up and tucked it away into one of her desk’s little shelves. “Let’s get started.”
​The faint light of dawn crept over the meadows behind Greywood, shining pale upon the circle of tents and the people as they worked in the cool morning air. Adella scanned the group of riders before her as they readied to depart, and noticed one man struggling to keep his horse still long enough to mount up. “The reins, Jacoby,” she called out, frowning as the horse turned circles around him. “Use the—Oh, for heaven’s sake.” She strode across the dewy grass and, taking hold of the leather reins under the muzzle, steadied the horse long enough for Jacoby to climb up into the saddle.
​She released them, sighing as the animal trotted off happily without any cues from its rider one way or the other. “Use the reins!” Adella called out again. She knew the spirited chestnut mare was not a good match for him, but they didn’t have any horses to spare. Misses Asher’s group had not yet returned from their excursion in the Campos.
​“I don’t think Jacoby knows how to ride,” Kol suggested as he walked up beside her. Jacoby was Misses Asher’s youngest son. Though the man was around the same age as Kol, Jacoby apparently led a simpler life working the land on his mother’s smallholding, and doing little else.
“You’d think he would’ve mentioned it before now.” Adella pulled out from beneath her arm a leather notebook she had lately taken up the habit of carrying around. She flipped through the pages and made marks in it with a brass pencil.
​They walked over to the northwest field, where several people were practicing archery on targets leaned against the tall elm trees that sheltered Greywood. Kol followed along behind Adella, absent-mindedly watching the arrows hit or, more frequently, miss their targets.
​“Put your arrow to the other side of the bow,” Adella instructed quietly to one young blonde woman whose arrows were missing their target completely. The woman only looked at her blankly. “Here, may I?” Adella asked and, after receiving a nod, guided the arrow into its proper place above the woman’s other hand. She stepped back and the archer let the arrow fly, striking the wooden target dead-center in its little painted circle.
​Adella opened her notebook and flipped through the pages. “Miss Bligh appears to be a natural,” she commented as she wrote. They continued on down the line of archers, stopping behind one man who seemed to be paying more attention to the people around him than his target. “Fix your stance, James,” Adella said to him. “Square your hips.”
​“Could you come over here and show me?” James asked, clearly trying not to smile at his own cleverness.
“I’ll show you,” Kol offered, cracking his knuckles as he stepped forward.
​“Ah, no—” James laughed nervously. “No need for that.” He corrected his form and loosed an arrow, striking the target just outside the bull’s-eye. “See? I’ve got it now.”
​“Well enough,” Adella admitted, once again writing in her journal and continuing onward.
“What are you writing?” Kol wondered. “Do you keep notes on everyone?”
​“Mhm,” she replied, her hand still scrawling notes.
​He arched his brow. “Even me?”
​“Of course.” She flipped through the book. “I record your pay here, for one.”
​“And what else?” he asked, glancing at the open pages.
​Adella tucked the book back under her arm. “It’s private.”
​“Oh.” Kol smirked. “So it’s a diary.”
​“It is not—” Her words were interrupted by a low rumbling as the ground beneath them jolted sideways. Adella lost her balance and was thrown off her feet, notebook tumbling from her hands. The green grass rose up quickly toward her face as she hurtled toward the ground, squeezing her eyes shut in anticipation of the impact. Instead of slamming into the hard dirt, however, she felt firm arms catch her by the waist. “Oh,” she breathed, mind blank with surprise when she found herself looking up into Kol’s keen, black eyes, so close that she felt his breath on her skin. He seemed to be studying her face as his gaze shifted from her eyes to her mouth. “That was close,” she said quietly, warmth flooding up into her cheeks.
​Kol gave a small laugh, a grin tugging at the corners of his mouth, as he helped her back to her feet.
She tucked back a strand of hair that had fallen into her eyes and looked around. A couple of the horses had spooked and were running loose, and her neighbors were all picking themselves up off the ground or clutching at the tents for support. “What was that?” It reminded her of the turbulence at sea during their previous voyage aboard The Tigress.
Kol retrieved her notebook from the grass and handed it back with a shrug when the soil beneath them trembled again, though less violently this time. They stood motionless, not daring to move again. Finally, after it had passed and everything had quieted, they heard shouting coming from the direction of the manor.
“Miss Adella!” Armand ran across the grass toward them and stopped to catch his breath. “Come inside,” he said, still huffing. “We’ve got visitors… From Raymouth.”
Kol made his way through the crowded space as the residents of Elldon mingled among their returning neighbors. “Did you feel the quake as you arrived?” Kol asked one of the new guests. The man was perhaps ten years older than himself, and well-dressed with a neat wool hat and a jacket of bright green velvet. The long queue of his light brown hair had been set into a curl.
“We did,” the man replied, looking about the room. “I haven’t felt ground tremors like that since my travels in Andolin.”
“Mister Martin,” Adella said, weaving her way across the large gathering room of Greywood Manor. “It’s good to see you again.”
“Lady Grimless,” the man said, taking her hand and pressing it briefly to his lips. Kol grimaced. “Forgive me,” Martin continued, raising an eyebrow at her riding breeches. His eyes lingered on her boots caked with horse manure.  “I didn’t recognize you. I’m sorry to hear about your parents, but am glad to see that you are well. We received the news in Raymouth that Elldon is to be rebuilt, and we’re here to help.”
“You have perfect timing,” Adella replied. Her words were earnest, but she cast a pensive look at Kol. “You are all welcome here at Greywood.”
Kol had spent enough time with Adella by now to recognize the meaning behind that glance. A change of plans. They had been preparing to head out into the Campos that morning to search for Misses Asher’s scouting party, which had been expected to return the day before. Kol didn’t think the delay had been long enough yet to be too concerned, but Jacoby was eager to set out to find his mother. Of course, the Lady of Elldon couldn’t leave now, with the new arrivals to attend to.
Armand joined them. “I’d better put some tea on. Come,” he said to Kol, “give me a hand with the trays.”
“What is it with Valennians and tea?” Kol wondered as he and Armand made their way to the kitchen at the back of the manor.
“Well,” Armand began, warming up for a discourse, “it started when the Madorrans arrived in the Bay from across the sea…” He squinted one eye thoughtfully. “Fifty-some years ago? We began to trade with them, and suddenly all things Madorran became fashionable. Their hairstyles, their porcelain… and their tea especially. It’s become a custom here.” He stopped to turn toward Kol. “Isn’t it like that in Sornia?”
“No,” Kol replied. “The Madorrans are looked down on, being foreign. Anything that is not of Andolinian culture is treated with suspicion.”
“The Empire is long gone,” Armand commented. “The Sornians should let it rest.” A look of concern settled over his features. “They do still drink tea though, right?”
Kol laughed.
In the large gathering room of Greywood Manor, Adella sat on the button-tufted sofa, lost in thought while she watched the sun set in vibrant streaks of gold and red through the open windows. Most of the guests had withdrawn for the night after being fed and given a place to sleep, some in the various spare rooms, some in tents with the rest of their neighbors behind the Manor. The July nights had been warm and comfortable after the rain moved on, and the air was perfumed with the balmy scent of kitchen herbs wafting in on the light breezes from outside.
Her thoughts were on Teressa; she wondered how her friend had survived the battle, and what she might be doing at that moment. And why in the world would she stay in Sornia? The letter Teressa sent had been brief. Mysterious, even. Adella couldn’t help but wonder if her friend had been unhappy at Elldon. Was it something I’d done? Adella thought about the other people who had left her suddenly throughout her life, disappearing without explanation. Lucas’s betrayal of Valenna, and his involvement in the attack on Elldon, had come as a complete shock. And before that, Rogero. Years ago, he had confessed his feelings for her; she spent that night with him because of his pretty words. They must’ve been lies, she had come to realize, since he was gone when she awoke the next morning. And not a word from him for an entire year afterward… Adella shook her head to clear the thought away. There was nothing that could be done about it now; Teressa was gone. Oh, Tess… I hope you know what you’re doing. Adella was startled back to the present when Kol and Armand entered the room, chatting between themselves.
“What luck,” Armand said, turning toward Adella. “The more hands, the lighter the work.”
“Yes,” Adella replied, trying to smile in acknowledgement. “But…” The pantry was running out of necessities that were still in high demand in Raymouth. Flour, sugar, she remembered the list she wrote out earlier. Oil… Tea. That was a hard one to do without, if only for morale. “We’ll have to feed them, and there hasn’t been much game for hunting in the Campos lately.” Kol took a seat beside her, letting out a loud breath as he leaned his head against the sofa back.
“True,” Armand admitted. “And they’ll want better accommodations, if the rain blows in again. But we need building supplies. Everything’s been destroyed.” The three of them sat silently, mulling over the situation.
“I didn’t mean to overhear…” Mister Martin stepped out of the shadows from the hall and entered the room, a glass of wine in hand. “But I think I can help. I’m expecting a shipment—a broad order of dry goods and high-demand stock meant to completely replenish my shop.” He took a sip of wine. “It will be arriving at the port in the western Campos.”
“That’d be what they call Smuggler’s Port?” Armand asked.
“That’s the one,” Martin replied. “I have a cargo ship coming in from Madorrah. I must meet them there at the docks to sign for the goods, then transfer them to another vessel to send onward to Raymouth.” He turned toward Adella. “From there, I can have it all carted here to Elldon for our use.”
“You would do that?” Adella asked in disbelief. She knew Henry Martin to be the wealthiest man in Raymouth, having inherited his mother’s mercantile company when she passed years ago. He had moved to Elldon to open a new shop only months before the Sornians attacked. Adella assumed he would simply stay in Raymouth like many other residents from Elldon; the idea that he would donate such a massive sum of goods to rebuild the town was completely unexpected. “I will pay for the supplies on behalf of the town,” she offered, “if you can manage to get it here.”
“I will, I promise you.” Martin took a drink from his glass. “But I admit, this is my first shipment coming directly from Madorrah. I’ve never been to this Smuggler’s Port, and, to be honest, I’m not used to traveling unless by carriage.” He laughed at his confession.
“How are you with a bow—” Kol began, but shut his mouth as Adella elbowed him lightly in the ribs.
“You couldn’t sail out from Raymouth?” Armand asked.
Martin shook his head. “They are allowing incoming ships now, but things aren’t fully back to normal. There was nothing available to charter.”
“There’s no way around it, then,” Adella replied. “You’ll have to cross the Campos.”
“If I’m just heading dead west,” Martin reasoned, “perhaps I could manage it on my own.”
“No.” Adella shook her head. “It isn’t safe to travel alone; I don’t allow it of anyone.” She pressed her lips together. “I’ll talk to the others in the morning, and get a group together to take you.” She turned to look Martin squarely in the eye. “It will be dangerous, you know.”
“My life could stand a little excitement,” he said, a bit too enthusiastically. “Oh!” he continued. “I just remembered. When I was at the docks, I saw your beau there.” He fumbled around in his jacket pockets before pulling out an envelope and handing it to her. “I mentioned I’d be heading here next, and he asked me to give this to you.”
“My beau?” she muttered, brow furrowing as she scrutinized the handwriting on the letter. “You can’t mean Captain Declan?”
Martin nodded as he swallowed the last of his wine. “That’s the fellow,” he said, pointing a finger for emphasis. “I know him well enough. He would’ve taken me aboard, but his ship had only just made port. Decent man.”
Adella frowned, setting the letter down unopened. “He may be that, but he’s not—”
“Pardon me,” a soft voice came from the hallway. “Lady Grimless?”
Adella turned to see a woman standing in the shadows. “Come in,” she replied. “What is it?”
“The well…” the woman began hesitantly. “There is no water. It’s gone dry.”
“What do you mean?” Adella asked.
“There’s no water,” the woman replied. “Our buckets come up empty.”
“Hardly seems possible, with all this rain…” Adella muttered.  “We’ll have to get water from the stream, then.” It sounded simple, but the stream was at least an hour’s walk into the Campos. Not only that, but it was seasonal, and wouldn’t be there much longer as it dried up during the summer. “Ask Benson and Carrick to bring up the empty barrels from the cellar and load them into the smaller wagon,” Adella continued. “Then, have Benson go with you to draw water first thing in the morning. Take weapons, and use the northwestern path,” she instructed carefully. The other woman nodded. “Thank you, Miss Bligh,” Adella said, and the woman disappeared into the shadows of the hallway once more.
Kol and Armand passed a look between them. Wondering what it was about, Adella raised a brow at Kol questioningly, but he only smiled. Martin then excused himself to retire for the night, leaving the three of them sitting in quiet contemplation.
Adella looked at Declan’s letter on the sofa beside her. Finally, she gave in and broke the wax seal. Unfolding the paper, she looked over the scrawling, elegant script, and her eyes skimmed over words she never expected to see. Who does Rogero think he is? she thought angrily, her cheeks burning as her pulse flared. Jumping from her seat, she crumpled the letter into a tight ball and threw it across the room at the fireplace. “I’m going to bed,” she said as calmly as she could through her teeth, then walked out of the room, leaving Kol and Armand to themselves.
Kol looked over at the ball of paper as it rolled harmlessly away from the hearth. Adella had missed her target. As he stared at it, he wondered what words it could possibly contain to cause such a reaction. And from Declan, no less… A sinking feeling hit his gut.
Beside him, Armand sat quietly, arms folded on his round belly. “Why don’t you tell her?” he said at length.
Kol’s gaze shifted from the paper up to Armand. “About the teacup I broke this morning?”
“No, you dolt.” Armand rolled his eyes up toward his bushy grey eyebrows, stifling a smile. “That you have feelings for her.”
Kol crossed his arms and looked away. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he muttered, though his words didn’t sound convincing.
“Suit yourself, but—” Lines furrowed across Armand’s brow, deepening the folds and hollows above his eyes. “Tomorrow is never certain for any of us; best not to leave anything unsaid.”
For a moment, Kol wondered if the old man spoke from experience. Then, biting his thumbnail, he looked back toward the letter on the floor.
Armand followed his line of sight. “It would be improper to take a peek, I suppose,” Armand reasoned, tipping his head toward the ball of paper.
“Seemed like a private matter.” Kol leaned forward on his elbows, eyes focused intently on the letter. “None of our business.”
“Right,” Armand replied. “Would be a breach of trust.”
“Exactly.” Kol tapped his thumbnail to his teeth. “I would never…” His words dropped away unconvincingly.
“No, no,” Armand agreed, drumming his fingers on his arm. “Never.”
The following morning, Kol rose early again, and knew what he needed to do. He wasn’t sure why Adella hadn’t brought it up herself, but he was certainly the best choice for the task. He could find his way across the Campos, and he knew what he would be up against with the Sornians. Though the residents of Elldon put on brave faces, none of them were experienced fighters, save for the few that were old enough to have seen real battle, like Armand. Since Adella needed to stay to oversee Greywood, Kol knew it was up to him.
​He entered the crowded kitchen where Adella sat at one table, absent-mindedly pushing a spoon around in her breakfast while studying the Codex. Armand and Jacoby sat beside her, eating in silence. Kol grabbed an empty bowl, helping himself to a thick liquid that bubbled in the pot over the hearth, and then took a seat beside Adella.
“Adella,” he began, pulling her attention away from the pages of the Codex. “I will do it. I’ll take Martin across the Campos.”
Adella shook her head. “You don’t have to do that.”
“I know the way,” he countered. “And I know the enemy.” Kol leaned in on his elbows toward her, lowering his voice. “You know it should be me.”
“I can’t ask you to do that.”
“You aren’t,” he replied. “I’m offering.”
Adella studied his face for a moment, then reached out hesitantly, her fingertips stopping just short of his forearm. “Kol…” She seemed to be searching for words, then finally let out her breath in resignation. “Just be careful.”
A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth as he noticed the small gesture, and the concern in her voice. He wrapped his broad hand around her fingers. “Don’t worry,” he replied. “I’ll come back in one piece.” He managed to keep his tone even, though he could feel his heartbeat rising at the warm touch of her skin. He glanced around to see the others at the table watching him intently. Adella released his hand and cleared her throat, looking down to turn a page in the book.
​“What’s there to worry about?” Armand asked gruffly as he turned his attention back to his breakfast. “I’m coming with you.”
“Uh,” Kol started to protest. The knee injury Armand suffered at the Cairn wasn’t fully healed, and may never be. He still walked with a limp. Not to mention, he was supposed to be retired. “Shouldn’t you stay here? After all,” Kol said, keeping a straight face, “you’re really old.”
“Listen here, you little—” Armand began, pointing a finger, and Kol’s shoulders shook with suppressed laughter. “Oh, you think you’re hilarious?” Armand muttered.
​“No, Armand,” Adella interjected. “I need you to go into Raymouth and deliver a private message.”
​Armand brightened. “A special assignment, is it?” He stood, slapping his hands down onto the table in enthusiasm. “You can count on me, Lady Governor Grimless,” he put a hand to his heart, bowing slightly as he spoke her full title with relish. “I’ll get my boots, just give me a horse. Jacoby!” he called out, alarming the young man. “Get me a horse ready.” Jacoby scrambled out of the kitchen without a word, leaving his breakfast behind.
“Wait,” Adella said, pulling an envelope out from beneath the Codex. “You’ll be needing this.” Armand took the letter, studied the name written on the front, and hurried away.
​“Who will you take with you?” Adella asked.
​Kol shook his head. “Just Martin and myself. Fewer travel faster, and are less likely to be seen.” He didn’t want to say it in front of the others, but Kol didn’t want to take away any more people from Greywood. They would need as many hands as possible if the Sornians were to attack, and the uneasy feeling stirring in his gut told him it will happen soon enough. And Misses Asher’s party is still missing… Nobody mentioned it, but he knew they were all thinking the same thing.
​Adella pushed aside the heavy tapestry curtain to let the midday sunlight in through the large windows of the main gathering room. In the green fields behind the manor, Kol was giving Martin a leg-up onto a chestnut mare. Adella turned quickly from the window and made her way down the hallway toward the back entrance. The morning’s tasks had taken longer than she realized, and she wanted to see Kol and Martin before they left for Smuggler’s Port. Though it was a dangerous journey for anyone, Adella felt especially uneasy at the thought of Kol returning across the Campos and traveling so close to Sornia, where he was wanted for treason. She couldn’t let him leave without her saying goodbye. Goodbye and thank you, at the very least… Perhaps there was more she’d like to say to him, but that would have to suffice.
Adella stopped in front of the rough oak door just as it swung open. James entered, blocking her path as he shut the door behind him. He, like his younger brother Jacoby, was a broad, robust man. Though she had known them both for years, as they would visit Greywood whenever their mother came to pay rent on their smallholding, Adella often had to stop and think which brother she was addressing. Though they were generally alike in appearance, Jacoby had blue eyes and a cheerful demeanor, while James had the same brown eyes as their mother, and was known for being rather flippant.
“Miss Adella,” he began. “I want to have a word with you.”
​“I’m sorry, but it’ll have to wait just a moment,” she replied and edged around him, reaching for the door handle.
​He leaned back against the door. “My mother is still out there,” he reminded her. “Or did you forget?”
​“I did not,” she replied. “But really, I must—”
​“You and your hired soldier were supposed to search for her.” His voice was calm but laced with suspicion. “What happened?”
​“There’s been a delay. Listen,” Adella replied, lowering her voice to speak candidly. “The pantry is nearly empty as it is, and now with all these added people—if we don’t replenish our stocks soon, we will have to abandon Elldon. Our little foothold here at Greywood is all that stands between the Sornian army and Raymouth… Or all of Valenna.”
​“Even so—” James began.
​“She’s right,” a voice interrupted from the hall as Jacoby appeared in the doorway. “We have to defend Elldon. That’s what Ma would want.”
​“Says who?” James asked.
​“Our farm is all we have,” Jacoby countered. “You know that. We can rebuild it. Or would you rather stay in Raymouth?” He stepped closer to James, squaring up with him. “Or would you rather join our father, drinking the days away at the Ivy Crown?”
​With a glare, James held his brother’s gaze. Then, he relented. His shoulders drooped as he let out a weary breath.
“We’re all worried about her,” Adella said gently. “Choose someone to go with you and take the last two horses. Search as far as Compass Point.” He nodded and opened the door to let her pass. As Adella looked to the fields in the west, she saw that she was too late. Kol and Martin were gone.
Chapter 3
Greywood Manor


When the Heart of Mundil was stolen, The Lady of the Deep sent forth her Twelve Calamities in retribution. The first calamity to come forth was sickness, which deftly worked to cut down the numbers of her people. Out of the west the first calamity spread, a red plague that robbed me of my kin.
​The second calamity to darken Mundil’s horizons was a rising of the tempests, which washed the lands with her waters. It fell upon my homeland in an onslaught of rain and winds, which destroyed our crops and drove us away with hunger.
​The third calamity to befall the children of Mundil was the summoning of the Pelkimund…
​Adella stopped, pointing with her finger to mark the place in the text while she tried to recall what Jago had told her. The sea wolf, she remembered. Or wolves, in this case. She looked back down at the page. Its brother, the Haramund, she continued to read silently, or the sea horse, followed behind.
​The fourth calamity came without warning; the rising of the tides. Lady Mundil holds thirst in one hand and drowns with the other. In her anger, she sent her deluge to break upon the cities of her people. Even now, the waters still rise. None are safe.
The fifth calamity was a sundering of the lands, as Mundil shuddered at her awakening… Awakening… Adella repeated to herself. No, that can’t be correct. She made a note on a spare sheet of parchment, sketching out the double pictograph with the dull lead of her brass pencil.
​Adella sat at the dining room table with the Codex open, sheets of loose parchment spread out under the glow of the candelabra. For the past few days, she had renewed her efforts at compiling a dictionary of the Old Andolinian glyphs, if only to keep her mind busy. Though Greywood Manor had more people in it now than it ever had, she had never felt so alone in her own home. Her parents’ bedchamber had been cleared out for use, and their belongings had been stored away or donated to her friends and neighbors, but every piece of furniture, every empty corner, still held their memory.
​Adella had often buried herself in her self-appointed work, doing so in the quiet hours of the day when she wasn’t busy with daily chores or overseeing more important tasks. Comparing the Old Andolinian glyphs with the Modern Andolinian script in the Codex, she labored to match each symbol with its translation on parchment. She was delighted when she suddenly realized the significance of a particular symbol, which revealed the deeper meanings of many other glyphs recorded in the hefty tome. With the dictionary she was creating, she hoped to be able to decipher the charcoal rubbings that she had made in the tomb within the sea cave that spring, when Prince Matei had taken the Heart of the World for himself.
​As each new calamity arose, she continued, it joined the others; none relented. The sixth— Adella stopped reading once again as the high-pitched barking of a small dog broke her concentration. She sighed, and reluctantly rose from her chair.
The stars in the night sky overhead seemed to shine with an unusual intensity as Adella crossed the broad swath of grass behind Greywood Manor. She walked past the glowing coals of the campfire, surrounded by the tents of her neighbors. Adella followed the sound of the dog’s yapping westward past the encampment, weaving between iron tripods set over spent cook-fires and around clothing lines that held drying laundry, to where a boy stood, a dog in his arms, staring out into the wilds of the Campos.
​“Is that you, Nicolas?” Adella asked, peering at his partially-illuminated silhouette. The boy was the son of the blacksmith Benson, and the youngest person in Elldon at present.
​“Sorry, Lady Grimless,” he replied, trying to whisper loud enough to be heard over the continuous bark of the little terrier. “Molly’s in a state, I don’t know what’s gotten into her.”
​“Who’s on watch tonight?” Adella asked.
​“Papa,” he replied, pointing into the distance.
​She looked out over darkened plains. Though all seemed calm and quiet, it left her feeling on edge. No calls came from the nightbirds, and even the insects seemed to have fallen silent. “Go to your mother.” She put a hand gently on his upper arm and leaned down to look him in the eyes. “You both need to get inside the Manor. Do you understand?” The boy nodded solemnly, but hesitated. “Go,” she urged, shooing him away. He turned and ran off toward the camp, with the dog still yapping in his arms.
​Adella returned to the encampment, where many of her neighbors slept in their tents. Searching for any who were still awake, she found a group poking at coals in one of the smaller campfires and hurried over to them.
​“Wake everyone,” she whispered to the nearest person. An elderly, bearded man rose at the sound of her voice. “Quietly. Tell them to arm themselves and find cover.”
​Adella set the stock of her crossbow on the edge of the overturned camp table, her finger lightly resting on the iron lever. Her two fingers, which had previously been broken during the scuffle at the Cairn, were still too tender to wield a bow, so she had taken up the smaller crossbow of the two that had come into her possession during her travels. Unlike heavier crossbows that required a spanning device, she was able to load this one quickly with one hand. Still, her arms were getting sore from the weight of it. As the hours crept by with no sign of activity from the Campos, she was starting to wonder if all she’d accomplished was to rob everyone of a full night’s sleep. Glancing back at her neighbors, she noticed the pale light
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