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      The events of DAUGHTER OF SHADOW...

      The might of the Shining Empire appears unstoppable. In the North, the Frozen Tribes have been defeated, and to the South several of Calanthia’s dukedoms are under heel. The Chosen of the Shining Empire now advance to Marikal, the golden city, to topple the Pillar and kill a God.

      Melea, having unleashed shadowy forces beyond her control during the battle of Choker Pass, has abandoned the Shining Empire. Morokko Kachina hunts for her, ordered to return Melea dead or alive. 

      Belenus, having learned a horrible truth about the rituals of the Sanctuary, cannot ignore the rot eating away at his faith. With the aid of the shaman, Kerak, he fled Azra and boarded a Nefaran ship. He now searches for a source of true power to cure the creeping Sickness. 

      In Rhezaria, the warrior Clans scheme to supplant Queen Dracarion and place their own atop the throne. The Queen has already put down one rebellion and hopes to avoid another, but the claims made by Chancellor Alvarros have complicated Rhezarian politics. The Queen must decide if her vast army is to support Calanthia and stop the threat of the Shining Empire.

      Meanwhile: priest turned slave, Daymon, has been consumed by a mysterious power in a foreign land. In Marikal, the crime-lord Lucius Vand, manipulates the city on behalf of Emperor Anathasius, while claiming what remains as his own. And the wandering peoples of the Outskirts struggle to stay beyond the grasp of those who trade blood for power.

      The Spiritbinder Saga continues and all the while fate spins.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE: ORIGINS

          

        

      

    

    
      Endless fields of grasses and wild grains sway in the breeze, everywhere except beneath the five floating figures. Stalks were pushed flat, as though crushed by an enormous weight. Points of sparking light disturb the blue sky, reflecting oddly off the figures, unable to pass through. The five giants as immobile as obelisks of gleaming crystal.

      The air stank of burn without flame, yet a trace of sweetness carried on the wind. It was this scent which drew the people out from hiding, creeping forward like insects following an invisible trail.

      A lingering resonance disturbed the very air itself, bending and twisting the sky at random. The vibration acting as a tool of visceral change on a lower level of reality.

      A small group of men and women dressed in skins approached, shaggy haired warriors with spears in the lead. The group stopped short of the crumpled grass; the green strands twisting into a harder, darker substance.

      One man stepped forward, planting his spear into the ground, links of beads displayed on his muscled chest. His hair a shock of black, his skin tanned a deep brown. A single figure began a slow descent like a leaf on the wind.

      The figure stopped a fraction above the flattened grass, towering over the warrior. Sunlight seemingly swallowed by its presence. An uncanny force reached out from the glittering apparition—time and gravity and ambition.

      Human eyes, brown as soaked wood, fierce as an eagle's, glared into the face of the figure, if it could be said to have a face. It did possess eyes, disconcertingly human eyes. Indigo irises hard as walls of stone. The penetrating gaze swallowed thought; the look of a predator toying with its food.

      “Esta blün Símanur Hukral messa cynaal jorkash inyl or danná. Gris bin’al?” We are the Simanur Hukral, bearers of the Song, children of earth and water. Why have you come?

      Something changed within the figure, subtle but monumental, marked by a flare in the indigo eyes.

      A rumble began, trembling the bones of those in attendance, low and resonant as an earthquake. A thin line appeared below the unblinking eyes. The line that might have been a mouth never opened, did not so much as twitch, but the man understood. The world would never be the same. Unstoppable change had come and humanity was powerless  before it.
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            SHADOW FIRE

          

        

      

    

    
      Melea wept, every salty drop sinking into the sand. Swirling winds howled, ripping up a fine desert curtain. Her hands clenched in agony. A phantom fire raced across her shoulders, arching her spine to the breaking point. She rolled across the dune, experiencing entirely new levels of excruciating pain. Her attempts to smother the non-existent flames only spread the sensation.

      Fear controlled her mind and consumed her functions. Melea was dying and she knew it. Truly dying. That was the great power of fear—it increased in strength as the mind assessed the actual risk.

      The pain burned hottest in her shoulders, at the base of the wings. She sensed a hunger, as if she were being devoured from inside. A beast madly chewing its way out of her body. A moment of calm burgeoned from the stark realization of her imminent death—anything would be better than the present.

      Another thought slivered its way through the pain to reach Melea’s shrieking consciousness. Free. She was going to die but she would die as a result of her own choices. This thought held a solid core. An aspect of herself able to withstand the pain.

      The impression of freedom hung in her mind like a bubble, temporarily immune to the thrashing. She was free. The Shining Empire left behind. The bubble enlarged ever so slightly, joined by another thought. Melea had gotten herself into this disaster and she would get herself out.

      Her anger flared. Anger directed at the pain in her body, at Anathasius, at the unwanted dreams, at a world that constantly took what little she had and threw it back in her face. The anger transformed into a white-hot fury.

      The quiet space of her mind opened. She shoved the pain and fear inside, pushing them as far into the corners as possible. She was stronger than her fear, stronger than the pain racing throughout her body. Her eyes turned inward to make visible the cause of her agony.

      The shadow. Wickedly curved talons pulled the creature closer. Vibrant red liquid gushed forth from each new handhold made by the shadow. It paused, aware of Melea’s attention.

      Enough.

      Melea hurled the command at the shadow. Her body stilling as she expelled a long exhale of toxic air. The shadow shrieked, clawing wildly.

      Enough.

      The shadow hacked and slashed with its talons, sending out tiny rivers of red, but it could not move any further. Mine—take—consume. The shrieks trickled down to Melea as the shadow struggled.

      No. Her command was iron.

      The shadow’s frantic movements stopped and its talons withdrew into a shapeless form. Melea’s eyes opened and the world rushed in, nearly overwhelming her all over again. A scorching desert sun pressed against her skin.

      Melea saw her knife hanging at her hip and in that moment knew what must be done. She snatched the hilt, angled the blade toward her shoulders, and sawed at the feebly flapping wings. Thick blood gushed across her neck.

      One wing slumped to ground, dark stains clotting the sand. Sticky feathers clung to her face as she started on the other wing. She sensed the tide turning in her favor. Fear lanced into her, trying to strangle her mind but she pushed the intrusion back, focusing on this most crucial task.

      Lightness filled her body as she severed the final sinewy strand attached to the second wing. She felt like she might float away without the instruments of flight pinning her down. The itching, burning pain diminished and she regained control of her senses. The shadow dissolved into the shifting sand.

      Her body spasmed violently as the structure of her body returned to its original state: joints and bones sliding back into place. She lay on her back, gasping, eyes trapped in a pale blue sky.

      She staggered to her feet and started down the dune, sliding to more level ground. Movement meant life; if she did not get up now, then she never would. She walked toward the sun, one step at a time, knife in hand.

      Melea gave herself a harsh cleansing, rubbing coarse sand on the crusted blood coating her face. Her fingers brushed against a feather on her neck and found that it was still attached. She ripped it out, letting the feather drift away on the breeze.

      Survival was all that mattered. She needed to remove the lingering sensations of the carnivorous shadow, but didn’t know how, didn’t have the strength. The sand dried out her already dusty skin, making her feel as rough as the grit beneath her fingernails.

      She tried to get her bearings, but the only features in sight were endless dunes and sparse patches of spiny grasses. Her last memory during flight was of a massive forest. She placed one shambling foot in front of the other.

      The ground gave way. She fell hard on her stomach, taking in a mouthful of sand. Unable to right herself, only enough strength to roll over. Her back felt like it was torn open, flayed by a whip. The last of her strength seeped away. She would lay in this unknown place until the windblown sand covered her beneath a shifting blanket that would become her burial mound.

      With each exhale she felt the embrace of death tighten. Silence. A sense of relaxation in her defeat. The strangest thing was the absence of anger; she’d spent it all on removing the shadow. Her screaming mind and tortured body had acquiesced to fate, leaving only a tiny spark of spirit clinging tenaciously to life.

      Out of the silence came an unexpected shout, but all she could discern was that it was a man’s voice. Disinterestedly, she noticed two upside down forms were gradually enlarging. She tried to call out but sand clung to the inside of her mouth, stealing all moisture along with her voice. The desert was already claiming her. The dark shapes were indistinct, the view disorienting. There was another shout, closer this time, and then Melea fell into the blackness and felt no more.
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            ADRIFT

          

        

      

    

    
      The colors of the sky passed above in an ever-changing display of natural beauty: radiant sunrises, majestic sunsets, the peerless azure of midday, and storm cloud lesions at dusk. There were a few occasions of impenetrable black at night when the stars were masked, but on most nights a breath-taking amount of stars dominated the sky. On clear nights in the open ocean when the wind was quiet it almost seemed as though there was a reversal of land and sky, that humans were meant to travel the constellations like charted routes. The stars at least offered direction, unlike the Garrengar Ocean, an environment, by all appearances completely formed of water and horizon.

      There were animals of course: huge shoals of fish flashing silver just beneath the surface, playful black striped dolphins leaping in the wake of the ship, the ominous curved fins of prowling sharks, easygoing turtles of gargantuan size, and broad winged sea birds that nary needed a single flap to surpass the speed of the ship.

      The wind and sun also came alive at sea, two forces whose presences were felt so often and so thoroughly at all hours that their absence was immediately noted. Waves crashed into the black hull of the Nefaran trader, sometimes spilling over, as the ship kept a steady southward course. A sail of vibrant, swirling colors was adjusted to catch as much wind as possible and it was here, seated against the mast where Belenus sat.

      Sullen. Despondent. Defeated.

      Azra’s Beacon had been extinguished. His limp hands lay in his lap as he slumped below the sail in the same borrowed clothes he’d worn when fleeing Azra. The tunic and trousers were filthy from accumulated grime and rank from body odor. Gone were his priestly robes—simple attire that was as much of Belenus as his hands. As was the blade used to bring forth the Emperor’s Gift. Another item lost somewhere during his disgraceful escape.

      The beauty of the sea and sky were barely perceived by the Beacon, the former Beacon, as his eyes were downcast too often to notice. The old man stared without seeing, trapped in the regret and guilt of his mistakes.

      The Nefaran crew tolerated the interloper well enough, regarding him as a quiet curiosity who ate little and spoke even less. Wagers flitted around the ship every few days as the turban wearing men made bets on when the priest would die.

      “He has not moved in days, surely he must be close,” one would say, whipping the wagers into a frenzy.

      “He is getting stronger, he ate two meals today,” one would say, and then the wagers would slow.

      Only one sailor remained steadfast, believing that the holy man from the Shining Empire would survive to see the white sand shores of Nefara. Over the weeks, this man’s confidence grew as he continued to win money from the rest of the crew.

      Another man, angry from losing yet another bit of pay at the priest’s bewildering persistence, yelled in the old man’s face loud enough to cause the passenger to look up. Something in the eyes of the priest stopped the cursing. The man would not say what he had seen, but he made no more wagers.

      Another irritated sailor dumped a bucket of water on the priest’s head, which helped some with the foul smell, but otherwise only caused the old man to gasp in shock before returning to his miserable pose. The one man growing rich off Belenus said a small prayer to this unexpected gift each time he passed the seated priest, smiling in glee at his lucky charm.

      Each day Belenus would rise late in his small berth belowdecks—a cramped space that was nothing more than a poorly constructed bunk above thick coils of oiled rope. The windowless room reeking of vomit from instances of sea sickness that no one bothered to clean. Belenus picked at whatever food was offered to him; the Nefarans were very kind in this regard, as it was one of the greatest sins to withhold food from a guest. Barroc had paid for his brother’s passage and that made Belenus a guest, meaning no ill will could intentionally be done to him by any of the crew. Belenus would go to his spot at the mast on most days and return belowdecks if the weather worsened, oftentimes needing to be shooed away from overly fierce winds and rain by conscientious crew members.

      It was not so much that Belenus wanted to live, but that he was not ready to die. His humiliation incomplete. Death would be a release from the punishment he felt he deserved. Every single day, without fail, he retraced the choices of his life, feeling the sting of possible options and wasted potential. On the outside he appeared calm, bordering on comatose, but inside he waged a spirited battle. Which of his beliefs were true? How much of his life was a lie? Did he even want to know? Belenus wrestled with these questions, struggling to find answers. One night the sea grew tired of the old man’s despair and forced realization upon his beleaguered spirit.

      All color drained out of the sky, the stars and sun swallowed by a hungry void. The wind started out shrill, the wailing almost feminine, tortured and speaking of pain to come. The crew, alarmed by the ominous signs, hurried to pull in the sail, fighting the wind as it transformed into a more aggressive being. Fat rain pellets pounded into wooden planks with considerable force. Men shouted commands to bring about a semblance of order but their words were torn apart by the fury of the storm. Soaked Nefaran colors were plastered to brown skin as the crew scrambled to make the necessary alterations to keep the ship afloat. In their hurried movements they failed to see the priest seated against the mast.

      Huge waves lifted the ship, shifting mountains of water plunging the vessel down precipices only to repeat the pattern. Bursts of water splashed over the rails like the tentacles of a sea monster.

      The smallness of a man’s life becomes overwhelmingly evident when at the mercy of a pitiless organism like the ocean. To combat the awareness of death, a person can laugh at the world, rage against it, cry at their sad state, or shut themselves off completely from feeling. Belenus had chosen the latter.

      The rocking spray of the storm held no terror or salvation for him.

      The man whose wallet had grown fat from his winnings on account of the priest said a prayer to his luck charm out of habit. His words jogging his memory, he looked to the sodden old man sprawled against the post. Water poured down the sailor’s face as he adjusted the slipping turban, and he raced off. He returned with a length of rope, using it to lash the priest to the mast; his prayer shattered by the wind.

      Lightning forked across a wall of black clouds, immediately followed by booming thunder. The sky and ocean were at war, and the Nefaran ship was trapped between these quarreling behemoths. Humanity’s cunning enabled civilization and widespread travel, but every invention, no matter how cleverly constructed, will eventually succumb to nature.

      Belenus was tossed like a rag doll, arms flailing as he was slammed into the post over and over. But for the rope securing him, he would have flown overboard as a sacrifice to the ocean. The priest’s hand careened into his face, the harsh impact rattling his jaw and knocking Belenus out of his self-imposed isolation.

      He tugged feebly at the rope around his chest, but rain-slicked fingers were useless against the tough fibers. Belenus laughed at the irony: the outside world had become a mirror of his inner discord.

      Violent energy charged the air. Belenus caught an unmistakeable scent of bloodlust. He tasted savagery in the drops of sea water dripping into his gaping mouth. A spark rekindled inside of his deadened chest, stirring his husk of a heart. Belenus roared with laughter, pumping clenched fists into the air in unbridled delight. This was something worth living for, worth dying for.

      A decisive snap cut through the wind and waves as the towering mast was ripped in two. The majority of the post went overboard, along with rigging and colorful cloth, leaving a splintered stump not more than a meter above the priest’s head. Belenus whooped and cackled, invigorated by the wild energy of the storm. Nothing mattered. He was completely enraptured by the moment; past and future rendered meaningless in the face of such sublime power.

      The ship creaked in distress, wooden planks bent until they snapped. Men screamed as the water rushed in to claim them. Belenus laughed manically as the ship keeled over, unaware of the brief free-fall as he slipped over the edge of the stunted mast. He plunged face first into the cold water, his body spasming in alarm.

      The ship crashed upside down into the rising swell of a wave, splintering into countless shards. The bulk of the vessel began to sink, its hulking form slipping silently into the deep. Belenus sensed the crushing weight of the water below, like the roots of a tree dug into the bones of the world. There was a voice in the depths, he could feel the tingle of it in his throat. Different than the Emperor’s Gift— primal and eager.

      He broke the surface of the waves, gasping for breath. A piece of debris slammed into his head, a jagged edge cutting into his scalp. Belenus winced, struggling to remain afloat. Something else overpowered the pain—the voice within the depths. Louder now. Belenus could see light shimmering below. The light slowly expanded, becoming a sun at the bottom of the ocean.

      The submerged light teased Belenus to join its watery embrace. He called out, his throat thrumming with energy. Lightning streaked across the sky to match the flash in the Beacon’s eyes. Belenus screamed at the top of his lungs, screamed all of his pain, all of his guilt, all of his despair. The underwater sun pulsed. Belenus raised his head to the heavens and roared.

      His voice covered the noise of the storm, matching nature’s rage and then surpassing it. The light below the water enlarged in response to the Beacon’s voice. A column of light extended from the depths until just below the surface, the only color in the crashing sea and spinning sky.

      In that moment, Belenus knew he wanted to live.
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      In a dream, Melea watched sooty feathers burrow their way into her skin, sewing themselves in like possessed needles and thread. Echoes of snapping bones from when her spine had started to change its shape filled her ears. She woke craving refuge from the prison of her damaged body.

      She lay on a sling beneath a length of canvas that blocked out the sun. The sling was being dragged along at a steady pace. Every once and awhile she caught the scent of horse.  There were two of them by the sound of the hoofbeats.

      A barren landscape stretched before her as she looked out on the only direction available. At first glance, it appeared to be a continuous series of sand dunes, some higher than a house. Melea’s eyes followed the twisting route of hoof prints until reaching the moving ground just beyond her feet, noting that it appeared firmer than the shifting sand. Whoever was directing the horses knew how to navigate the desert by following the solid ground between the dunes.

      Dark shapes glided into her line of sight, landing, then hopping back into the air to propel themselves with quick wing beats. Two forms, each with a set of four narrow fan-like wings dropped to ground just beyond her feet. They scurried forward, claws digging into the sand. Melea watched the winged lizards flick out blue tongues as they tasted the air. Round yellow eyes blinked at her.

      The lizards were the size of cats and covered in grey scales. Rough black bumps ran from the tip of the snout down the length of the back. Their legs jutted out at right angles, making their thin bodies sway from side to side as they hurried to keep pace. Melea thought they looked hungry.

      Two voices conversed in a quick, jarring language. The lizards fled at the sound of the men speaking, becoming airborne with rapid flicks of their wings. The conversation ended and they traveled again in silence, until the sky turned a bright pink and long purple clouds stretched across the horizon. The horses stopped and Melea heard two people dismount.

      The scent of water nearby stood out amongst the dryness of the desert. A dark figure suddenly appeared beneath the canvas, lowering something toward her face. She blinked in confusion until realizing it was a hand holding a water skin. Warm water dribbled on her cracked lips. It was the most refreshing thing she had ever experienced. The hand pulled away. Melea tried to protest, she wanted to drink it all, to douse herself in water.

      “Not too much, not yet.” The voice was familiar. A face appeared as the man leaned closer, his head outlined by the soft sunset colors in the distance.

      “Sorry we missed our meeting,” said Taisto Salero, “there were...complications.”

      Melea wanted to yell, to hit him, to demand more water, to ask where she was, but nothing came out. She slumped in defeat. Taisto smiled, a friendly expression as unexpected as the water.

      “It seems our meeting was postponed and not canceled, our paths needing to diverge before they could be reunited. I should have known that we would meet again, we always seem to find each other in the most unexpected places.”

      He looked over her body and Melea saw the worry in his brown eyes. She was surprised to discover that his expression did not make her feel vulnerable. Her body emanated a weakness that can only be beaten into it, but she had the feeling that Taisto did not want anything from her. The way he looked at her was confusing.

      “Natalya.” He said her stolen name softly. “What trouble have you gotten yourself into?”

      Melea could not have answered even if she wanted to, and she most assuredly did not. He sensed this and lowered the skin to carefully dribble more water on her lips.

      “Sleep,” said Taisto. “You’ll be properly cared for soon. Besides, a night beneath the skies of the Outskirts is the best medicine anyone could ask for.” He glanced upward and smiled. “The stars dance for you tonight, Natalya.”

      Taisto stood and wrestled with the shade cover, removing it from the attachments. From the corner of her eye, Melea spotted Dacre tending a small campfire. The sky had changed from soft pink to deep purple and the grey-blue clouds seemed to grow thinner before her eyes. Tiny pinpricks of light appeared between the gaps of the dissolving clouds. The sky transformed into a glittering reflection of the desert, the numerous stars rivaling the individual grains of sand. A sense of calm smoothed over Melea’s exterior, as comforting as any down-filled blanket. She knew this feeling. Somehow, she knew it.

      The star-scape hung on the backs of her eyelids for a few moments. From the campfire Dacre sang a sad song in a language she didn’t understand.
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      Marikal was cracked, but not yet broken. The city cowered in the mud, unwilling to admit defeat. Not while the Pillar defiantly towered over the forces of the Shining Empire.

      The sun had finally emerged after a week of nearly constant rain, the downpour more successful than the stone walls to slow the Emperor’s army and war machines.

      Anathasius despised weather, detested the unpredictability of it. Nature and its irregular outbursts could be bothersome. Weather was just the most noticeable aspect of this cannibalistic world, the messy part of a sick, cyclical game. Such irksome problems would be rectified when he obtained humanity’s power.

      Some might call this day peaceful, but Anathasius would not fooled by the illusion. White clouds lazily parted to reveal the heat of the sun, a light breeze tousling his hair as carrion birds noisily fought over scraps of the deceased. The birds sifted through the black smudge of a pyre where his fallen Chosen were now just bone and ash.

      Anathasius studied the Pillar from a hill overlooking the second wall, patiently waiting for the moment of truth. The people of Calanthia believed victory was theirs as long as the Pillar stood. He understood that so much stone only created so much rubble.

      The Chosen had breached the first wall days ago, the statue of Ziya’Sybel standing over the gate sent crashing to earth by the trebuchets. The soldiers of Calanthia had dug in hard afterwards, making their final stand behind the secondary fortifications, remaining coordinated enough to extend the siege these past few weeks.

      The city should be toppled by now. The Chosen should be marching south. Kachina and Melea were supposed to be here. Calanthia’s golden city would no doubt have succumbed to the bravado of Melea and the slyness of Kachina. Either one of them could have slipped past the defenses to raze the sacred grove next to the Pillar. The morale of Marikal would have withered by witnessing the garden-forest of their God go up in flames. But now the Chosen would have to wait out the winter in their newly conquered territory before moving on to finish Qu’hraz and Lyrene.

      The cunning assassin was taking longer to retrieve Melea than Anathasius had predicted. It was only a matter of time though. The man did not fail. This feature made the assassin most inhuman.

      Anathasius smelled the powder an instant before the explosions shook the city. Flames engulfed the base of the Pillar, rising up its surface like grasping fingers. The Pillar wobbled from the blast like a tree in a gale. The inferno spewed smoke over the gold and red tile rooftops of the city. Lucius Vand had managed to execute the covert mission.

      People shouted as they ran for cover, some racing to the river to retrieve water to throw on the flames. Over the din, Anathasius heard the proclamations of a manic heretic.

      “This collapse has been foreseen! As one God falls, another rises!”

      Anathasius smiled, at least some of the heathens were prepared for his coming.

      “The new God’s name is yet to be revealed! The divine will emerge after our punishment!”

      Anathasius frowned. His name was widely known. What was this deranged man shouting about? The foundation of the Pillar cracked like a shifting ice-flow, causing it to lean precariously to one side. The shouting ceased as all stopped to watch the inevitable. Another explosion rocked the Pillar, sending a new burst of flame skyward.

      A groan like the earth given a death wound came from the Pillar. Anything was possible if one applied enough force.

      The largest structure in existence shifted. Jagged tears appeared in the thick material a third of the way up the length of the monument. The Pillar broke from the foundation like a tree being felled, the upper portion snapping off and obliterating Marikal’s last intact wall.

      The bulk of the Pillar landed on the sacred grove, crushing the revered trees beneath its phenomenal weight. Anathasius found this outcome amusing. Smoke and dust billowed higher than the former peak, hanging over the golden city like a death shroud.

      A new series of explosions erupted at the second wall, tossing stone as easily as dry leaves. The Shining Empire was waiting. They had received word this morning of the impending betrayal. General Cathair sounded the horns and the Chosen surged through the newly punctured defenses. The siege was ended.

      Anathasius smiled; Kachina’s man had come through. The assassin had a way of exploiting weakness. There was always someone willing to take a stab at more wealth, believing it to be true power. Only a slight nudge was required to turn ambition into a merciless tool.

      We must speak.

      Anathasius ground his teeth. Not now! He wanted to watch this victory in full, but he could not disobey the request. Anathasius despised the weather. He hated the Bloodless. Another nuisance that would be rectified in due time.

      The Chosen were still storming the second wall as Anathasius walked away. The streets in this section of the city were a disaster. A mangy dog with a meaty bone in its jaws was being harassed by a flock of magpies. The birds pecked at the dog’s tail and hindquarters, attacking from every direction until the dog dropped the bone to lunge at the nearest bird. The lone magpie flew out of range as another plucked up the bone before the dog could return for its prize. Cackling birds flew off with the food. Anathasius snarled at the pecking from his own magpie.

      The pull of the voice was coming from inside a half-toppled temple. Anathasius sneered at the images of man-beasts carved into the stone. Animals worshipped for their attributes. A foolish belief that true form could be created by blending animal with human. Inside the temple, benches were strewn about and idols of worship lay haphazardly on the floor. Pigeons fluttered away from the Emperor’s intrusion as he approached the darkest corner of the ruined temple.

      “An amusing choice of venue, all things considered,” said Anathasius.

      “You are damaged.” The words came out like individual slabs of stone, heavy objects chipped away from a solid piece.

      “Soon I will become stronger than ever.”

      “He remains concealed. He has not been provoked,” spoke the Bloodless.

      Anathasius almost laughed. “Did you really expect him to be? He will not be able to ignore my strength for much longer.”

      “That is one possibility. You are damaged.”

      “He cannot run forever. Perhaps he fears me.”

      A lengthy pause. “Present the extent of your injury.”

      Anathasius bit back his outrage. He raised the flawless white tunic overhead to display a chest of mottled bruising. Veins of a pronounced blue criss-crossed over purple and black blotches.

      “If that is all? I’ll be going.” Anathasius shrugged his clothing on and turned his back to the shadows, ready to end this farce of a partnership.

      “I sense another of my kind.” The words of the Bloodless stopped Anathasius.

      “And?”

      “There is stirring. The design is unclear.”

      Anathasius left the temple fuming, the same as always after these meetings. This was his world, his people to command, he was the only one who could prepare them for what was to come.

      General Cathair approached swiftly on horseback, dismounting to kneel in front of the Emperor. “Lord, the city will be completely subdued by nightfall.”

      “Of course. I expect you have not come to state the obvious.”

      “There are reports of people massing in Qu’hraz. They follow someone called Letokanzhi.”

      He snorted at the name—ghost of Le’teokan. “Send the shifter to gather intelligence.”

      The shapeshifting spy was particularly skillful. Even Melea had fallen for his ploys.

      Dark clouds were forming, harbingers of rain. People were just like the weather, with no rhyme or reason to their actions. The Pillar was destroyed, a sign that their God had abandoned them, definitive evidence that all hope of defending Marikal was lost. Yet they persisted.

      No matter.

      The weather might be out of the Emperor’s control but humans ecstatically conducted his bidding. People were so much easier to manage. Remove light and the senses become hysterical, take away food and the body shrivels, squash hope and the spirit wilts. Provide these qualities and a person will offer up their life, they will fall over themselves to be reconstructed in whichever version is desired.
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      Melea had been in the company of the Salero brothers for a full seven days now. Only intermittently conscious for the first three, feeling as though in a waking dream. Taisto worried she was in the grip of a fever, telling her that she’d raved about someone called the Forever Boy and a man spewing moths from his mouth. He even found her unhappily humming a strange tune on one occasion, with her eyes closed.

      The fever, or whatever it was, passed by the fourth day, allowing Melea to open her eyes clearly for the first time in what felt like weeks. She was still too weak to move: even holding the water skin to her lips proved to be a strenuous activity. Melea was the weakest she had ever been, the neediness of her infirmity beyond embarrassing. But she also felt a burgeoning sense of renewal that increased each day.

      Taisto had consistently tended to her needs, always gentle and patient. They spoke of little things, never settling on a topic for long. Dacre took on the role of tour guide, describing key features as they went. She regularly chewed a twisted black root that the brothers assured would give her energy as she was unable to keep down anything more substantial.

      On the sixth day, they arrived in a small camp occupied by four adults and a boy who Taisto explained were the rest of the Salero family. The long days of travel had taken their toll on Melea and she passed out before being properly introduced. She woke before sunrise, feeling significantly better and with a terrible need to urinate.

      Melea walked a short distance from the camp to relieve herself. She looked into the expanse of the Outskirts. I should go. Her stomach groaned, painfully twisting upon itself. After eating.

      A woman greeted her with arms crossed, tapping a toe impatiently. She wore a comfortable-looking dress of eggshell blue that reached to the top of a pair of small black shoes. Her hair was thick and lustrous but had gone prematurely grey. A silvery tinge made the woman appear distinguished, rather than old.

      “I’m Chizoba,” she said while watching Melea struggle to maintain balance. The Simanu was swift and clipped by a strange accent, making the end of one word meld into the beginning of the next. “Mother to those boys you keep getting into trouble ‘n’ I run this camp so don’t believe what anyone else tries to tell you. Have a look of the famished about you and seems like you hadn’t much fat to lose in the first place. Best you eat before the wind takes you away.”

      Melea blinked slowly, her mind trying to catch up to the speed of Chizoba’s words.

      Chizoba’s scrutiny softened. “Come now, you need to rest.” She supported Melea back to the tent with an arm around the waist.

      The subtle scent of the woman made Melea realize her own stink. She couldn’t help but lean into the strong, comforting arm. Hours later, the savory aroma of roasting pork brought her back to the land of the living. She lay quietly on the bedroll but was soon found to be awake and given a change of clothes, a blanket, and a new pair of boots. She’d lost her well-worn leather boots somewhere amongst the dunes. Every aspect about her past was gone, except for the seed hanging around her neck.

      Melea accepted a cup of dark beer, and spot near the fire. She took a small sip to pacify the hunger pangs.

      “It’ll put hair on your chest,” said a man named Zelimir, husband to Chizoba. His expression shifting upon considering that a young woman might not want hair on her chest.

      A boy in the stage between childhood and adolescence stood across the fire, tending to a large pot on a grated stand over the fire. He did not speak to Melea, only casting occasional looks when he thought her attention elsewhere.

      The tantalizing scent of roasting pork came from a mound of grassy sod covered in rocks several meters past the fire. Melea could not see exactly how the meat was being cooked.

      As the sun descended the blue infinity of the sky morphed into colorful striations. A good sized caravan sat opposite of Chizoba and her baking mound, blocking the brunt of the cool evening wind. Two enormous shaggy camels were loosely tied to the front of the caravan. A mule brayed in annoyance nearby, somewhere out of sight.

      An elderly woman emerged from the caravan carrying a large wooden bowl in one hand and a stack of wooden plates in the other. She joined Melea, who sat on a large rug embroidered to match the colors of the shifting sky. The woman wore a black dress and a vibrant yellow shawl.

      “Hello, my name is Blejan, how are you feeling?” Her Simanu was more thoughtful than Chizoba’s but the words still flowed into one another.

      “Better,” Melea said quietly.

      Blejan touched the space between her eyebrows with two fingers and looked up to the sky, smiling gently. “That is good. The boys were quite worried about you. Have you met the other one yet?” She tossed a thumb at the boy who was mixing the stew with a large wooden spoon.

      Melea shook her head. The boy could obviously hear their conversation but pretended to be wholly invested in the activity of stirring. Blejan put a hand to the side of her mouth conspiratorially. “That’s Cadoc, he’s a nice boy but can be shy, especially around beautiful girls.”

      Blejan winked at Melea and Cadoc blushed. Melea had never felt pretty. In fact she wasn’t really sure what beauty was. In the streets of Azra she had seen how men followed women with their eyes. She’d noticed how Dacre looked at Iribi, had observed the radiant glow of Iribi’s skin that seemed to emit youthful passion. Melea’s body felt worn out, an exhausted husk that might fall apart.

      “Beautiful.” Melea chuckled softly before taking another sip of beer. Saying the word changed nothing, but the laugh, even though it was a small one, gave her a boost of energy.

      “You remind me of someone,” said Blejan. She dropped her smile in concentration. Melea sat perfectly still under the inspection until Blejan tossed up her hands in exasperation. “I can’t remember. Oh, well, it will come to me.”

      An elderly man approached: he had thick, black hair and a wide-brimmed hat that hung from a leather strap around his neck to lay flat against his back. He walked with a slight hunch and had a colorful belt like the brothers. Melea watched him sniff the air while he wandered over.

      “Smells delicious,” he said cheerfully. “My thanks to the unexpected guest for inspiring Chizoba to make my favorite meal.” He bowed eloquently for Melea.

      “Drezik,” said Blejan, “doesn’t she remind you of someone?”

      He looked closer at Melea, clapping his hands together after a moment. “She looks like my new favorite person because she’s inspired the cook to put in a little extra effort.”

      Blejan whacked the leg of his trousers. “Oh, you.”

      “Mmm, it falls off the bone and is so soft that chewing is a waste of time.” He cupped his hands around his mouth and looked over to the roasting mound. “It’s ready Chizoba! My nose tells me so!”

      “It’s ready when I say it’s ready!”

      Blejan whacked Drezik again. “Quit bothering the cook and entertain our guest.”

      Drezik did a few hops of a little jig before plopping down beside Blejan. He had a large nose and a small mouth but it was the mischievous twinkle in his eye that caught one’s attention. He leaned closer to Melea.

      “I suppose Chizoba and Zelimir have told you that they’re in charge of this camp, but that’s false because people can naturally tell when they’re in the presence of a true leader.”

      “And that’s why no one has ever confused you for a leader,” Blejan quipped.

      “I’m experienced,” Drezik said proudly, sitting as straight as he could with his hunch. “Knowledge is gained from experience, which makes me the most knowledgeable.”

      “You’re old,” said Blejan. “There’s a difference.”

      Drezik looked shocked. “You’re my wife and that means you’re supposed to support me. Besides, you’re almost as old as I am.”

      Blejan looked away, blue eyes sparkling. “Women don’t get older, they get more distinguished.”

      Drezik exploded in mock outrage. “Distinguished! That’s just a fancy word for old.”

      Blejan shrugged and winked at Melea. “You’re just upset that you didn’t think of it first.”

      Drezik’s laughter reverberated throughout the camp. Melea hid her smile behind the cup as she took another sip of beer. Chizoba appeared with a platter of steaming meat, placing it in the center of the rug. Cadoc ladled out bowls of stew and carried them over individually. Zelimir appeared out of nowhere as the food arrived, along with Taisto and Dacre. The space on the rug filled up fast and Melea ended up between Taisto and Dacre.

      Chizoba addressed the group, slapping Drezik’s hand as he reached for the pork. “Natalya, we don’t know how you came to be here, but we’re glad you’ve joined us and know that you may stay as long as needed. Now, let’s give thanks to all the effort that went into this meal and note that some contributed more than others.”

      Zelimir interjected. “She complains about having to spend hours on the meal but I fed that pig every day for months.”

      “And I made the stew!” Cadoc said defensively, as if he were being accused of shirking responsibilities.

      “Enough,” said Chizoba. “Let’s give thanks to all that has contributed to this meal, from the water that made the vegetables grow to the pig whose life was given so that we may eat. We thank you.”

      “Now, let’s eat,” Drezik chirped, rubbing his hands together.

      Melea was passed a plate with several slices of pork and a salad of leafy greens covered in berries from the bowl Blejan had brought. Cadoc passed her a bowl of stew as well. Everything smelled amazing and Melea tore into the meal with gusto.

      The sensation of the warm, flavorful food on her tongue made her mouth feel exquisite, as if her teeth were capped with pearl. In actuality she was a slobbering mess, cramming spoonfuls of stew alongside bites of pork and handfuls of salad. Melea lost herself in the delicious frenzy as she devoured the food, stopping to wipe a dribble of stew juice from her lip when the plate was empty.

      She looked up to see the shocked faces of the Salero family. A piece of pork dropped from Zelimir’s fork brought halfway to his mouth as he paused in astonishment. Drezik protectively pulled his plate closer.

      “It’s good,” Melea said meekly.

      Drezik laughed, rocking back in his seat. Everyone joined in the laughter, continuing until Melea wanted to crawl away and hide. Zelimir needed to wipe tears from his eyes before he could proceed with his meal. He skewered the dropped piece of pork and bit down, chuckling as he chewed. A softness emerged in Chizoba’s eyes that hadn’t been there before as she looked across to Melea. Blejan put a hand to her chest and giggled while Drezik’s belly laugh rolled on.

      Melea felt a new sensation. It stung her pride and forced her to look nervously at her hands in her lap. Her cheeks went red. A light tap on the shoulder brought her attention back to the group. Taisto grinned at her.

      “You don’t have to keep speaking Simanu,” said Melea, with a trace of her former anger.

      “We speak true no matter the language,” said Taisto. “We choose to. You are in a strange land but you are not amongst strangers. Besides, now that you’re here, Dacre is no longer the messiest eater.”

      “It’s true,” said Dacre, wiping a glob of stew off his chest.

      The kind words helped to ease some of the tension out of her chest but she still blushed. Taisto placed an arm around her shoulders and pulled her into his side so that her head pushed up against his ribs. Melea pried herself away from the strength of his arm and the calming rise and fall of his chest. But just barely. She looked out at the happy faces of the family as they ate their meal in the last light of the setting sun and her embarrassment evaporated.

      The food had warmed her body, making her feel more solid than she had in ages. She fought off blinks but each time her eyelids closed they gained weight and were harder to open.

      “Come,” said Taisto, “let’s get you to bed while the others clean up.”

      He helped Melea to her feet. The tent’s interior was cleaner and larger than the weathered exterior indicated. Purple curtains partitioned the circular enclosure into three sections, leaving a rectangular space in the middle occupied by a small stove with a thin chimney leading up to a hole in the ceiling. Taisto directed Melea to the section on the right where four thin individual mattresses were laid out.

      “My brothers and I sleep here,” Taisto explained. “Father and mother there and mi’grun and mi’gran there,” he said pointing to the other partitions.

      “Where does Iribi sleep?” She had not seen the redhead, but Melea doubted that Iribi would have left Dacre after escaping Marikal.

      “In Bamchu. She’s helping with preparations for the Seeing Stone festival. We’ll be heading there soon.”

      Melea wrinkled her brow in confusion—Bamchu sounded like a city but the Outskirts did not have any cities. Her energy was quickly fading, her body losing the battle against gravity.

      Taisto helped her down to the mattress, tucking her beneath the blanket. “Sleep, you will see it for yourself.”

      He exited the tent and Melea lay still as she tried to come to grips with this strange turn of events. She felt exhausted and excited and nervous all at the same time. Drezik’s booming laughter rippled through the wall of the tent. Another sensation swam through her tired awareness, a silver minnow darting through a murky pond, fleeing from scrutiny.

      The newness of the situation was completely disorienting, but it wasn’t terrible. Melea had known many terrible situations, had seen them from every angle. She understood what they looked, smelled, felt, and sounded like. She did not want to feel that way anymore. Her understanding of pain was filled to the brim. But being Melea meant that pain was sure to follow. A curse attached to the core of her life.

      Perhaps things were changing; she could sense something in the brief pauses between the silver flashes of the darting minnow. Here she was Natalya. Her painful past unknown to the Saleros. It could be left behind.

      There were no obligations to be endured or orders to be executed. Natalya could become anything, her interests still to be discovered. Maybe Natalya despised combat because it made her feel sick. Maybe she was funny and made others laugh. These thoughts swirled in her mind but she was hesitant to grasp onto them in case they proved to be nothing but smoke passing through her fingers.

      She removed the seed from inside her tattered shirt, holding it overhead and rolling it across her fingers. The seed was the only thing she still had, the only item to make it this far. The secret of the seed offered comfort, reminding her of purpose, of a task to be completed if she so chose.
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      Ritika met with Rhohind, resident Tehlos of Anselmbao, as he exited the Chancellor’s room.

      “How is he?” asked the Queen.

      Rhohind bowed in respect, his thin face slicing through the air. His sharp nose and narrow chin were more like weaponry than ornament. “Nothing serious.” The healer listed the injuries off on his fingers. “Broken nose, cracked orbital bone, fractured jaw, two ribs out of alignment, three dislocated fingers, and a lacerated spleen.”

      Ritika was amused by Rhohind’s matter-of-fact approach, a trait common to most healers. Many considered them to be an arrogant breed but Ritika was privy to their secret teachings. She knew that to utter even the most innocent hint about the rituals of Tehlo resulted in the eternal damnation of one’s soul. Her training as a healer remained incomplete, having ended before the final examinations could be undertaken. Mar’Edo Kon chose to alter her path toward claiming the Hezrakaa throne.

      She thanked Rhohind and entered the Chancellor’s room. Sometimes the strange turn of events that shaped her life saddened Ritika, but she still found a sense of appreciation for healing, even though she would never be allowed to mend the broken and cure the ill. Ritika looked down at the healthy Chancellor and marveled at the comprehensive work conducted by Rhohind. The man possessed exceptional skill.

      The only visible difference between the Chancellor who had interrupted the feast and this man was a slight bump on the bridge of the nose, which Ritika found to suit him better, oddly enough. He had reposed for five days in a seldom occupied wing of the castle and appeared ready to move on from bed rest.

      “How did you do it?” She fired the question like an arrow into the Chancellor’s chest. Ritika stood above Jai as he lay in bed, covered in blankets from the waist down, his bare chest exposed. She found the muscle definition surprising. This was not the body of a man who hunched over scrolls all day.

      “Pardon? I’m still a little hazy, you’ll have to be more specific.”

      “How did you get the dogs to follow me, to obey as if I raised them from pups.”

      Jai gave a sly grin. “Perhaps they sensed your natural leadership qualities. They’re really quite clever animals and more intuitive than are commonly credited.”

      Ritika placed a hand on her hip. She was dressed all in black, making the silver of her belt, necklace, and hair bands shine bright. “Maybe they are, but that’s not what I meant and you know it.”

      Jai shrugged, turning it into a stretch. “May I ask you a question? I’m not so presumptuous as to expect you to have an answer but have you considered my request? Specifically, is my head going to remain attached to my neck?”

      The Chancellor was acting bold, cocky from his performance against the Champions. He had not been killed or been made a subject of abject humiliation, which made his showing in the Games a resounding success.

      “Nothing has changed,” Ritika stated. “But you may keep your head for now. I doubt that it could answer me from the floor.”

      Jai bowed his head in appreciation. “My humblest thanks.”

      Ritika noted the aura of calm confidence created by the Chancellor. He carefully alternated between proud and gracious, a man used to the rigors of public political life. Ritika guessed he had charmed his way into the seat of power. Jai Alvarros could have been a leader anywhere—he was middle aged, handsome enough, intelligent, imaginatively ambitious, and dared to take risks.

      “How can you give the Republic to me if you were elected? Grimbaldi explained that the people of the Six Isles voted you into power and have the ability to elect another. A queen has no place in your system. I would be viewed as a tyrant.”

      “There will always be those who claim that all leaders are tyrants.” Jai’s eyes twinkled mischievously as he looked from his hands to Ritika. “Perfect leadership is an unattainable, exhausting ideal that some, like you and I, stubbornly endeavor toward. We are willing to cause temporary distress by upsetting the established order of things to achieve a greater peace.”

      “Mar’Edo Kon charged my family with governing Rhezaria, it is as simple as that. No one refuses a God. Are the people of Six Isles aware of this greater peace or are you the only one in possession of this knowledge?”

      Jai adjusted his back against the headboard, lightly stroking his goatee. “Indeed they are. Sadly, they know all too well the danger facing us. I believe Grimbaldi informed you of the desired text that the Shining Empire attacked the Republic for?”

      Ritika nodded.

      “After the attack, I launched an investigation to uncover the breadth of the Emperor’s plotting. The resulting information was given to the public and they granted me temporary power to independently control the Republic. I know for a fact that at this very moment some of my kinsmen curse my name as a tyrant, but I will do what I must for the survival of my people.”

      Ritika mulled the Chancellor’s words. He spoke passionately but Ritika had difficulty believing one who claimed their own selflessness. Her words came out like stinging hornets.

      “So it is I, and not you, who is to bring about the greater peace. You arrived unannounced at my door with claims of our imminent destruction. This would make me the savior and you something closer to a messenger. Your people should have chosen someone stronger, someone capable of fighting his own battles.”

      Jai appeared unperturbed by the direct assault to his manhood. He looked to Ritika with the same calm confidence as before. “I asked for your hand in marriage and where I come from marriage is a partnership. Each individual brings their unique abilities to the union, merging them together to create a powerful cohesion of mutual intention. A newfound strength is attained through balance and support that is inaccessible to an individual.”

      Ritika was caught off guard by the measured response. She could recall a time in her childhood when her parents’ marriage appeared to be as Jai described, before her mother’s screams regularly filled the halls. Her father changed then, becoming withdrawn and gruff, burdened.

      The Chancellor’s well-reasoned answer was drastically removed from his previous boyish claim of inspired love. He was not offering up his islands as a set of jewels to sparkle her eyes. Jai presented a business transaction. He thought that he had something Ritika needed, an item she desired strongly enough to wrap her arms protectively around the Six Isles to obtain. Ritika looked away from the Chancellor as her mind hunted to deduce what he could have in his possession.

      “You do not have to love me right now,” said Jai. “I ask for a chance to prove my love. This is all I will ever ask.”

      The tenderness in his voice inflamed Ritika’s heart. He had no right to ask for her love. Why would love matter to the safety of the Republic? Questions stoked white-hot in Ritika’s mind. The intense heat of her anger melting other aspects of her as well, liquid movement beneath the ribs that confused and dampened the burning questions.

      “What use could you possibly provide for me? You are not from any Clan, you are not a
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