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Prologue 

 
Villeen’s father might as well have murdered her eldest brother—now she was forced to 

finish it. She clenched her eyes shut, unable to look at a heap of rags in the cavern’s corner. Pale 
flesh peeked from her brother’s half-shredded, brown robes. A book’s corner dug into her 
breast, but she ignored the pain, only clutching it tighter, wishing she’d found it earlier. 

The heap, once her eldest brother, Torden, breathed in with a haggard burst. 
His chest rose. It fell. 
Why didn’t father kill him? Why this? 
Gravel and moss skittered toward him, sucked in by some strange power. Stones, dust, and 

tiny leaves of greenish-brown mold—all were dissolved into his flesh, into his unseeing eyes, 
into his gaping mouth. 

Those fragments ceased to exist. 
Years ago, her father had discovered a power that he’d called gentahl, but what had 

happened to Torden was more than simple gentahl. 
Fier, her younger brother, pulled her into a hug. “Maybe Torden will hear us—” 
“Torden isn’t there.” 
She’d growled the words more fiercely than she’d intended, and she reached up to clasp 

Fier’s arm. What else could she say? She couldn’t tell him everything would end perfectly, that 
the birds would sing, that sunlight would shine warm against their skin. 

She knew better. 
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean….” 
She turned to him, to the tattoos—twisting, twining, ugly things—that covered his face and 

body, and pressed her forehead against his shoulder. She’d etched the tattoos two days earlier, 
only hours after they’d discovered their father’s treachery. In return, Fier had pierced her own 
skin with a needle and ink—hours of pain and determination. 

They needed to hide. 
Of course, neither knew if it would actually work. Their father could’ve found them so 

many ways, gentahl at the top of the list, and now the idea of a simple tattoo seemed absurd. 
But she and Fier had been terrified. They hadn’t known what to do. They’d panicked. 
They stood in an empty room, no more than a cave, deep beneath the Kurin Mountains. 

Firelight danced across stone walls, and their shadows, so deep and long and black, wavered in 
rhythm with the flames. Dusty mold invaded her nostrils until only bitterness remained. In a 
way, that scent was a blessing. It helped her remember, helped her forget. 

Her new tattoos burned, but the discomfort did little to dampen her sorrow. This place, 
their home, felt foreign and distant. Narrow walls pressed against her. The door stood open to 
prying eyes, allowing anyone to witness her pain. 

Not that anyone could see; no one else lived here. 
She plunged an invisible thread of gentahl into Fier, slid it into his mind like a needle 

through a single layer of cloth. Forced it deeper. The door stood open, but gentahl could shift 
reality. She nudged the thread, yanked and twisted it to change her brother’s mind. In that same 
heartbeat she shifted her own thoughts. 

The door closed. Not a swing or a creak, like a normal door. One moment it was opened, 
the next its edges pressed tight against the cavern’s stone. 

She hadn’t needed to alter Torden’s thoughts. He had none. 
Gentahl was new, unknown, dangerous. It altered thoughts, and those thoughts then 



changed reality. Red became blue. Chairs became tables. Iron became copper. In theory, the 
power should’ve been able to change anything. In theory, it could’ve returned her brother, their 
father before he’d become insane, their lives. 

If only it were so easy. 
A failed attempt—trying to convince someone without the strength to do so, or attempting 

to convince too many people—led to pain, confusion, dizziness, and a headache to pierce stones. 
The more firm the thought, the more difficult it is to shift. The dead can’t live, and nothing 

can return Torden’s mind. A shiver swept across her, and she caressed the tattoos on her arm. 
How a man or woman looks… ah, that’s the strongest of all. 

Thus the tattoos. They weren’t gentahl, but they might be enough. 
Torden twitched. 
“It’s dangerous to leave him here,” she said, and hugged Fier tighter. “Four days is too 

long, and Father might return.” 
“So?” 
“We have no way to know what he’ll do. I’m sorry, but we must kill—” 
“No!” Fier shoved her hands away. He knelt beside Torden and brushed the hair from his 

brother’s face. “Let Father study him. Prophet! Let him come back, and we’ll stop him. He’s 
nothing but a self-centered fool.” 

Her father had discovered gentahl long ago, and perhaps the power itself had driven him 
insane. He’d sunk into darkness like the dust and moss sank into Torden. He’d murdered his 
eldest son—or near enough that it no longer mattered—then he’d fled the cavern, losing himself 
amongst the island’s populace. 

Father was but one man within a vast sea of others. 
Fier rubbed his forehead. The days since they’d lost Torden had proven hard on him. He 

was younger than her, but gray strands littered his otherwise red hair. He gazed at her with 
green eyes—intelligent, introspective, wise. 

“We can’t leave him,” she muttered. “This is a mercy, and one he deserves. His life would 
be worse than death.” 

It would be a rat in the cage, but how to tell Fier that? 
“Our father would return for him,” she said. “We can’t let that happen, but we’re too weak 

to stop it, and our brother doesn’t deserve Father’s tests. You know it as well as I. Father is too 
dangerous.” 

And he was. He understood more of gentahl than she could ever imagine—how to twist a 
mind, to alter it so reality changed. She could accomplish minor things: close a door, conjure a 
spoon or a knife. 

Her father could accomplish far, far more. 
Fier shrugged, but he clenched his fist. “Then what do you suggest?” 
“I’ll put our brother to rest, and—” 
“No!” He pulled the book from her hands, flipped to one of the earliest pages, and read it 

aloud. “‘I’ll bring fury upon them, but I’ll have a reason. I want them to feel. I’ve never felt, but 
I’ve wished for it. How do I wish for a wish?’“ 

She nodded once, hard. 
“A dead man can’t feel, Vill. Father must have a reason for this, but—” 
She yanked the book from him. Its crinkled pages and loose binding contained their 

father’s notes. Thousands of pages. Torden must’ve found it. 
Is that why Father did this to him? Too many unanswered questions. 
“The world will change,” she murmured. “You know it as I do. He’s planned this too 



thoroughly, and we can’t stop it with a word or fist or sword. It will take manipulation, and we 
must stand at the heart of that. Torden began the change.” 

“So we’ll be the end.” He swallowed hard. “But I don’t understand why we must kill him.” 
“A week ago, Father strapped a man to a chair and, for two days, he observed. You think 

that village will miss their man? The wife her husband? I’d bet so. Ah, but father watched the 
man’s expression, the man’s eyes. What was he looking for?” 

“I don’t want to hear this. You can’t be sure that happened—” 
“I can, because I saw it. Father doesn’t care about you. He doesn’t care for me, and he 

certainly doesn’t care for our brother. To him, we’re the man in the chair. We’re children of the 
Prophet, nothing more.” 

Tears tickled her eyes. One dripped to her cheek, and she wiped it away. She knew she was 
right; her father would use Torden, just as he’d used that villager. He’d grow more powerful. 

Torden wouldn’t get better. It was too late for that. His mind had already become like a soft 
butter. 

“What do we do?” Fier demanded, as if she could answer all his questions, as if she could 
twist and twirl their island until it was right. 

Nothing could do that. 
Their island would sink beneath their father’s madness. It would bob and tumble, but how 

to steady it? Neither she nor her brother held the power to change their faces, their bodies, but 
she suspected her father did. He could be anyone, anywhere—a whisper in the night, a voice on 
the wind. 

And the whisper could be a maze, the voice a puzzle. 
Now she must finish what her father started. She forced herself to look at Torden, at the 

dust and moss skipping across the floor. His chest rose. It fell. 
She’d find her father, her vengeance. The bastard would taste it, wallow in it. 
“We burn our brother,” she whispered, and her voice trembled as she continued. “We lay 

him to rest in a way that no one—not our father or even a rat—can hurt him.” 
Fier paled. “And then? How do we find Father? What do we do if we find him?” 
“We’ll study his notes and do as we must.” She lifted the book, allowed a hint of iron into 

her tone as she glared at its cover. It would take months, perhaps years. “We don’t have a 
choice.” 

The key to the Prophet’s mind lay within. 





 
Part One 

 
‘They’ll stand amongst the corpses of the beloved.’ That’s what he said at the end, though I never 

considered myself one of the beloved, not at the beginning. I was simply a terrified woman then, but 
now... now I understand. Maybe I wish I didn’t. 

Void take me, this is so demon-damned hard. 
In the beginning, he loved me. Irony, it twists and twirls like a lover’s song, but this is hardly a 

lover’s tale. It’s one of blades and blood. I wish I could’ve seen it sooner, but that would’ve been too easy. I 
wouldn’t have learned to love him. 

Love. That’s all he wanted. 
In the beginning, he adored his father. Oh, how quickly that was snatched away. But it’s different, 

because he took his father from himself. He had to teach his own lessons, just as he had to teach us ours. If 
only they hadn’t ended with so much bloodshed. If only it would’ve stopped there, but he never admitted 
how much the death of his father devastated him. Maybe things would’ve been different if he had. Maybe, 
ah, I don’t know. Maybe it’s pointless to think about. I couldn’t have done anything to change it, 
anyways. I doubt he would’ve let me. 

In the beginning, he was a Kilnsman like his father. No, he’d never stepped inside the village, and no, 
he’d never met a Kilnsman besides his father, but that didn’t change who or what he was. He was a 
Kilnsman, and that meant something to him. The honor of it. See, these things were at the core of who he 
was. In the end, he was more than his true father. That’s why he never relented. That’s why he’s dead. 

In the beginning, none of you understood this. 
I didn’t either. 



 
Chapter One 

 
Far in the distance a child shrieked, but Irreor Ark ignored it. He panted beneath his 

father’s critical stare, then heaved his longsword into an offensive angle and planted his feet 
wide. 

Offense. Offense. 
He pivoted as his father circled. 
High stone walls surrounded the barrack’s courtyard, and wooden overhangs provided 

some shade. Sand crunched beneath their boots, dust puffed at their ankles, and the scent of 
their own sweat filled the area. Racks lined the walls, holding an assortment of pikes and blades 
and cudgels. 

The older man clenched two matching blades, with a patterned guardsman’s tunic covering 
his chest—the same as Irreor’s, though his father also wore a captain’s badge. 

Eenan Ark growled and leapt forward. 
Irreor skipped to the side, blocked his father’s attack with his dagger, then lashed his 

longsword out in an angled riposte. Twist and step, step and twist—a dance they both knew 
well. Back and forth they wove, blades sparkling in the morning. 

Eenan, a skilled blademaster, blocked each strike and returned a riposte of his own. 
Irreor parried them, twisted and rolled, never stopped moving. A speck of frustration built 

within, for he’d never beaten his father in training. Indeed, he’d never come close, not against a 
fully-trained Kilnsman. His father slid to the side and Irreor followed. 

They’d begun to train before dawn, just as they had for years, and now Irreor’s arms ached 
as the sun crested the city of Farren’s skyline. This weariness didn’t matter; he needed to win, 
especially today, on his twentieth birthday. 

Just once. 
Sure, it was a childish fancy, but what man didn’t dream of besting his father? 
He grinned as a flash of sparks struck the ground, then swept his dagger in a wide, erratic 

arc. Too wide. Too slow and unskilled. His father’s longsword intercepted the dagger in a 
precise, steadied motion, and Irreor’s weapon cracked and shattered. 

Steel fragments littered the ground and, with it, his dreams of victory. And now... now 
came the punishment. His father wasn’t a harsh man—far from it—but he believed in 
discipline. 

“Demon-damn, but what was that?” Eenan spat. 
Irreor dropped his gaze. 
“Birthdays mean nothing, Irreor,” his father said. “Not your twentieth and not my fortieth. 

You know this, and you must train. But, void take me, you also need to relax. Control the anger 
instead of allowing it the path to your body.” 

Irreor nodded, unable to argue. 
“Loosen your shoulder and ready the muscles to thrust,” Eenan said. “Aim for the neck 

and hold it.” 
Irreor did, but a voice—raspy, introspective—murmured within his head. It had spoken to 

him his entire life, rarely far from his thoughts. The voice never answered, never provided a 
reason for its words. 

It simply was. 
-He’ll hold the stance. Ah, how my general will love his father. How he’ll respect him and 

wish to be like him. Not even his punishment will halt that, and those memories will drive him 



onward. They’ll cuddle him at night.- 
Fifteen years earlier, Farren’s city council had promoted Eenan Ark to captain their western 

guard, and he had done it superbly. He oversaw the training, discipline, and organization of 
two hundred men in a town of over forty thousand. 

For the past year, Irreor had also worked in the guard, for the voice had been right. What 
better man could he become, than one like his father? What better living than as a guardsman? 

Protect the city. Save the damsel. Or something like that. 
-Can I do that to my general? Can I plunge him into such despair? I’ll try. Oh, how I’ll try.- 
Irreor held the stance, struggling to ignore the voice. Sometimes the words helped. Other 

times, like now—with his father so close, with that critical eye pinned to him, with his dagger 
shattered on the ground—it simply distracted him. 

His father skirted around him to examine his form, and something tickled the top of 
Irreor’s shoulders, the nape of his neck, as if the voice tugged an invisible thread over the tiny 
hairs of his skin. He’d learned to somewhat ignore the sensation over the years, but it wasn’t 
always so easy. 

-Plans and plans. Doors and keys, but which will be which?- 
His sword wavered. 
Sweat beaded on Irreor’s chin, but he gritted his teeth and steadied the weapon. Once, he’d 

attempted to tell his father about the voice, but the older man had simply laughed. So now he 
held it close, a puzzle he attempted to solve without the pieces, a darkened maze he wandered 
without a light. It was his secret, an obscure thing that appeared and vanished like an untimely 
storm. 

“Release,” Eenan said. “Void take me, Son, you’ll need to control yourself better than that. 
A skilled swordsman would tear you to pieces.” 

Irreor swept his longsword into its sheath and shook his hands to relieve the stiffness. His 
father was right, but how to admit it? He smirked. “A skilled man’s arms actually move, unlike 
mine after a day of this.” 

Eenan chuckled, no stranger to their lighthearted banter. “It’s good for you.” 
Irreor snorted. “Indeed.” 
Two guards entered as Eenan’s laughter boomed through the courtyard. His father 

sheathed his blades and clapped Irreor on the shoulder. The closeness felt good, warm, 
reassuring. Not even defeat could overcome it. 

-Ah, and how he’ll remember that.- 
An old officer named Pernik Sylis said, “He got you again, eh boy?” 
Irreor rolled his eyes. True, he was one of Farren’s youngest guards, but he was also one of 

their best—despite his inability to best his father. It was impossible to defeat a true Kilnsman, so 
no one could look down on him for that. The other guardsman respected him in their own way, 
which often resulted in a gentle quip. 

He could take it. 
Pernik nodded at him. “You’ve got to give him a hard time for the rest of us. He’ll work us 

to the bone if we try.” 
“I’ll do that anyways,” Eenan said. 
Pernik shook his head. “See? We’ve no hope.” 
“None. A Kilnsman of eighty is worth more than you ninnies.” 
Irreor’s smile faded. 
His father was a Kilnsman, a blademaster from a village far to the north, but Irreor had 

never visited the place. Would Kiln be like he’d always imagined it—men like his father, 



women like his mother? At least, like the mother he never knew, the one he’d always wanted to 
know. 

Maybe. 
Eenan Ark had brought him to Farren after his mother died, and Irreor remembered only 

fragments of those times—the briefest scent of lavender, the hazy image of her face. 
“Irreor, go to Stonehand’s,” Eenan said. “He promised me a dozen blades today, and I’ll 

skin the bastard if he doesn’t cough them up.” 
Stonehand’s Forging, owned and operated by Krayr Stonehand, enjoyed a reputation as 

one of the best smithies on the island. Only Synien steel was better. Irreor’s father had 
befriended Krayr years ago, and thus Irreor and the blacksmith’s son, Bran, had also grown 
close. 

“And Irreor,” his father said, holding out a handful of coins. “Here’s your pay for the 
month, and a little something extra. Call it a birthday present. Buy yourself a new dagger, since 
it seems yours fell to bad times.” He winked. “Just don’t let Kipra tear your head off.” 

Kipra. 
She was.... How to describe her? Spitfire. Gentleness. Anger and happiness and fear. 
Her father owned a weapons stall in the market, and she helped him sell the pieces. She 

and Irreor and Bran had grown up together. Through the years, Irreor had trained her, taught 
her everything his father taught him, and she was nearly as skilled as he with a blade. 

Yet there was more to it than that. 
She was a fingertip to a parted lip—silence that should’ve been said, yet words never 

spoken. He cared for her. Deeper than the deepest pool, he cared for her. Yet she’d never let him 
say it. 

And so he’d held his tongue. 
Pernik chuckled. “One of the boys patrolled the market earlier, said the last Synien’s still 

there. Not that you can afford it, but at least you can see it. You’re lucky.” 
Irreor tensed at the thought, perfectly willing to stop thinking of Kipra. The Synien Isle 

stood just off the western shore, and they produced the best weapons and armor. Every few 
months, they sent their products across a narrow channel, to the much larger island where 
Farren resided, and they returned with the supplies to craft more. Not even Krayr Stonehand 
could compete with a Synien blade, nor could the other smithies in the city, nor any of the 
smithies of the Inner Empire. 

Of course, like Pernik had said, he couldn’t afford it. He’d end up with a dagger of far 
lesser quality. Yet it was a nice thought, something to brighten the morning. 

“Get out of here and enjoy your day,” Eenan said. “But return before the sun sets. You’ll 
not get that much special treatment.” He pulled his son closer to whisper, “Despite your 
mistakes, you did well today. I’m proud of you. Always remember that.” 

As if something terrible would happen. As if the world would crash to the grave. 
Irreor flashed his father a smile and strode from the courtyard, took the path leading over 

Flower Hill, and meandered down into the Valley of Craftsmen. Few people mingled in the 
avenues so early, but those who did glanced at him. Everyone knew the son of Eenan Ark, and 
a guardsman in his own right. 

The voice’s thread tickled his skin: 
-I’ll split the city of Farren into three pieces—a small block for the nobles and wealthy 

merchants, a sizeable market and craft district, and a massive residential area. They need dingy 
taverns, rickety stores.- 

To his right, jutting from the side of a tavern, a sign swung in the breeze. It advertised a 



lumber warehouse near the center of the city, ‘a place to buy the finest spruce and poplar and 
oak.’ The hinges squealed, but the voice’s words drowned it out. 

-Will they understand what I’ve given them? Perhaps not at the beginning. In the end, 
they’ll understand it. They’ll recognize what I’ve sacrificed for them, the plans I’ve laid, all to 
see them rise above their peers. And their sorrow, I mustn’t forget their sorrow. Through that, 
I’ll forge an empire.- 

Thanks for that. 
The voice had once prattled at him for five hours without pause, detailing notes and plans 

for both island and city. It had nearly driven him mad. Nothing made sense, though he’d often 
tried to find an explanation. None existed, and with every pause, every inhalation, the voice 
had repeated one word. 

Empire. 
I don’t need it right now! 
The city’s life and energy invaded his senses: the sour stench of Farren’s poor district, the 

sweetened scent of a perfumer’s stand, an ale merchant’s throaty hawking, and the commotion 
of a city filled beyond the point of bursting. 

Irreor slid through it with little difficulty. 
The smithy’s pillars rose from packed sand and clay. It contained only one stone wall, 

designed to allow for air flow in hot summers, with a massive forge built into its added 
support. Steady clangs sounded as Krayr dropped his hammer in a firm rhythm. Bran pumped 
the bellows. 

Irreor planted himself before the stocky blacksmith. “My father needs his blades.” 
Krayr grunted. “He’ll get them when I’m damn well ready.” 
“He said he’d flay the fat from your bones if he doesn’t get them today.” 
None could name Krayr Stonehand fat, especially if they possessed a good eye and relative 

reason. The man bore bull shoulders that merged with corded arms and a thick neck. Tendons 
and sinew wormed beneath his skin with every move, and he pinned a hard, blue-eyed gaze on 
Irreor. 

Bran grinned, but managed to withhold a chuckle. 
Krayr took a threatening step forward. “He said that, did he?” 
“Er... well… not really the fat bit.” 
“What bit did he say?” 
“Something about skinning the bastard.” 
Krayr crossed his arms. “Then you made up the rest?” 
“Yep.” 
“Insolent whelp!” 
Irreor laughed. “Strange, that’s exactly what he’d say.” 
“He’s a smart man.” Krayr glanced to his son, and then back to Irreor. “You men off to that 

worthless merchant’s tent?” 
Bran nodded. “Master Steel received a shipment of Synien longswords three days ago.” 
“I know,” Krayr said. “You don’t have to tell me again.” 
“He sold two to noblemen on the hill, but there’s still one—” 
“I know! Tell the fool to sell a piece or two of mine. Those Syniens are too bloody 

expensive, more than five of these!” He shook a length of jagged steel. “The silly noblemen 
don’t know a hilt from a counterweight, and a weapon like that should symbolize something 
amazing. Those idiots ruin it.” 

“They are good quality,” Irreor said. 



“Aye, they’re good quality.” The older blacksmith dropped steel to anvil. “Bran, your 
mother has a fowl for tonight, so bring yourself back early or you’ll see none of it. You’re 
welcome to tag along, Ark.” 

“I may.” 
Krayr shrugged. “Watch yourself out there. Crest’s been eyeing the area, and there’s not 

many who want to tell him to shove off. Only your father. Don’t get caught up in the middle of 
it, and let your father tend to the brunt of it.” 

Kylen Crest, an underlord from the city’s northern district, had crept into the eastern and 
western districts over these past months. Added to that, many of the newer guardsmen were 
his—he owned them, one way or the other. He was one of the reasons Irreor had chosen the 
guard, to help shift the balance in his father’s favor. Little more than a bully, Crest extorted the 
merchants, harassed the guardsmen, and ever-so-slowly expanded his influence. 

“My father doesn’t need to take the brunt of it,” Irreor said with a growl. “I can—” 
“Watch yourself, and that’s not a request.” Krayr lifted his hammer to smash it down—

once, hard. “Trust me, and trust your father.” 
“Fine,” Irreor said flatly. 
Krayr waved. “Off with you.” 
Irreor and Bran fled the forge’s heat, squinting into the midmorning sun. The city had 

grown busier since Irreor had left the barracks, and he pushed through the crowded streets. 
Many people glanced at his guardsman’s tunic and stepped to the side. Bran, however, received 
no such treatment. Not as dexterous as his slimmer friend, he used his formidable shoulders to 
part the masses. 

“He’s right, you know,” Bran shouted. “Do what you can, but Crest is a larger problem 
than you can solve alone. Let the council do their jobs, and he’ll return to the north soon.” 

Irreor grunted. “I don’t want to talk about it, Bran.” 
“Fair enough.” Bran’s face brightened. “You think Master Steel will still have the Synien?” 
“One of the men was at the market earlier. It’s still there.” 
“Think we’ll actually get to see it?” 
The possibility had never occurred to Irreor. “Of course. Other than a few soldiers or 

noblemen, who really cares? No one can afford it.” 
“But what if it is gone? Your man saw it hours ago.” 
“Trust me.” 
Streets funneled into the main courtyard, which then opened into a circular expanse, 

flooded with vendors and merchants. Roads and alleys emptied into it as rivers into a lake, a 
continuous flow of humanity. 

Haral Steel’s store stood in the center of the market, within a large, tented stall that he’d 
quartered into even sections. Weapons and armor of every style hung upon tent poles and 
coarse wooden planks. Broad tables carried lean daggers, heavy blades, spiked balls, thick 
cudgels and slender rapiers. 

Irreor lost himself. 
He waded through the sea of metal, examining each with the practiced eye of a guard 

captain’s son, but careful to touch none. Bran followed at his heels, and they chuckled at one 
another in hushed tones. These weapons held a mystique that neither could articulate, but the 
near-magical qualities flooded their veins and minds. Their lives revolved around them—with 
Irreor’s constant training, his duties with the guard, and Bran’s work in his father’s forge. 

A pair of guardsmen marched past, lifting their hands to Irreor, their heavy armor clinking 
against the cobblestones. Both Irreor and his father preferred lighter armor—studded leather 



tunic, thin greaves, supple boots and gloves—but many of the other guards preferred heavier. 
On some days they needed it; the city wasn’t fully safe, despite their best efforts, and Crest 
inched farther south with every passing hour. On other days... well, a pound or two of steel 
only made a man stronger. 

Haral Steel paced a slow circle, offering a curt nod before returning to his rounds. Irreor 
barely noticed the gesture, but managed a nod in return. Bran nudged him and pointed, and he 
followed his friend’s hand to a dark-haired woman who tended a table at the far side. 

Kipra. 
Irreor nodded, torn between looking at the blades or Kipra. Her raven hair hung to a 

curved waist, and she watched the wares with sharp green eyes. She’d inherited high 
cheekbones and angular features, though she wore them with a definite feminine grace. Two 
shortswords, the weapons she and Irreor had decided best suited her, hung at her belt, and she 
rested one hand to a hilt. 

She hadn’t noticed Irreor, scowling instead as two men entered. 
They walked with straightened backs, sneering with a cruelty only power could breed, and 

ignored—or simply didn’t see—Irreor. They focused on Master Steel, and the other patrons 
scattered. The shorter of Crest’s men snickered, but the taller, who towered a full two inches 
over even Bran, crossed his arms. 

“Crest wants the last Synien,” he told the merchant. 
“It’s already spoken for, Remn. I’ll be glad to sell him another with the next shipment.” 
“How long?” Remn fingered a long dagger at his belt. 
The store had emptied except for Irreor, Bran, Haral and his daughter. Irreor inched behind 

the two newcomers, but his friend grabbed his arm. He tugged free. This was why he’d joined 
the guard, why he’d trained for so long, but Bran had trouble understanding that. 

“I’ll get five more in six months,” Haral said. “I don’t know—” 
“Six months! King’s cock, I could get to the Isle in a quarter of that. No, no, no, that won’t 

do.” Remn tilted his head to the side. “Spoken for by whom?” 
“Lord Yaron Kenn.” 
Remn kicked a table’s leg, and the dowel snapped. It teetered, teetered, until the steel’s 

weight toppled it. Blades and axes spilled to the floor. The second man, with a wide, piglike 
nose, followed Remn’s example and drove a plain steel dagger into another table. It shuddered 
as he released it. 

Kipra’s lips were pressed tight, her fingers curled around the hilts of her shortswords. She 
possessed a temper, heavier and stronger than Irreor’s own, and she wouldn’t let these men 
bully her father. 

But how to stop it? 
-Some things can’t be stopped.- 
Haral wrung his hands. 
Remn snatched the merchant’s collar and yanked him close. He slid his tongue over dry, 

cracked lips. “Kenn won’t kill you for that blade, merchant. Kylen Crest will.” 
Irreor again stepped forward, but halted as Kipra shot around her father. Demon-damn! He 

opened his mouth to shout at her, order her to stop, but she angled her shortsword at Remn 
with a fierce growl. 

Remn backhanded her. 
She crashed into the damaged table, cracked the sturdy plank, and slid down it. Her eyelids 

twitched. Silence fell across the marketplace, though all faces had turned to them. 
No one offered to help. No one wanted to cross Kylen Crest. 



“Void’s tit!” Remn said. “You’ve already got one whore for a daughter. What’s to become 
of this one if she keeps on?” 

Irreor began to draw, but Bran’s fingers clamped the blade in place. 
“It’s not your problem,” Bran hissed. 
“Void take the problem! It’s my job.” He cast his friend a withering glare. “And I should’ve 

acted before.” 
Haral Steel worked his mouth. A single tear bled to his cheek as he stared at Kipra’s 

motionless body. Everyone guessed he’d fathered two daughters with his wife, though no one 
knew exactly when. The girls had simply appeared. One now bled at his feet, and the other had 
fallen to shame. His eldest, Kleni, served in a brothel at Farren’s northern fringe—Crest’s 
brothel. Kipra had tried, oh-so-desperately, to hide her sister’s existence, but Irreor knew. 

They all knew. 
“We’ll take her instead of the sword, eh?” Remn said. “Crest can’t be too angry about that.” 

He drew his gaze over Kipra’s body. “King’s cock, she’s already got the tits for it.” 
Haral moaned. He sold weapons; he didn’t use them. If these men took his daughter, he’d 

be helpless to halt them. 
Again, Remn jerked the smaller man’s collar. “Give me the sword, or I’ll take the bitch.” 
Irreor trembled as anger flared hot and bright. He’d watched the woman he cared for 

struck down. Crest’s men crept farther south, and no one stopped them. Not even his father. 
Ah, and his father had taught him never to allow a cruel man to subject a weaker, but the 
lessons had always fallen flat. He’d trained his entire life, but never grasped the true reason for 
those lessons, never ruled it, never understood it. 

Now he would. 
“Release him.” 



 
Chapter Two 

 
Remn unleashed a low chuckle. “Eenan Ark’s little prodigy. Came at a bad time, eh? 

Where’s your father, off prattling to the council? Trying to stop us with words? Or maybe—” 
“You’re not welcome here. Leave, and I won’t tell him.” 
Irreor cursed himself. He’d not intended to mention his father, but the words had spilled 

from his mouth before he could snatch them back. These men disrespected his father as much, 
or more, as they did Haral Steel. 

Remn’s companion grabbed his sword’s hilt and yanked free an inch of blade. Waited. The 
tension of that moment—the shallow breaths, the squinted eyes, the pounding blood—it hung 
in the air like an overfilled balloon. 

“Kill them,” Remn said. 
Bran hopped back with a startled yelp. 
Irreor ripped his blade free before the other man drew half a length of steel. Yes, Remn had 

managed to strike Kipra, but Irreor wasn’t Kipra. He arced his attack down, muscles loose like 
his father had taught, yet infused with a quiet rage. The pig-faced man recoiled as two of his 
fingers smacked the stones, followed by the clang of his sword. 

Irreor reversed his angle and carved the first layer of skin from Remn’s jugular. 
Remn’s companion wailed, plunged to his knees, and swept up his severed fingers. Blood 

seeped from his knuckles and painted the toes of his boots. He tried to stanch the bleeding with 
his other hand as he rocked back and forth, moaning. 

Irreor held his stance, blade to neck, just as he’d held it in the courtyard with his father, and 
attempted to swallow past a dry throat. He’d practiced swordplay most of his life, but never 
drawn blood. Instinct, or perhaps the countless hours of training beneath his father’s eye, had 
forced a reaction. 

“Leave,” he told the men. “Don’t look back. Don’t return. If I ever see you here again, I’ll 
take his entire hand, and I’ll cut far, far deeper into your neck.” 

Still Remn stood, eyes wide and terrified, blade biting into his neck. His companion wailed 
and clutched the mangled fingers to his chest. Silence again reigned in the market, but it was 
shocked, speechless. 

“Irreor,” Bran whispered, touching his friend’s shoulder. “I think they’ll leave. Either that 
or take them to your father. But demon-damn, lower the sword.” 

Irreor slammed his sword into its sheath. No, he wouldn’t take them to see his father. Let 
them scurry back to Crest. Let all of them understand what’s happened. Let them fear. 

“Run,” he snapped. 
Remn touched his neck and gaped at the blood staining his fingers, then nudged his 

companion with his knee, and they fled. 
Bran muttered a curse. “Void take you, Irreor, you didn’t need to do that.” 
“I did.” Irreor hesitated, anger still warming his skin. “I’m... not sure you’d understand.” 
“I’m glad you did,” Master Steel said. “But do you know what you’ve done?” 
The merchant shuffled toward his daughter like a beaten dog, and Irreor winced at his 

agonized features. The market buzzed with talk again, and many people continued to gaze 
within the stall. 

“I did what I had to,” Irreor said. 
He took an uncertain step toward Kipra. Another. She breathed, her features calm and 

gentle... for now. She’d be furious when she awakened—furious because she’d been struck, 



even after all her training with Irreor, and more furious because he’d seen it. 
If only he could’ve talked to her. 
She wouldn’t allow him to touch her, he knew that. Just as he knew he’d best be gone 

before her eyelids cracked open. She didn’t care for men, nor did she care for women. She tried 
to hide it, yet the fires burned hot and unchecked. 

Three years earlier, amidst an early spring shower, Irreor made the mistake of laughing as 
she slipped in a puddle. He should’ve known better. Mud had drenched her leggings, all the 
way up to the curve of her back, and his chuckle had escaped before he could think better of it. 

Now he knew better. 
She’d leapt to her feet, anger and shame twisting her features like two magnets against the 

same nail, and lashed her practice blade at his face. He’d barely blocked the attack, and yet she 
pressed forward, ever faster and more furious. Still he forced her blade aside, and her attacks 
never reached the mark. 

She didn’t speak to him for a week after that and, when she did, she offered him an 
apology. It was a soft thing, gentle and knowing, like a newly hatched butterfly perched on the 
edge of a steel shard. She must’ve known what she’d done, had known her earlier reaction was 
unwarranted, yet she hadn’t been able to stop herself. 

It was the first time he’d witnessed the true woman within Kipra. It was the first time he 
knew he loved her. 

Demon-damn, woman, why do you need to be so difficult? 
He sighed to himself; there wasn’t much to do about it. 
“True, you did what you had to, but not many men would.” Haral knelt to cradle his 

daughter’s head. “Others would’ve fled or shook or pissed themselves. They would’ve done 
what I did. Nothing.” He cursed to himself. “There will be trouble to pay for this.” 

“I did what I had to.” 
Bran rolled his eyes. 
Master Steel brushed the hair from Kipra’s cheek and hugged her close to his chest, taking 

advantage of her semi-conscious state. She never would’ve let him hold her otherwise. It was 
easier to touch an ember. 

He looked up. “You’re Ark’s son to your bones, aren’t you? Why’d you come?” 
“I came for….” Irreor shrugged, partly to Bran, partly to the merchant. He kept his gaze 

away from Kipra. “This isn’t a good time to say why we came. We shouldn’t bother you with—
” 

“With saving me? With saving her?” Master Steel barked out a laugh. “You’ve done more 
than ten men would bother to do. And you can be sure I know what you think of her.” 

Irreor shrugged, unable to voice it. Kipra was an enigma—a leaf that whisked on a 
windless day, a drop that fell from a cloudless sky. She knew how much he cared for her, yet 
she wouldn’t let him close. Training... their relationship consisted of nothing more than that. 

“Why’d you come?” Master Steel asked again. 
“To see the Synien.” 
“The sword’s spoken for, or I swear I’d give it to you, but a Synien dagger is in the chest 

behind you. Take it. I’ll tell your father about this next time he’s in the square. But you’d best 
watch your back. Crest won’t take this lightly.” 

Irreor hesitated. “You’re sure?” 
“I’ve known kings with less courage than you, man.” Master Steel shook his head. “No one 

does what they need to, not even me. Those that do are paid with nothing—empty promises 
and barren bellies. Take the blade.” 



Irreor suppressed his excitement. A line of blood trickled from Kipra’s forehead, and a blue 
mark already swelled beneath one eye. Her eyelids twitched. 

Time to leave. 
-She’ll matter more than all other things. More than the stars in the sky, the waves on the 

ocean, the wheel on the wagon. She’ll hate him.- 
Why? 
-Ah, I can’t know. I can’t let myself remember.- 
Irreor swallowed hard, forced the voice away, and asked, “She’ll be okay?” 
“She’ll live,” Master Steel said. “Now be gone with you!” 
Irreor shuffled to the chest and opened it. He gripped the Synien’s sheath and blade, 

impossibly polished and sharpened, and threw Bran a weak grin. They spared one final look at 
Kipra, backed from the store, and allowed the crowd to swallow them. 

They remained silent as they wound back to the city’s center. 
Irreor flipped the dagger over in his hands, felt the smoothness of its metal, its coolness, its 

weight. The weapon’s quality—sharpened edge, plain yet balanced pommel, unadorned 
sheath—it overshadowed all other daggers. 

His father would flare with pride, not only at the skill he’d shown, but at the courage he’d 
demonstrated. Kylen Crest’s men weren’t welcome in the eastern district. Irreor clutched the 
dagger to his breast as he headed toward the city’s barracks, grinning as he imagined his 
father’s reaction. 

And his own anger? 
We don’t need to mention that. 



 
Chapter Three 

 
“It was an execution,” Pernik Sylis told Irreor. “They cut your father down in the middle of 

the street. No one tried to stop it, and there weren’t any other guardsmen around. It was too late 
when we got to him.” 

The old officer reached out to console him, but Irreor shrugged it off. He scrubbed his eyes, 
unable to believe what he’d heard. The Synien dagger, his new symbol of courage and honor 
and skill… it should’ve been sitting in his father’s palm, gleaming beneath his father’s smile. 

Instead, it hung uselessly from Irreor’s belt. 
They sat around a worn, wooden table at Bran’s house. Krayr grunted and shook his head, 

and his wife, Graelina, released a sob. She was built like her husband, thick around the middle, 
with kind eyes and an inviting face. But she didn’t smile now. She lifted the hem of her apron to 
wipe her face. 

Bran sat to the other side of her, beside his father, and rocked back and forth. His hair was 
matted from a day in the streets, his hands stained with ash. A tear carved a trail through the 
grime on his cheek. 

Void take me. Take me. 
No tears came for Irreor. He couldn’t find them, couldn’t think of where to look. They 

could’ve hidden in a palm, in the flash of a smile. But there was no palm, no smile. 
His father was gone. He would never hold Irreor’s dagger, would never smile at it. 
His father was dead. 
-I’ll be so sorry for my general. No one should have to endure the things I’ll do to him, but 

my people will grow stronger because of it. They’ll grow so tall, so strong, so much emotion.- 
“Who did it?” Irreor demanded. 
Pernik said, “I don’t know. We’ll find the bastard and—” 
“How did he die?” 
Graelina began to speak, but Irreor’s glare silenced her. 
“Eight men,” Pernik said. “Your father killed them all, but they’d coated their blades with 

some type of foulness. Healer said there wasn’t an antidote for it.” The old officer snorted. 
“How does a man kill eight assassins with poison in his blood?” 

Irreor couldn’t find the strength to shrug. 
“You’re wanting revenge?” Pernik asked. 
He did. In that moment, he wanted nothing more than to rage and shriek. Dig his blades 

into his father’s killers. Kylen Crest’s men had murdered his father. His father’s friends knew 
that, they simply tried to protect him. 

Protection—useless, worthless. It wouldn’t work. 
Irreor bunched his hands into fists beneath the table. Crest’s men would suffer. They’d beg 

for forgiveness. He would make them watch as he removed a toe, hacked away a finger. 
Yet he remained silent, staring at the table. 
“Your father was a fighter,” Krayr said, “but he never fought without reason. Never 

without direction. He once told me that a man who yearns for vengeance regrets his life. He 
doesn’t realize the heights he can climb. Instead, all he finds is bitterness.” 

Pernik nodded. 
“I’d not want that for you, boy,” Krayr said. “That type of bitterness is best left for the 

animals. Your father wouldn’t want it for you. Let it go.” 
Again, Pernik gave a grim nod. “Your father was wise. More than I’ll ever be.” 



-He’ll lift jagged, bleeding hands and wear his shredded clothes with pride—a death 
saturated in glorious pain and valiant suffering. His hair... and his filthy hair. I mustn’t forget 
that. Eenan Ark, the epitome of a Kilnsman, will clench his jaw as he dies.- 

A Kilnsman—Irreor latched onto that, desperate for something else to think of. 
The voice had followed him his entire life, almost as if it watched him and, in a way, taught 

him, just as his father once did. Now his father was gone and the voice remained. Still, it 
couldn’t fill that gaping wound. It couldn’t replace the man Irreor admired and loved. 

No! Think of something else. Anything else. 
-My general’s father will live as a Kilnsman. He’ll die as a Kilnsman. But will that help my 

general? Will it accompany him into the nights, into the loneliness that will settle over him? No. 
It can’t do that.- 

“He was a Kilnsman,” Irreor whispered. 
He held tight to that statement as if it could console him, as if it could somehow prove the 

voice wrong or drive away the loneliness. But the statement echoed, again and again, with the 
hollowness of an empty well. He shouted down into that hole, struggling to find some strength 
in its depths. 

Only his ragged voice answered. 
“Aye man,” Pernik said, “that he was. Your father—” 
“I’ve never even seen Kiln, just heard the stories. I don’t think he wanted me to ever see it.” 
“Your father was their best, I hear, though he never would’ve said it himself. Your mother’s 

death must’ve drove him south—” 
Irreor lurched to his feet, toppling his chair. 
The old officer softly cursed, and the Stonehands looked up at Irreor, unsure of what he’d 

do. He knew Pernik hadn’t meant to mention his mother, but the loss of one parent became two. 
That loneliness, what he’d feared moments before... crashed into him. 

He stumbled from the room on weak, rubbery legs, pushed open the back door with numb 
fingers, and collapsed in a heap near the tool shed. 

I’m alone. 
Bran’s voice squeaked from beyond the kitchen walls. “I’ll go stay with him.” 
“No, you won’t,” Krayr rumbled. “Let him have this night.” 
“But—” 
“No. A man must have a night of silence to grieve.” Krayr softened his tone. “This is a time 

when no one wants to be seen. I remember it with my own father. Pray you’ll not have to find it 
out any time soon.” 

Silence. 
Bran spoke again. “He... Irreor... he wounded two of Crest’s men today. Lost his temper 

and let his blade swing free. What if this was Crest’s reaction?” 
“Don’t go down that road, boy.” 
“But—” 
“Don’t!” 
Irreor curled into a ball. 
The dagger and longsword ground into his side. He yanked them from his belt and 

examined the cool, comforting steel. A narrow strand of moonlight lanced between the clouds 
to illuminate the city in a pale glow, and that cursed, vile, beautiful dagger... it gleamed. 

He’d done this, because of his anger, or because of some need to prove himself, to save this 
city where no one else seemed to try. The reasons didn’t matter. He’d done this, and now his 
father was dead. 



His gut knotted, tighter and tighter, until he feared it would suck him within. 
His father was dead. 
Dead. 
He lay awake, staring into the sky and trying to remember his mother’s face. He couldn’t. 

Memories flashed—the whiteness of her teeth as she smiled, the warmth of her fingers on his 
arm—but they vanished before he could grip them. 

Still he tried, drawing on the memory his father’s words. ‘Know when to attack and when 
to retreat, boy. She taught me that. Even the strongest swordsman must understand his 
limitations. None of us are invincible. None of us.’ 

-He’ll be invincible.- 



 
Chapter Four 

 
Kipra brushed her fingertips across her swollen cheek. She squeezed her eyes shut in an 

attempt to ward off the throbbing sting. She’d experienced pain before, but this time shame 
seared it. 

Ark watched, and there’s no turning back time. 
If only... if only. 
She forced herself to sit up from her bed and glance across the darkening room: a tidy bed, 

a wooden chest for her clothes, and a small table. A book, Sojourns from the Inner Empire, rested 
on the chest, its cover opened and pages flipped to the middle. Maybe it would’ve calmed her, 
but she didn’t want calm. Not tonight. On the other side of the thin walls, in the kitchen, her 
adoptive mother and father argued in tense whispers, too quiet to understand. 

Haral is too gentle. 
The whispers escalated like a budding storm but, like always, this storm would prove 

impotent. Kipra tiptoed to the door and opened it a crack, ignoring the scent of a fruit pie 
wafting through the opening. 

“Do you want her to be like us?” Paien asked. “There’s not a spine between the two of us. 
You know it.” 

“No, I don’t,” Haral said. “But I don’t see what else I could have done. Her sister—” 
“Don’t blame this on Kleni. She’s wayward, but she does as she feels she must. Many 

women have been forced to sell themselves. You know that.” 
“I blame this on myself.” 
Kipra turned away. Her sister, Kleni, spread her legs for men like Crest. She wallowed in 

their filth and squalor, reveled in their coarse hands and cruel thrusting. Men exploited her, but 
she savored them, rejoiced in their ruthless barbarity—all for a coin. Tyrannical, malevolent 
gazes summoned Kleni to them, and she indulged them with a voracity that sickened and 
embarrassed Kipra. 

Kleni was too much like her true mother. A whore. At least, before a man drove his knife 
into her mother’s guts. Now their real mother was a corpse, as useless in death as she was in 
life. 

And Kipra was broken. Almost. 
She’d grown up watching her mother take men to bed, one after another. Were coins truly 

worth so much? Her mother and Kleni must’ve thought so. And yet Kipra had asked herself 
that question over and over again. The answer was always the same. No. The things her mother 
and those men said, the things they did.... 

She shared no blood with Haral or Paien, just the lost memory of a friendship between 
them and her mother. She’d long since denied her heritage, but her mother’s blood still flowed 
thick in Kleni’s veins. 

Too thick. 
She hadn’t seen her older sister for more than two years, but that was the way she wanted 

it. Her mother and sister and what they’d done... they were things better left unremembered. 
Better to take a new life and attempt to move forward. 

“You should blame yourself,” Paien whispered. “Letting a guardsman drive them away? 
Eenan Ark’s son, at that? What were you thinking! We’ve got enough problems, and we don’t 
need to stand between the guard and Crest. We’ll end up on the pyre.” 

“What would you have had me do, Paien?” Haral said. “I couldn’t just give them the 



sword. Yaron Kenn would shut down the shop, and he’d probably have us thrown in jail. That 
blade is worth more than we are, and—” 

“And Crest would kill us for it.” Paien threw a handful of carrots into a pot. “It just seems 
like anything would’ve been better than letting Irreor stop them. Crest will associate our shop 
with Eenan Ark. There’s no helping it.” 

Haral grunted as Kipra ducked behind the door. He slowly dug his own grave, for he 
refused to hire anyone to guard the shop, insisting it was better to keep a low profile and hide 
from Crest. He was a fool—one of the only kind, gentle fools Kipra had ever known—and today 
proved it. 

Full night had descended over the city of Farren. A candle flickered in the kitchen, casting 
writhing shadows upon her bedroom wall. She sucked her lip, trying to ignore the pain in her 
face. 

Maybe Crest should associate the shop with Ark. Then he’ll fear it like he fears the captain. 
Let them try to use me like they did my mother and Kleni. Let them! 

Haral and Paien still whispered, struggling to realize an answer they’d never accept: they 
must protect themselves. Kipra strapped on her shortswords, then tiptoed to the window, 
edged it open, and leapt outside. It was easier to avoid their disapproval this way. They didn’t 
truly agree with her association with Ark—no woman should spend so much time learning the 
sword, they claimed—just as they certainly wouldn’t approve of her nighttime excursion. 

She needed to talk to someone. Anyone. Words were simple things, yet they could sooth 
the burn of her shame. True, Ark had seen her struck, but he also knew how to prevent it from 
happening again. 

It was time to swallow pride. 
A breeze touched her cheek, almost as if the city wished to apologize. But the city lied. It 

didn’t offer comfort, only taunts. Laughter and shouts echoed into the night. Few people 
walked the streets at this hour, only whores and bastards. 

Farren served as the hub of the kingdom of Alkar. It sat between Targ and Svart Harbor, 
the kingdom’s two largest ports, so its inns bulged with merchants. Wagons surrounded the 
buildings, and horses stomped and neighed in the many stables, casting the stink of manure 
and hay across the city. Within the inns, patrons sang songs and pounded their tankards against 
the table. 

But they were men, and men used women. Even worse, women let them. 
A child screamed somewhere far in the distance—an orphan like herself, or a spoiled brat 

who’d lost his favorite toy. She ignored it as she ducked down a narrow alley. The Arks’ home 
stood at the end of it, gray boards nearly hidden within the shadows. Candles flickered in the 
windows. 

She knocked, and after several long seconds the door cracked open. Pernik Sylis glared at 
her. His shirt was unbuttoned, and the merest shadow of a beard sprouted from his face. He 
coughed, and the bite of whiskey tickled her nose. 

“Haral’s youngest, eh?” He pulled the door open. “What do you need?” 
She knew him, in a way. The man worked under Captain Ark, patrolled the market more 

than anyone but the captain himself. He’d also been friends with Haral for many years, though 
she’d never spoken to him. 

“I need....” Irreor’s name caught in her throat; she’d never been able to say it. The old 
officer looked her up and down. She crossed her arms to hide her breasts. “Where’s Ark?” 

“Irreor is at the Stonehand’s tonight. But don’t go now. No, not now. Tomorrow is better, 
when it’s light. He’ll need a friend or two, he will.” 



The officer heaved a sigh and gently closed the door in her face. 
Kipra wrinkled her forehead. A friend for what? 
Her breath bounced from the door, warming her face in the chilling darkness. The officer 

had almost seemed kind, even regretful. No man was kind, though Ark and Bran came close. 
Ark was... he was... indescribable. He drew her in like a moth to the flame. A man with an 

anger to match her own, yet a certain gentleness dwelt deep behind his gaze. She’d grown 
closer to him than any other. 

He’d taught her the blade for years, careful to only touch her wrists and ankles as they 
worked through form after form. Oh, how she’d begged him to teach her so long ago. She’d 
needed a way to protect herself, desperate to be nothing like her mother or sister. 

But it could never go beyond a morning of training. Must not go beyond that. 
I won’t be like my sister! 
The Stonehand’s home was an hour’s walk to the opposite side of the district. She again 

crept amongst the shadows, careful to duck away from the rare footstep or the sickly-sweet 
stench of a man. 

Something rustled ahead of her. She slowed, gripping the hilts of her shortswords. A 
hooded, robed man leaned against the alley wall. He didn’t move, simply stared up into the 
sky, mouth agape, his flesh like ancient, cracked parchment. His fingers curled and uncurled as 
if he clenched an invisible weapon. 

She shivered, shuffled nearer, but halted as he moaned. 
A speck of white skin fell from his mouth and fluttered to the ground in the pale 

moonlight. Again he moaned, like a last breath, leaving her with a bottomless sensation in her 
chest. 

Void take me, what is that? 
She inched back to the alley’s end, hands still to hilts, the sweat of her palms slick on the 

leather grips. Another piece of skin broke away from his face, fell to his feet. Again, he 
moaned—empty and sorrowful, wishing for something. 

She fled. 
Her heart hammered as she scurried to the cross street. Slowly, like the awakening of a 

sleeping limb, pain and confusion and anger returned. They nibbled the edges of her thoughts, 
but the memory of the parchment-like man remained. 

He would’ve tried to use her if he’d known she was there. She’d escaped him. But that 
moan and that skin and that deadened, eerie stare—they terrified her. 

Not for long. 
Ark would teach her more of the sword. She wouldn’t have to fear men, wouldn’t have to 

cringe away from their stares. 
She’d protect herself. 



 
Chapter Five 

 
A frosty breeze blew through the cave, and Villeen tugged her shawl around her neck. The 

cold penetrated the fabric, so heavy she could taste the snow on the wind. The Kurin 
Mountains, their old home, stood a hundred miles away. They’d fled to this place, a small 
cavern above the coast of the Ripple Sea, after they burned Torden. 

That was too long ago. More than a decade. 
A fire crackled in the hearth, and she scooted her chair closer. 
Rippon, capital of the island’s northern kingdom, stood two miles to the south, but they 

rarely descended into the city. They needed nothing her gentahl couldn’t provide. Only a 
narrow trail led down the mountain, but boulders blocked the path, and only the most stubborn 
dared squeeze between them. In some places, the trail required a rope to cross the gorges, but 
thick ice covered the braids on days like today. 

They could’ve transformed this place into a palace with their power. Gentahl could’ve craft 
marble pillars, delicate curtains, opulent bedrooms. Instead, they’d kept it the same as their 
quarters in the previous cavern, with unadorned walls, a single table with two chairs, and two 
threadbare cots. The memories of that place—laughter and sorrow and hatred—drove her into 
her studies. 

“Close the window,” she told her brother. 
Fier sat close to the blaze, huddled beneath a thick blanket, clutching their father’s notes. 

Thick streaks of gray shone against the red of his hair, moreso than ten years earlier, when 
they’d first found their father’s book. His teeth chattered. His lips had dried and cracked, and 
his tattoos stood stark and ridged against his skin. A flake of glowing ash landed on their 
father’s notes, and he brushed it away. 

He rose to his feet and stepped to the window. 
“Use gentahl,” she commanded. 
“No,” he said. “I’d rather not.” 
She waved him to the window—a crude hole in a wall of stone. In the past ten years, her 

brother used his gentahl very little. He shied from it as if it were a brand. 
“Why?” She gently closed her own book and set it aside. “We have it for a reason—” 
“One we can only guess at,” he said, then read from their father’s notes. “‘These nights 

beckon me as if they were a woman welcoming me into her arms. I can’t feel her skin, or the 
arms, and I can only imagine their solace. But the nights are more than that.’“ 

He had recited a passage from the first page, one she’d read countless times. This book held 
secrets. It held mazes and puzzles, perhaps designed for her and her brother, or perhaps the 
results of their father’s deepening madness. 

He continued. “‘Ah, they’re terrible. They’re the tree against my shutters, the water that 
overflows from my cup. I feel like those branches could stab me, or I could drown in that 
puddle. And yet, I could change it, if I wanted. No. I can’t change it. The boy would whisper to 
me, he’d screech and scream and cry. I can’t bear it.” 

She snorted. “You’re ignoring the rest of—” 
“I’m not.” 
“‘Yet I must do this,’“ she said, finishing the passage. “‘The people I’ll forge, the love I’ll 

discover, these things are more important than my fears. I’ll do it, and they’ll rejoice.’“ 
He clenched his jaw, and for a long moment the fire crackled and popped, flinging fresh 

ash into the air. One flake, glowing red, pulsing even as her words echoed deeper into the cave, 



dropped to her hand. It burned, yet the pain couldn’t compare to these past years, or to what 
her father had done. Every day she remembered her eldest brother’s face as she’d plunged the 
knife into his chest. 

She’d forgiven herself for that, but she’d never forgive her father. 
Finally, Fier shook his head. “That’s no reason to use gentahl.” 
“But look at what he’s done!” 
Again, he shook his head. 
“Either we use our power to stop it,” she said, “or the entire island will fall to chaos, and 

it’ll stretch to the Inner Empire. Do you want that to—” 
“No.” 
“Then you’ve got to—” 
“I’ve got a choice, Vill, as do you.” He shoved her back with a finger to her chest. “We 

choose to stop father’s plans, or we let them continue. Maybe we must use gentahl to do that, 
and maybe we don’t. How do you know what he’s planned is terrible?” 

“Because it is.” 
She swallowed her anger, but it tasted like a mouthful of sludge. This was a frequent 

argument between them and, in many ways, she knew Fier only wanted the best for their 
island. But he was naïve and always hoped for the best. Some small part of him, lost in a place 
she didn’t care to find, believed their father would return. 

“People have been dying, one after the other, ever since our father fled,” she said. “You’ve 
seen it just as I have—there’s not as much food anymore, and shipments from the Inner Empire 
come with less frequency. Families are suffering. He caused it, and you know it. He described it 
to the last detail, maps and percentages and explanations.” 

“I know, but—” 
“Today, I’ll go to Rippon.” 
He twitched an eyebrow. 
“I’ll find Abennak, and I’ll force him on the path father described. I’ll twist the threads until 

they align. Everything will happen as he wants, as he’s planned, yet—” 
“That’s your answer?” 
“And then I’ll snap them.” She clenched her fists, hardening her voice until its jaggedness 

stretched deep into the caverns. “We’ll draw him from his hole and force him to face us. We can 
convince him to release the island! If not, we’ll kill him.” 

“We could oppose him from the very start.” 
“No.” 
“You’re wrong, Vill. We could—” 
“Father mastered manipulation long ago. He wrote ‘The leaves will fall for her fortieth 

birthday, and then I’ll give them war. I’ll give them violence and blood and sorrow. My people 
will find their love. They’ll know it and feel it. So will I.’“ 

She released a slow breath. “I’ll see forty autumns in a little over a year, that’s the only 
thing he can mean.” 

He nodded, hesitant, uncertain, and said, “You can’t snap a single thread to—” 
“I can. Imagine a line of yarn. The thread alone is simple—cut it to disrupt it. But if you 

tangle the line, twist it and twirl it until one end is the same as the other... ah, that’s almost 
impossible to untangle.” 

Again he nodded. 
“If we snip a thread now,” she said. “He’ll simply find a new one. But if we wait until it 

becomes a ball of tangles and then cut it, he won’t be able to find the end. He won’t understand 



where to begin again. We’ll draw him out.” 
Fier scowled, lifted his voice. “And kill him if we can.” 
Her brother didn’t agree, but it didn’t matter. Her father had chosen this when he’d killed 

their brother. Like any murderer, death was too good for him, but it’s what he’d receive. 
I’ll become justice. 
Another breeze drifted through their cavern, and she wandered to the window. Her 

brother sat peering into the fire. Snow fell beyond the cave, white and silent and peaceful. 
Beyond the peaks stood Rippon, and within that city stood Abennak. 

Her father’s notes described him as the Mad King. 
Madness. Father is mad enough as it is, yet he expects us to keep two of them on our 

island? Void take me, what trouble could an insane king cause? She laughed to herself, bitter 
and angry. He’d wage war across the whole island. 

Exactly what their father wanted. 
“I don’t have a choice,” she whispered, then turned to her brother. “I’m going. You’ll stay 

here?” 
“You think to walk in the city and announce ourselves? Pah! We’d not get past the first 

gate.” 
A thread of gentahl uncoiled within Villeen. A touch to Fier’s mind—and hers in that same 

instant—could transport them across a hundred leagues. It could close doors and open others, 
force weak men to see blue where they once saw red. Forge a dagger from nothing. Perhaps it 
could even nudge a man to madness. 

“We’ll walk in, yes,” she said. 
“Then—” 
“As shadows.” 
He paled. “Vill, that’s too dangerous. The idea is difficult, too complex. You couldn’t force 

the suggestion on yourself, much less me. Go alone, if that’s your plan. I’ve no wish to—” 
“I can do it.” 
Most aspects of gentahl were nameless, but not this one. She called it a Shadow Step, and 

she’d practiced it many weeks. It shrouded her in darkness, blended her into the shadows. He’d 
seen her try it once and, because of the whiplash, she’d been sick for two days. Gentahl was 
easier to perform with just one mind present. It grew more difficult as the number of minds 
affected rose and as the idea became more complex. Shadow Step was a complicated idea, so 
she’d practiced alone, beyond Fier’s eye and mind. 

“Foolishness piled atop foolishness,” he said. “You expect Abennak to simply sit and listen, 
once we find him?” 

“Fools aren’t always wrong, sometimes they’re simply brash.” 
“Sometimes.” 
“I don’t know what the king will do. Throw us out or behead us? I doubt that. He’s not that 

type of king.” She shrugged. “You’ll go?” 
He offered a weak smile. “I’ll go.” 
Her brother feared the power, feared what their father planned, but he wasn’t a coward. 

She knew that. He’d do what was required to help find their father. And when the time came, 
he’d not blanch as the knife fell. 

Gentahl slithered in her mind. It never left her now, not since the first day her father had 
taught her to recognize it. She gripped it, thrust it into Fier. Over the years, she’d grown used to 
the touch of his mind, and so she twisted and drove the thread without effort. In a way he’d 
been right; this was dangerous. The idea was complex, and changing the appearance of a 



person reached the very limit of her ability. 
A heartbeat passed. 
This was different than changing a person. Shadow Step didn’t alter skin or bones. Like a 

mask, it only changed the outside. Gentahl pulled the mask on or off, but what was underneath 
remained the same. 

Two heartbeats passed. 
She yanked his mind—and her own—at the third heartbeat. 
Shadows converged on him, dense and black and writhing, just as they surely veiled her. 

His face vanished. His brown tunic and tattooed arms, simple leggings and long brown robes—
all faded, and he melded with the cavern’s dimness. 

She withdrew her gentahl and allowed herself a private smile. 
“Void’s tit,” he cursed, and he spread his arms wide, now more like inky, indistinct 

tentacles. “I don’t feel anything different, but it is different. You shouldn’t have done this, Vill. 
It’s too dang—” 

“It’s done.” 
She swung back to the open window, then glanced over her shoulder to the fire in the 

cave’s center. It would burn itself out, and the cavern would fall to darkness. “It’s time we left.” 
They trudged from the cave and, once outside, wind grazed their faces. The air bore the 

salty scent of the Ripple Sea. Ice slicked the ground. The narrow trail provided few handholds, 
and so they hugged the cliffside and placed their steps with care. 

Nestled deep within the Sterk Cliffs, this portion of the island—white and bleak and 
frigid—was different from the lands to the south. There, green plains and placid lakes covered 
the landscape, but here jagged peaks stretched high, like knives piercing the sun, and icy 
boulders waded deep into the sea. 

They hadn’t descended to the city in over a year, yet she knew this trail well. At the first 
gorge, Villeen used her gentahl to melt the icy ropes, and they easily crossed. Thick pines had 
overgrown the path on the other side, but they slipped past the snagging branches and needles. 

She could’ve used the power to whisk them to Rippon’s gates, but this walk cleared her 
thoughts. It allowed her to accept what she’d have to do. Her father’s notes said Abennak 
would become the Mad King, and so she’d see it done in order to see her father fall. 

I don’t have to like it. I just have to do it. 
A bird chirped somewhere deep within the pines. 
She forced herself to swallow past the lump in her throat. No one should want this, but her 

father had stolen her choices when he murdered Torden. Abennak was merely a block to stack 
upon another and, though she regretted the need for his insanity, there was a need. 

“Nothing will change your mind?” Fier said, as if he could sense her emotions. 
“No.” 
After another hour, the bottom edge of the sun touched the mountains. Fier and Villeen 

stood atop a cliff, peering down at Rippon. The moon hung low, faint and pale against the 
receding light. Cobblestones covered the city’s roads, and people quickly moved between the 
houses and stores. Pure-white snow graced slate roofs, and sparse flakes continued to drift 
down. The sun sank further. The moon rose higher. Two or three candles danced within the 
closest windows, but more sprang to life as the minutes passed. 

“It’s beautiful,” Fier murmured. “You want to help father destroy it?” 
Her father thought to destroy the entire island. He wanted to sink it down and then, in his 

warped mind, thought to lift it ever higher. She shook her head. A war couldn’t do it, nor could 
an insane king. And the city below was something different, beautiful and yet vile. Her father 



had created it, using his gentahl to stack the bricks and lay the cobblestones. 
“It’s a lie,” she said. “It’s beautiful, but what he plans isn’t. He desires something ugly and 

disgusting. He wants an empire, but he thinks to build it with the bones of the fallen. The bones 
of our brother.” 

“Who are we to say what’s ugly or—” 
“Who are we to say what’s beautiful!” She turned to him, to the shadows that concealed his 

face, then pointed at the city. “You think it’s beautiful, but I say it’s tainted with Father’s touch.” 
She spun on her heel and stomped down the trail. He followed, his boots nearly silent 

against the snow and dirt, but she refused to look back. He didn’t, wouldn’t, understand. Her 
father didn’t hold to a grand, benevolent plan. He didn’t desire greatness for them. No. Their 
father would bring war to the island. 

Damn fool, you’d best hope your tenderness doesn’t ruin us. 
A group of men guarded Rippon’s gate, but she crept past them, her Shadow Step sinking 

her into the darkness. She didn’t need to alter the guards’ minds with gentahl, she only needed 
to change the minds present at the time of the initial alteration. After that first moment, the new 
reality was stabilized. 

She stalked through the streets, past the torches on the street corners and between the dim 
buildings. Slushy snow squished beneath her boots. Men, women, and children found their 
homes as darkness blanketed the city, and the scent of boiled chicken and bread soon wafted 
across the night air. Stars twinkled above, and moonlight glinted from wet, half-frozen roads. 

Abennak’s castle stood in the very heart of Rippon. Four roads led to it, all wide and well-
maintained. The castle’s walls jutted from the ground, the entry shielded by a stout iron gate. A 
fire blazed to either side of the gate, showering light and warming the four men who patrolled 
the entrance, their hands close to their blades. 

She unleashed a silent curse. Despite her Shadow Step, they’d see her. 
Fier grabbed her shoulder. “This is foolish.” 
She pushed him away, knelt to scoop up a stone and clenched it tight. Too many years of 

his presence, too many things experienced together—she didn’t want him to leave. However, 
things didn’t always happen as she wished. 

“Then go back to the cave. I don’t blame you for not wanting to do this, but I’ll see it 
through.” She continued in a softer tone. “But know that I would like you beside me.” 

He muttered something beneath his breath, then nodded. 
She hurled the stone, and it skittered over the cobblestones beyond the gate. The gatemen 

hurried to investigate, and she and Fier slipped past, unseen within a mask of silence. They 
hugged the outer wall until the gate’s firelight dimmed, then angled into the castle. 

The Mad King—or the man who would become mad—awaited within. 
Red, violet, and blue tapestries hung from the entrance hall. Candles burned upon golden 

candelabras, their wax caught by engraved, shining saucers. Marble floors had been scrubbed 
until they gleamed, and a thin stream of water trickled along a channel where wall met floor. 
Towering, obsidian statues stood in each corner, mouthless, sightless observers as Villeen crept 
past. 

Footsteps pattered in the distance. Voices echoed through the halls. 
Fier, a mere shadow against the whitened wall, gulped and whispered, “I thought the city 

was gorgeous, but this is something else. It’s more... greater... I can’t even describe—” 
“Then don’t,” she snapped. “He made this, never forget that.” 
They moved farther in, using darkened enclaves and nooks to hide as servants moved 

about their duties. Chandeliers swung from the high ceilings of a banquet room where the scent 



of roasted duck and onions lingered. Long tables stretched from wall to wall, but Villeen 
ignored the glittering crystals and porecelain plates, and entered the hall beyond. 

The opulence increased. Strands of thread, dyed a deep ruby and glittering in the 
candlelight, hung from above as if to caress their scalps. Four doorways stood to each side of 
the corridor, their surfaces engraved with intricate golden flowers. One massive door stood at 
the hall’s end, a starburst of polished steel shining on its oak surface. Next to it, a stout tray, 
piled high with uneaten duck and onions, waited on a table. 

A man moaned within. 
Villeen flicked her gentahl into her brother’s mind, altering her own thoughts in that same 

instant, and banished their Shadow Step. The difficulty brought sweat to her forehead, but the 
shadows melted away like the finest chocolate in a summer’s heat. 

They’d found their way into Abennak’s town, into his castle, to the very brink of his private 
quarters. 

“Easier than expected,” Fier said, glancing down the hall as if to assure himself that no 
guards stalked the corridors. 

Silence—deep, brooding, anticipating. Villeen leaned against the door, gripped the handle, 
and nudged it open. 



 
Chapter Six 

 
The stench of sickness filled Villeen’s nostrils. 
She nudged the door farther and covered her nose with her sleeve. The room, ornate as the 

castle before it, stretched twenty paces wide and deep. Polished desks stood in the corners, and 
a crimson rug, assuredly imported from the Inner Empire, covered the stone floor. A massive 
mirror on the far wall reflected the light of countless candles, but it didn’t reflect happiness or 
joy. It cast only a tale of sorrow, for in the center of the rug stood a bed, and buried beneath the 
blankets lay Abennak’s wife and daughters. 

The king knelt at the bedside, his arms atop the blankets, his forehead pressed to his wrists. 
He sobbed and moaned, and his wife caressed his graying hair. She sucked in a breath, and her 
cheeks and forehead twisted with pain. Boils covered her face, hands and arms. Some oozed 
puss, and others simply waited, bulging with fluids and awaiting release. 

The two daughters lay beside their mother—motionless, lifeless. 
Villeen struggled to not flee. She’d expected... what? A vibrant king, full of life and courage 

and honor? A man who she’d have to warp and twist and manipulate? Not this. Not a sickness 
that hung so deep, that flitted across the tongue like a decaying slab of steak, delicately 
sprinkled with a hint of sadness. 

She hadn’t expected a plague. 
And the king.... 
He sobbed. “My poor Kara. I can’t live without.... Not like this. Not with your pain stabbing 

me in the night, waking me in the morning. You’re my light, my candle in the darkened 
hallway.” 

His wife stroked his head. She moved her lips as if to speak, but no words emerged. The 
king shivered, clutching his forearms tighter. Drool dripped to the blankets. 

“Our daughters,” he said. “They’ve fled us. They’ve found a better place. I miss them. Oh, 
how I miss them.” 

And his wife stroked his head. 
Void curse you, Father. Villeen clenched her fists until nails bit palm. Her father’s notes 

said, ‘I’ll give them sickness, but I’ll love them for it. I’ll cry as they do, scream as they do, moan 
and struggle and curse as they do. At the end I’ll give them an empire. They’ll know love.’ 

“And they’ll hate you for it,” she hissed, uncaring that she’d spoken aloud. “I didn’t know 
you meant this!” 

Abennak swiveled, and his eyes blazed. “You! Why have you come here? Leave me!” 
The man bore the face of a king, regal and mighty. A tear dribbled to his chin, but he wiped 

it away with a quick, furious motion. 
He wailed again, but now anger filled his voice. “Guards!” 
Fier snatched her elbow and tugged as if to pull her from the room. “We shouldn’t be here, 

Vill. Let the man have his sorrow.” 
For an instant, Villeen nearly did. She almost swept from the chambers and used her 

gentahl to return to their cavern. She could’ve abandoned their plans, let her father’s notes burn. 
“Guards!” Abennak screamed again, and he balled his fists, stepping forward as if to 

attack. 
Kara, the king’s wife, wheezed something from between clenched teeth, and the king tilted 

his head as he turned back to her. She whispered again, too distant or weak to understand, and 
he let his fists drop to his side. 



“We shouldn’t be here,” Fier said again. “Void knows we’ve felt this ourselves. It’s not 
something to be enjoyed alone, much less before prying eyes.” 

I’ve felt this myself. 
Villeen squinted at the king’s wife, her thoughts repeating again and again. Yes, she’d felt 

this before. As she’d driven the blade into her eldest brother’s chest, she’d felt it. And nothing 
could cure it. Nobody could force it away. Like a tick it stuck to her, stealing her life. 

“Leave,” Abennak muttered. 
“Vill!” her brother said, and he again gripped her elbow. “Let’s go.” 
She ignored them, continuing to peer at Kara, at the boils on her skin, the pain in her face, 

the clench of her teeth. Left to his own devices, her father would see this happen across the 
entire island. The plague would spread. Men would watch their children die, and hug their 
wives as light faded from their eyes. 

“I can’t let this continue,” she said, more to herself than to either of the men. She clenched 
her robes. “Our father must pay for this. We must twist his thread until he can’t see the ends.” 

“It’s wrong,” Fier said. 
“It is wrong!” she growled. 
And I’ll do it with the death of this man’s wife. Realization shot through her—murky and 

viscous. She’d come to this castle without a plan of how to drive Abennak mad. But one lay 
upon the bed, half-shriveled and dying. 

“I’ll call the guards one more time.” the king said. “After that, I’ll tear out your throats with 
my own hands. This is my wife.” He looked down on her, and his voice broke as he continued. 
“She’s in pain, and—” 

Villeen snatched her gentahl, twisted out four threads, and thrust them into the king, his 
wife, and Fier. She twined the fourth within her own mind, drilled it deeper until pain flared at 
the base of her skull. She’d never manipulated so many minds; spots danced across the room. 
Her head felt soggy, like toast dipped in warm milk, but still she drove deeper. 

“Vill!” her brother screamed. 
He must’ve felt her touch and guessed what she was going to do. 
She twisted. Blocks of brick appeared, stacked high and thick where the door once stood. 

No cries from the king would penetrate that wall, and the guards wouldn’t break it down for 
hours. She withdrew her gentahl, sucked a deep breath, and steadied her shaking legs. 

Can I kill a sick, helpless woman? Forgive me for this. It’s not me who’s doing it. It’s Father, not me. 
I didn’t know I’d have to do this. I don’t have a choice. Please forgive— 

“You’re his children,” Abennak said, and he laughed a terrible laugh, filled with irony and 
a type of understanding. The understanding worsened it. He stroked his wife’s hand, matched 
her smile, but wouldn’t look up. “I see the resemblance beneath your tattoos—the curve of the 
cheek, the slant of the brows. You’ve also got his power, though I wouldn’t have known if you 
hadn’t used it. You’re Kelnak’s.” 

She gulped. She and her brother had rarely traveled to the city, and they’d never met, nor 
even seen, the king. Rippon’s royalty stayed within the castle. Abennak shouldn’t have known 
their faces, and he shouldn’t have recognized the power. Yet, more than that, how could he 
know their father’s face? 

“He’s not my father,” she hissed. “He’s a murderer and a—” 
“We are,” Fier said. 
She glared at her brother, then back to the king. “How did you know—” 
“He told me you’d come,” Abennak said. “I didn’t want to believe him, but he promised it 

would happen.” He sighed and shook his head, motioning for brother and sister to kneel beside 



the bed. “See what I’ve lived.” 
Villeen frowned, but Fier gently pushed her forward. Their faltering steps, the stifling scent 

of sickness, and the king’s strange, somehow understanding face—nothing made sense. His 
daughter’s were dead, his wife was dying. He should’ve raged at them, screamed and attacked, 
just as he’d done at first. Not this. 

What changed? And how does he know our father? 
The blankets were soft, and Kara offered a feeble smile as Villeen knelt beside Abennak. 

Her brother touched the sick woman’s finger. Two girls lay beside their mother, their pretty 
faces pale and hard, like twin slabs of marble. Blonde hair curled at their shoulders. Their eyes 
were closed, their fingers twined across their chests. 

Villeen stared at her own hands. The marble skin of the two girls, their clasped hands—it 
was too close to the image of her eldest brother on the day she’d burned him. 

“I’ve lived in a tunnel of joy,” Abennak said. “Sometimes, along the way, I questioned 
whether I deserved it.” He barked out an ironic laugh. “What does a king do? He sits on a 
throne and orders others to do his bidding. He doesn’t make things better. Often, he makes 
them worse.” 

The queen whispered, her voice cracking with the effort. “You made them better, my love. 
You’ll be spoken of in the same breath as greatness. Our people thrive. They know happiness 
and success—” 

“They won’t,” he said. “Something horrible is coming. I feel it.” 
Villeen shifted on her knees, tilting her head to look at Abennak’s face. His eyes were 

deadened, like a star faded to darkness. Yet a light also burned within them, faint and golden. It 
flickered like a torch, blazed like a bonfire, and was gone in an instant. Then the deadened palor 
returned. 

“I’ve heard too many things,” he said. “Seen too many sights.” 
Kara shook her head, gasping at the effort. She groped for her husband’s hand and latched 

onto it with weak, trembling fingers. Despite the pain, she wouldn’t let go, instead clenching 
tighter. 

The queen’s pain doesn’t matter. It’s necessary. 
That thought eased what was to come. 
“Hush,” Abennak said, and he stroked the back of his wife’s hand. “Don’t strain yourself. 

Everything will be okay, my love. We’ll see the mountains again, dance in the oceans. I’ll take 
you to a pinnacle and—” 

“What have you seen and heard?” Villeen said. “How do you know my father?” 
“Vill,” her brother hissed. “You can’t expect him to tell you these things now—” 
“I want to know!” 
Bonfires again blazed within the king’s eyes. Anger—hot and primal and suffocating. He 

drew his hands from his wife’s, lifted one as if to strike Villeen, and held it there. 
She thrust out her chin. “Tell me.” 
“Nak, this isn’t the way,” Kara whispered, and she coughed. She slithered to him and 

reached up to pull his hand down. Sweat drenched the bed where she’d lain. “You don’t have 
to tell her, but you can’t strike her.” 

“I can!” he screamed. 
The king sprang to his feet and stormed to the far corner. He lifted the table and flung it 

against the wall, and the legs snapped and rained to the floor. He leapt atop them, stomping 
and smashing as if to grind every fragment into the rug. 

Void take me, he’s already lost it. 



“Nak!” 
Kara struggled to her feet, thrust away Fier’s helping hand, and stumbled to her husband. 

One blister ruptured and puss oozed down her arm. She reached out—hand faltering, feet 
stumbling, eyes wide and pained—but he continued to stomp and crush and curse. Then she 
fell against his chest. Her breath wheezed from her lungs, and only his arms kept her on her 
feet. 

“Don’t, Nak.” 
He looked to his daughters. “I can’t lose you like I lost them. I can’t. She wants to take you 

from me, just as I lost my daughters. I won’t bear it.” His shoulders shook as he cried, yet his 
arms were steady as they held his wife. “I’ll curl into a ball and—” 

“You must,” Kara said. 
Fier pulled his sister into a hug, and they waited as king and queen sobbed and held each 

other. Villeen closed her eyes, unable to watch. Abennak was already half-mad, that much was 
clear. But why? Simple grief? Villeen had experienced grief, felt it until she’d feared it would rip 
her apart, but it hadn’t driven her to lunacy. 

It drove me to something worse, something I’ve accepted. 
“Save her,” Abennak said. 
Villeen opened her eyes to the king. He held his wife close to his chest, and the queen 

shook her head in sloppy, exhausted motions. But the king wasn’t weak. No, he stood tall and 
proud, the brief moments of madness lost in his past. His face was chiseled, his hands firm and 
steady. 

“Save her. I know you can.” He glanced to where the door once stood. “I’ve felt your 
power, and it’s just like your father’s. I know it’s true. Save my wife, and you’ll learn how I 
know your father. I’ll tell you, free as a bird in the sky.” 

“Your majesty,” Fier said, and he dropped his gaze from the king’s face, from the hope that 
glimmered there. “It doesn’t work that way. We can’t change the way a person’s body looks or 
acts. Sickness and death is beyond our control. We can only—” 

“Hush, Fier,” Villeen said. 
Gentahl might’ve saved Kara. If Villeen could sit alone with the woman, beyond any other 

minds, she might’ve done it. Years of bitter, exhausting practice and careful study had given her 
more strength than her brother, more understanding. The body was a subtle thing, weak except 
for the mind, but Villeen’s gentahl could’ve crushed the queen’s thoughts, reformed and 
reshaped them. 

It would stretch her strength to the very end, but.... 
I can save her, but I can’t. 
She licked her lips, attempting to force moisture to her tongue. If she did what he asked, 

Abennak would never let himself be driven to insanity. He would’ve resisted, rejected the idea, 
because he’d need his wits to care for his wife. They’d mourn their daughters, but the kingdom 
would thrive in the end—no threat of war, no more sickness or starvation. 

Villeen needed those things. Without them, her father would simply forge another 
prophecy and begin anew. But she wouldn’t have his notes to study and, without them, she 
wouldn’t be able to stop him. 

If I save this man’s wife, my plan won’t work. Demon-bloody-damn! “I can’t,” she 
murmured, and the pain of that lie bit deep. 

Abennak’s face fell, his eyes teared, his shoulders slumped, and he gaped at her as if she’d 
punched him in the gut. In too many ways, she had. His wife nuzzled his chest, whispered 
something in his ear. 



Another boil burst, and another line of puss oozed down her arm. 
Fier, ever present and supporting, nodded. “Someone with more strength could save her, 

but not us. Perhaps out father could—” He snapped off the last word and cursed beneath his 
breath. 

The king chuckled—bitter and hateful and regretful. He swept his wife from her feet and 
carried her to the bed, and gently laid her on the sweat-drenched sheets. She took one of his 
hands into hers, and he brushed the hair from her forehead with the other. 

“We’ll dance in the ocean again,” she said, and her eyes twinkled. “We’ll see the 
mountains. You’ll take me to the highest peak and we’ll see the edges of the Inner Empire. I 
imagine it’s beautiful, like our daughters.” 

“I love you,” he said. 
“And I you.” 
She drew one last breath, held his hand, and.... 
Released both. 

*** 
They prepared to burn Kara and her daughters on the fourth day of harvest, only hours 

after they’d died. Villeen had used her gentahl to banish the bricks and return the door, and the 
king had loaded his family into a cart, refusing all offers of help. 

They set off through Rippon, following the king as he pulled his wife and children past the 
castle’s courtyard, between the gates, into the streets. Villeen walked several paces behind the 
cart, which rattled and squeaked over the cobblestones. Abennak must be driven insane, but it 
could wait. Everyone deserved to burn their family. 

“You couldn’t have done anything to save his wife,” Fier told her. A stream of servants and 
retainers marched at his back, all carrying bundles of wood and tall torches, but he ignored 
them and kept his voice low. “Neither of us are strong enough.” 

She couldn’t bring herself to tell him otherwise. 
“Demon-damn,” he said. “I shouldn’t have mentioned Father.” 
Strength returned at that, and she scowled. “How does Abennak know him? It doesn’t 

make sense. He said our father had promised we would come. Was that a threat, or an 
assurance?” 

He shrugged, and they both fell silent. 
Townsfolk peered at them as they trudged through the streets, eyes wide with disbelief at 

their king hauling his dead family. Some broke into tears. Others simply stared, while yet others 
cast uncertain glances to the tattooed man and woman, then stepped into the shadows of their 
homes. 

The plague had begun to spread. 
Hints of boils swelled on a boy’s cheek, on a woman’s forehead. They used rags to cover 

them, but blood and puss seeped through the fabric. It was too late to stop, and the boils would 
spread from house to house, family to family. 

Her father’s notes had said, ‘Sickness and sickness. Royalty will trudge beneath it, and 
they’ll all mourn. My Mad King will march in front of his family, and all the others will grieve 
for what couldn’t have been, what I’ve known so well. Pain and pain and more pain. Ah, how 
I’ve felt it.’ 

She hadn’t understood that passage after two dozen readings, nor had she noticed the 
sickness as she’d snuck into the city. Now she did. The passage foretold the death of Rippon’s 
royal family and explained the sickness that gripped the city. 

Could I have caught it sooner? If I had, would I have done anything to stop it? 



The answer forced her to hang her head low. She wouldn’t have done anything differently. 
Abennak led them out of Rippon, up the same path she and her brother had used to 

descend into the city. Wind, frigid and merciless, lashed their skin, but Abennak wore only a 
thin leather jerkin. He slipped on the ice, but unleashed neither curse nor complaint, and 
yanked the cart higher. Sunlight shone bright despite the cold, a beaming mockery of his pain. 

The servants and retainers dropped the wood in a narrow clearing at the top. They moved 
slowly, carefully, driving their tall torches into the rocky dirt and beginning to build the pyre. 

“Leave us,” Abennak told them. 
They hesitated only an instant, then something—the set of his teeth, the pain in his eyes, the 

trembling of his hands—caused them to bow and shuffle back down the mountain. Villeen 
stood firm. The king deserved these moments, but she couldn’t risk him diving from the 
cliffside in sorrow. 

Fier also remained. 
The king ignored them as he arranged the wood, placing one chunk atop another, then 

another atop that. He built the pyre wide and high, holding each piece as if it were one of his 
daughters, weeping as if each were his wife. When the wind was lightest and the sun shone 
warmest, he spoke. 

“The love of a woman is eternal.” He lifted his wife from the cart, gently placed her on the 
pyre. “It drives through our hurts and hauls us to our feet when we’re beaten. It shoves away 
the winter to warm our hearts. She was the blaze of a fire, the crash of a wave, and I miss her.” 

He stumbled back and lifted the first daughter, gently placed her on the pyre. “Ynne was 
the kiss of a fingertip. She laughed loudest when the moon flickered high atop the night, when 
she knew she should’ve slept. It was her favorite game, and her mother and I loved her for it. I 
miss her.” 

One daughter remained, and he straightened the girl’s dress before placing her beside her 
sister. “Denylesse would’ve chased the wind, if we’d let her. Inquisitive and eager, she was a 
kitten at the edge of its mother’s sight. She’d hide in the kitchen cupboards or beneath the stairs. 
We even found her atop the castle’s spire once, gazing across the mountains as if she could leap 
over them. I miss her.” 

The three women lay side-by-side, hands resting atop hands. Their eyes were closed, their 
skin a pale blue, and faint smiles curved their lips. Their father and husband stood above, 
looking down on them. He waited, perhaps replaying memories in his mind, simply unable to 
watch them burn. 

Void take me, I’m so sorry. 
Her father had done this. He’d placed the plague, murdered Abennak’s family just as he’d 

killed her brother, Torden. Like a whisper of sand against a boulder, the king’s sadness touched 
her. Yet dust never dug within a boulder, and she needed to remain like that stone—unyielding, 
emotionless. 

Abennak snatched up one of the torches. He held it over the pyre, released it, and it 
tumbled between two chunks of wood, coming to rest beneath his wife. Flames licked bark. 

“Forgive me,” he said. “I wasn’t strong enough to save you.” 
Fier stifled a cry. 
The king looked to him. “You’ve felt this? You know it?” 
“I have.” 
“And did it ache this much? It squeezes within me, deep and dark, like a rope tightening 

around my heart. Did your chest feel as if it would collapse and burst in the same breath?” 
“It did.” 



“When does it end?” 
Fier cast a glance at Villeen, uncertain and pained, each knowing the answer would drive 

Abennak into deeper sadness. “It doesn’t for many years, and even when it fades, it still 
whispers in moments of silence.” 

Flames crackled beneath Abennak’s family. Smoke and ash billowed into the air, carrying 
the scent of wood and flesh. The heat forced Villeen and Fier to step back, but the king 
remained close. 

“Then I’ll know no silence,” he said. 



 
Chapter Seven 

 
Irreor awakened before dawn, the loss of his father pounding against his chest. He 

coughed, low and ragged, from a raw throat. Newly budded leaves rustled as a chill breeze 
flitted across the yard. Somewhere beyond the Stonehands’ home, a batch of fresh bread was 
baking, and Farren’s breeze carried the scent of rising yeast and dough. 

Practice before food, but not here. 
He stumbled from the Stonehands’ yard and walked the empty streets. The journey to 

Farren’s western edge, and the hill that rose beyond it, took something between a minute and 
an hour—timeless, just as the night before had proven. 

Once there, he collapsed in a heap. The walk, which he’d done hundreds or thousands of 
times, had leached the energy from his muscles, and he struggled to swallow. Remnants from a 
night on muddy soil stained his uniform, and he attempted to brush it away. 

It remained, just as his memories remained. 
-There’s no other way.- 
Why, damn you, why! 
The voice remained silent, refusing to answer him directly. It never did, instead remaining 

distant, like an unreachable star in the night. Sometimes that star would shine upon him, but he 
could never touch it. Still, its presence helped. 

-I’ll forge those things into their every breath, their every smile and moan. For a smile 
should know a moan. Happiness should recognize sadness.- 

Its thread drew across the base of his skull, attempting to comfort in a way no one else 
could, and its words filled a space, some blank, cavern-like emptiness that lay within. 

In a way. 
In other ways it made things worse. 
Irreor wobbled to his feet, grabbed his weapons from the ground, and gently unsheathed 

them. They slid free with a slow hiss. He scowled at the dagger, uncertain if he should cherish it 
or despise it, but it simply gleamed in the emerging morning. 

Sunlight crested the horizon as the city below awakened to a spring morning, and the hum 
of voices drifted up the hill. A wagon, piled high with hay from the southern plains, rumbled 
through the gates, and the driver shouted curses at a group of children skipping across the 
cobblestones. 

Irreor drew the blades to his chest, held them steady, then burst into motion. His exercises 
flowed through his limbs, washing away that bitter, pounding loss. He dove into his lesson and 
sweat soon dripped from his chin. 

The day warmed. Birds called to one another from their high perches. 
He pushed himself and, through it all, his father’s voice whispered. ‘Pull your knee in more 

with your next pivot—keep it tight and concise. Move with intent, intent, damn you! The 
Kilnsmen would be ashamed. Lift that blade high and stab out with the other. Hold it!’ 

Irreor pivoted, snapped his longsword high to block an imagined slash, and thrust his 
dagger out to gut an invisible opponent. He held the stance until his arms burned and feet 
ached. 

Then he repeated the maneuver again and again. Hours passed before that bitter loss 
returned, and he finally forced a thick wad of saliva down his throat. His tunic clung to his 
chest. The blades were slick in his hand. 

They’re always slick after a long practice. Nothing is different, nothing has chang— 



“I knew I’d find you here.” 
He spun around. Kipra stood lower on the hill, grass at her ankles and a wry grin on her 

face. A blue bulge rose from beneath her eye, and she winced as she moved closer. He reached 
up as if to touch her, but drew back as she frowned. 

“I can’t,” she whispered. “I wish it were.... No, I can’t.” 
“You’re okay?” 
She shrugged. “As well as can be, considering.” 
Silence. It hung like an axe waiting to spill blood. Should he tell her of his father, of what 

had happened? Things weren’t so simple anymore. 
He’d always wanted to be a guard, to take after his father. Now he might not be able to stay 

here, not with Crest taking more of the city. And the way he’d allowed anger to rule him, after 
everything his father had cautioned against—at least he could admit that to himself. 

Void bloody void, I caused his death. 
But how to tell her that? 
-She’ll never accept him. Can’t accept him. I mustn’t forget that.- 
A part of Kipra—larger than he cared to admit—hated. He knew that, but she was 

something more than simple hatred. Those pieces were rare, but they glowed beneath her every 
movement. She might never accept him, but.... 

You’re wrong. 
The voice had vanished, refusing once more to respond. 
How to tell her? He heaved a sigh. “Have you seen Bran yet?” 
“I’m not his milkmaid, Ark. You’re the one who stayed there last night.” 
He nodded, not caring how she knew that, but he couldn’t tell her he hadn’t slept in the 

house. The walls, the kindness of Bran’s mother, the sturdiness of his father—they’d 
overwhelmed him, reminding him of his own parents and a life he’d once imagined. 

Ah, and how far away that life seems now. 
“The people in the city are strange,” she said, “as if—” 
“In most ways, they’re just like us. They don’t know what they want from their lives, so 

they find something. Anything. Bran finds it in the smithy. I find it in my blades and my fath—” 
He snapped the word off, then continued in a quieter tone. “And you find it... well, you find it 
wherever.” 

“That’s not what I meant.” 
“That’s what you said.” 
“I’m not sure how to describe it.” She hesitated a long moment, shivered, then gathered her 

strength. “I saw something last night. A man. He creaked when he moved, and his face was 
white like parchment, with cracks running across the skin. He wasn’t human, not like us.” 

“I don’t see it.” 
“Then you’re a fool, Ark.” 
“So you’ve always claimed.” 
“When you walk through the city and look into the shops and taverns and homes, you 

don’t feel the wrongness?” 
He held back a snort. Of course he felt the wrongness; his father was dead. Demon-damned 

woman, how could he not sense it? Still, she didn’t know that, and she didn’t deserve his anger. 
It was better to remain silent. 
“It’s heavy,” she murmured, “and it’s growing heavier by the minute, like someone’s piling 

blankets atop me, one after another, and they won’t stop.” 
The baker, a portly speck amongst a host of others, was hanging a new sign above the door 



to his shop. Across the street the candlemaker unlocked a sturdy door, then ducked inside. A 
group of people trudged past, their heads bent downward, on their way to the market. 

The market, in the very heart of the city, was its hub. Farren’s Spire, like a shining spear 
against the horizon, rose above the vendors’ stalls, casting a deep shadow. The tents and stalls, 
frayed and weather-beaten, all painted various shades of drab-brown, stood too far to see from 
the hilltop, lost beneath buildings and homes, but folk from all corners of the city converged on 
it. They bought food for their families, trinkets for a smile. 

But food grew scarcer and smiles fainter. 
Kipra was right: Farren felt heavy, but Irreor couldn’t force himself to admit it. For years 

his father had helped better the city, but now those changes were reverting. 
They couldn’t stop it. 
Crime had become more common—a theft in the northern district, a stabbing in the 

western, the blackmail of a merchant—and Crest thrived through it all. Two days ago a wool 
merchant from Skira had turned away from the city. How could they sell in such turmoil? A 
spice wagon from Vestel soon followed. Still the city council ignored Crest, pretending he 
wasn’t there. 

Not even Irreor’s father had managed to stop the bastard. 
No one is left. Only me, but I’m alone. What to say? How to tell her? 
-Lonely and lonely and lonely. It is who I am. Who I’ve always been.- 
Irreor’s fingers itched to touch her. His mouth yearned to tell her everything would be all 

right. But they weren’t. They never would be. 
In a deadened tone, he said, “I feel nothing.” 
What to.... How to...? 
“You’re... you’re okay?” she asked, echoing his earlier question. 
“Farren is as it always was. This hilltop is as it always was.” 
“Idiot,” she hissed, and strode down the hill. 
And that was that. 



 
Chapter Eight 

 
Kipra clenched her hilts as she marched through the city’s gates, her anger at Ark seething. 
Ark was different in far too many ways, chaos wrapped with calmness. A sense of serenity 

followed him, and almost nothing could pierce it—not a kindness, nor a cruelty—and that 
calmness drew her to him. Yet it also pushed her away, for something else dwelled behind his 
eyes. She left whenever it became too strong, just as she’d done today. 

She couldn’t draw closer to him, couldn’t flee. 
Demon-damned Ark! 
The streets grew crowded as she walked, and a strange, white-skinned man stumbled from 

a tavern, rubbing his eyes to clear a night of drinking. He winced at the sunlight and lurched 
closer, and she easily skipped to the side as he tried to grab her tunic. 

A speck of skin fluttered from his brow. 
Kipra stumbled to a halt. This man was like the one from the night before—white skin, 

crackling flesh, gouged and scarred face and arms—and yet he was different. His eyes... in the 
light of the day, she could see his eyes. They were mere smudges, nothing more than dabs of 
charcoal smudged upon the skin. 

He lurched forward again. “You’re wanting to find a drink, missy?” He chuckled, and his 
laughter crackled like a fire. “I’ve got me a bellyfull, but I can always find me room for more.” 

“No.” 
His face froze, as if trying to digest her answer. 
Her fear of men had lessened from years of training with Ark, though nothing could truly 

drive it away, especially not when confronted with a man who wasn’t human. Fear lived within 
her, waiting to claw her chest, but the blades at her hip dulled the frantic, mindless anxiety. 

She could protect herself. 
“I ain’t never had me a drink with a pretty lass,” he said. “But I’m thinking I might enjoy 

one with you. If you want, I’ll—” 
“You’ll find your guts in the dirt.” She touched her shortsword and stepped away from his 

rancid breath. “Now go away.” 
“I’ll be buying. You ain’t gotta do nothing but sip and sip.” 
She marched onward, his pleas drowned beneath the sounds of the city. Yet the image of 

his face remained, just as it had remained the night before. If only she could’ve shoved it from 
her mind, but it clung there, whispering and nudging as if to say, ‘Look at me. Watch me.’ 

She jerked her head to the side, only to see another of the things, this time a woman. 
The woman cradled a bundle of rags to her chest as she moved through the market with 

jagged, lurching motions, like a puppet with one clipped string. Yet she didn’t pose a threat. She 
simply ambled up to a fruit vendor and purchased an apple. 

Kipra hurried on. 
Bran will know what to do. He’ll know what to think. Demon-damned Ark! 
Haral had asked her to stop at Stonehands’ Forging to pick up an order, and the smithy 

belched heat as she approached. The scent of coal and grime and oil filled her nostrils, and 
steady clangs rang across the air. Krayr, the older of the two blacksmiths, smashed his hammer 
against a red, glowing length of metal. 

His son shaped a flat shield at another anvil. 
She’d grown closer to Bran than she ever would’ve imagined. The feel of any man’s hands 

forced her to shiver, but the young blacksmith never threatened her with a chance touch, never 



tried to overstep the boundaries she set. He kept his distance, offering friendship and nothing 
more. He was a rock to lean on, a brother she’d never had. 

Void knows he’s better than Kleni. 
Bran wore a thick leather smock, and blackened holes covered it. His hands were worn but 

strong, his face kind but serious. He placed his hammer on a nearby table, pulled the smock 
over his head, and offered a sad smile. 

“Early morning?” 
She motioned him away from the forge, ignoring Krayr’s disapproving stare. Once beyond 

the heat and noise, she said, “You should’ve been there. It would’ve done you good.” 
“I can’t, Kipra. You’d have me there every day if you could, but I’ve got too much work to 

do. Your father wants half-a-dozen blades for an order he sold two weeks ago, and—” 
“I know what Haral wants, and I couldn’t give two shits if he gets it. He’ll sell what you 

make to Crest, and we both know what he’ll do with your work.” She poked her friend in the 
arm. “You need to train more.” 

“I know, but—” 
“Bran, I saw something last night, and again this morning.” 
He licked his lips. 
“It wasn’t natural,” she continued. Her fingers twitched, and she clamped them together 

and twisted. “It almost looked human. Almost. But, void take me, Bran, it wasn’t human. None 
of them were.” 

“The Parched Ones,” he said, a note of steadiness in his voice. “I call them the Parched 
Ones.” 

She nodded slowly. Parched Ones... that seemed right. “You’ve seen them?” 
“Three days ago was the first. I’ve seen more since then.” 
“And you—” 
“I tried to tell my father of them, and my mother. They didn’t believe me, said I was a coal-

stuffed fool. So I watched and waited, and I didn’t want to talk to you or Ark about them.” He 
cracked a sheepish smile. “I didn’t want you to think less of me.” 

“I wouldn’t have,” she said, matching his smile for a brief second. “Ark, however, is a 
twice-knotted, void-forsaken fool, and he—” 

“Kipra!” His face hardened to match the forge, and he held the expression for several 
seconds—angry, afraid. Then it softened, his sharp edge dissipating like a cloud amongst 
clouds. “Have you seen him today?” 

“Of course I’ve seen him. The fool was on the western slopes, and he—” 
“You talked to him?” 
She tilted her head. His sadness, his hesitation, dancing around the discussion as if it were 

a delicate lady and he a clumsy stablehand.... “Why?” 
Words fled him in a breathless whoosh. “His father was murdered yesterday. We found 

out when we returned from your shop. Crest’s men did it.” 
Thoughts of the Parched Ones vanished. 
What could she say to that? She’d just seen Ark, and he hadn’t told her. Didn’t he trust her? 

The bastard— 
She cursed under her breath. She hadn’t given him a chance. She’d called him an idiot. 
Damned fool woman! 
“There’s more,” Bran said, and he matched her curse. “We’ve got a new trade minister. 

Council brought him on two days ago. They must’ve figured the murder of our captain wasn’t 
bad enough, so they hired some councilman’s brother, Nekaron Rellik. He’s Crest’s man.” 



“What?” 
“The price of an iron bar doubled overnight,” Bran said. “And there’s a plague in Rippon, 

so we can’t ship the steel north. Can’t do a bloody thing. Now we don’t have a choice but to sell 
to Crest—not that we had much of a choice to begin with—or we’ll starve by winter. Your 
father knows it, as does mine.” 

Crest was strangling the city. With Eenan Ark’s death, he now owned both the guard and 
the trade. Soon he’d own the council. She and Bran and Ark knew it, but no one else saw what 
Crest was doing. Maybe they simply didn’t care. 

Yet they’d killed Eenan Ark, the only man with the clout to do anything. 
“You could try not to sell to him. Send a message to King Kinslek and tell him what’s 

happening.” She pursed her lips, unsure if that would work. Kinslek must’ve known, and so 
he’d simply chosen not to act. “Or, if all the craftsmen and merchants banded together, you 
could force the new Minister to your wishes. Don’t let him dictate how the city runs.” 

He remained silent. 
“Does Ark know?” she asked. 
“I hadn’t planned on telling him.” 
“Demon-damn, he’ll find out, if he hasn’t already.” 
“Indeed, but it’s better to hear the news from you.” Bran glanced over his shoulder to his 

father. “We think he’ll listen to you. Stubborn bastard won’t listen to a word we say. Just smiles 
and nods and walks away.” 

She gritted her teeth. “I don’t want to see him, Bran. Once a day is enou—” 
“He won’t stay in the city long,” he said quietly. “He’ll find another place to go.” 
She froze, and a tingle swept across her. Ark had taught her, but he’d done far more than 

that. She understood him, in a way, for he’d also lost his mother, and now his father. He also 
tried to find his place in the city. Could she live without that? 

Yes! If I have to, I’ll do it and never look back. 
But hesitation remained, and she said, “How can you know that?” 
“I’ve seen it in his eyes.” 
“Then you think—” 
“He’ll find a way to leave. Not today or tomorrow, but it will happen soon.” 
She clenched her jaw. 
“He’s boiling, Kipra. A man doesn’t lose his father without anger, and that anger is 

consuming him. He sees it on every corner, in every word. Crest grows more powerful, and that 
drives him deeper into rage. He doesn’t know how to stop it, so he’ll run.” 

“He could kill Crest.” 
“He won’t, and you know it.” 
She rolled her eyes. “Too honorable. Too chivalrous, like a child with his favorite fairytale. 

He holds to it as if it can save him, but it can’t. It’s bullshit, and you know it.” 
Krayr smashed hammer against anvil again, the clangs reaching far beyond the forge, and 

Bran stepped closer to her. He reached out as if to touch her shoulder, and she jerked from his 
hand. He was gentle, foolish, and kind, but he should’ve known better. 

“You’re not making it better,” he said. 
“How am I supposed to make it better? You want me to take him to bed?” She spat. “No! I 

want him to teach me to use a blade. Nothing more. I don’t want... I don’t need—” 
“Bran!” Krayr shouted. 
“No one is asking you to take him to your bed, much less anything else,” Bran said, careful 

to keep his voice low. “I’m asking you to accept him. Respect him. If you don’t, then he’ll 



leave.” He glanced back to his father. “I’ve got to work.” 
“Bran, I’m sorry.” 
He offered a soft smile. “I know.” 
“What do we do about the Parched Ones?” 
“What can we do about them? Nothing. We can’t do a demon-damned thing. No one will 

believe us. I’ve watched them for three months, Kipra, and they’ve made no aggressive moves. 
They just... live. It’s almost like they don’t know what they are.” 

He pivoted, ambled back to the anvil, and took up his hammer. Twin clangs rang out as 
father and son bent over their work, their faces wrinkled in concentration. 

They were good men. 
Kipra walked three blocks before realizing she’d forgotten to ask about the order for Haral. 

It didn’t matter. He would get them when they were finished. They’ll just go to Crest, anyways. 
So she roamed, not wanting to return to the shop and face Haral’s annoyance. 
Parched Ones filled the streets, almost half the numbers of normal folk. Some wore 

threadbare tunics and leggings, little more than rags, but others wrapped themselves in 
expensive wool, imported from the Inner Empire. They’d slithered into every part of the city, all 
the way to the nobility. 

And no one would believe her. Ark certainly hadn’t. 
Yet, just as Bran had said, they simply lived. They didn’t attempt to grab her or talk to her. 

They moved through the market just like everyone else, purchasing bread and vegetables, and 
the richer of them bought slabs of beef from the butchers. 

They don’t matter. None of them matter! 
Maybe they were unnatural, even warped. However, they couldn’t account for this unease, 

this churning anger that gripped her gut. So why the churning? Crest’s methodic takeover of 
the city? He would kill Farren’s people with their own weapons, but the fools would let him. 

This was more than simple anger. It was fear, and fear was worse than all things. 
Ark would leave. 
Bran had been right. Ark couldn’t handle his own rage, or maybe he truly couldn’t live 

without her touch. Whatever. It didn’t matter any more than the Parched Ones, but she couldn’t 
tell herself that and expect it to be true. 

She smashed the base of her fist into a wall as she passed. 
Would Ark stay if he found vengeance against Crest? What if she let him closer? Just an 

inch. Maybe. But if he stayed, did it equal the price—the tingling skin, racing thoughts, 
billowing fear? 

I’ve got to try. 



 
Chapter Nine 

 
Farren’s northern district smelled like shit. 
Flies swarmed, landing on anyone with a pulse, and anything without—the corpse of a rat, 

a pile of feces. Their greedy mouths narrowed and widened until they sucked their fill, then 
they leapt upward in search of another target. 

Kipra swatted them as she walked, but they buzzed back the instant her hand passed. 
A vulture hopped across the cobblestones, a bit of unknown flesh lodged in its beak. It 

snapped the meat down its throat, peered at her, and unleashed a piercing caw. She ignored it 
and struggled onward. 

No Parched Ones were huddled in this alley. 
That’s something, at least. 
Brick walls towered to either side of her, their closeness pressing as if to crush her. Grime 

coated the alley’s walls, so thick she could’ve carved her name, and heaps of trash littered the 
ground—a mound of rotted vegetables, a broken cask of foul, green water. 

Other things also lay there, too decayed to recognize. 
She pressed forward, hopped over the vegetables and skirted the cask. The flies, vulture, 

and trash... they belonged. This was Farren’s northern district, a place she’d never returned to 
after her mother died. She hadn’t found a reason to come back, nor had she cared to look. 

This was Kleni’s domain. 
Not long after Haral and Paien took Kipra in, her sister had vanished. In a way, the loss 

had stung, but only at first. Then, because of another midnight discussion between her new 
parents, she’d discovered the truth. 

Her sister was a whore. Kleni pleasured men for money. 
Void take me, how can she stand to live here? 
Kipra couldn’t turn to anyone else in this. Haral would’ve simply wrung his hands and 

echoed Bran’s words. They couldn’t do anything, but her sister dwelled within Crest’s world. 
Did Kleni understand the man? Would she know how to disrupt his plans? It was a thin hope, 
but sometimes those were stronger than iron. 

So Kipra marched past the taverns of cackling men, hugging the shadows as others strode 
through the streets. She covered her nose at the stench and slipped across stacks of garbage, all 
while trying to ignore her disgust and anger. 

Ark made her do this. The arrogant bastard probably wouldn’t even realize why it hurt to 
come here. Would he even care? The shit and piss, the howling men. 

He should know what I’m giving up. Bloody Ark! 
Those reasons were weak, but Kipra held to them as if they’d somehow crawl away. She 

couldn’t let them vanish, for then she’d be left with nothing. No anger. No clash of blades or 
lessons. No happiness. Just this bleak place. 

And it must’ve been a place similar to where Ark now dwelled. 
I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean... I didn’t.... 
The brothel’s entrance burrowed into the alley’s end, and stairs descended to a shadowed 

door. A sign hung beside the door, the bold, black words nearly scratched away. They’d been 
written with an elegant, flowing hand, as if these stairs led to a glamorous theatre of singing 
and dancing. 

She loosed a held breath. There were no grand plays or sophisticated audiences here, only 
performances for maggots and leeches, and her sister sang and danced on center stage. 



She nudged the door open, expecting an overwhelming stench of... what? Men? Women? 
Sex? 

The scent of lavender wafted from a candle. She pressed the door further and slipped 
within. 

Her shadow wavered on the walls, thin and dark and silent, and the door squeaked shut at 
her back. No garbage lay on the ground. No cracks in the paint or scuttling insects. A hallway 
stretched before her, with three curtained openings to either side. A tall desk stood at the end, 
and yet another curtain—thinner than silk, with the glow of a candle shivering behind the 
fabric—hung over an opening behind it. 

Two bouncers loomed to either side of the desk, their thick arms crossed, their gazes 
caressing her. The man to the right grinned, revealing two shattered teeth. 

These bastards laughed at her. Laughed! 
Kipra forced her hands away from her blades. She hadn’t come here to fight. 
A woman lounged behind the desk, and Kipra shuffled forward, finger to hilt, eyes to 

everything. Someone moaned—deep and visceral, soft and gentle—behind the curtain to her 
left, and she forced a wad of saliva down her throat. 

“Pleasure?” the woman asked. 
“Where’s Kleni?” 
The woman’s mouth twitched into a frown. Silence. The bouncer on her right offered a 

tense, uncertain shrug. 
“Who?” 
Kipra opened her mouth to speak, clicked it shut. That bouncer’s shrug had been filled with 

recognition and fear, almost terror. How could a whore like Kleni frighten a man like this? 
“You know who.” She glared down at the woman. “She’s my—” 
“Sister.” 
The voice—light, winsome, delightful—had floated from beyond the curtain. But it sank 

deeper than just those things. It was a memory of playing with ragged dolls, waiting in a hovel 
for their mother to return, imagining what their lives would be. 

Ah, but look how far we’ve come. Kipra twisted her lips. I’m an adopted daughter, 
swordswoman, and a bitch. At least you’re a matron. That counts for something, doesn’t it? 
You’ll know more about Crest. 

“Let her pass,” Kleni murmured. 
Kipra moved around the desk, careful to keep wide of the two bouncers. They skittered 

back, seemingly happy to be rid of her, and she brushed the silky curtain aside to enter the back 
room. She’d need to remain wary, for a woman didn’t rise to power in a place like this without 
a reason. 

Delicate candleholders ringed the walls, nearly reaching Kipra’s chest. Frosted globes 
perched atop the holders, dull glows dancing within, the scent of lavender escaping their 
crowns. A red and golden rug covered the floor, its threads spongy beneath her boots. She’d 
seen luxury before, but this was more than what the nobles displayed. The rug alone must’ve 
sold for more coins than she’d ever held. 

And the candles. Void take me, the candles. 
A massive, round bed dominated the room’s center. Blankets, blue and white and spiraled 

in an intricate design, spread from side to side, and smooth pillows lay beneath an oak 
headboard. 

Kleni lounged in the center of it, propped on one elbow. “You’ve been gone too long. Four 
years?” 



“I never left. You did.” 
“Ah, but those things are unimportant.” 
Black, gossamer fabric flowed across Kleni’s body as she sat up. It did little to hide her skin, 

and her nipples jutted beneath the fabric, her breasts gentle and round. She was a few years 
older than Kipra, but her skin was smooth, her arms slender. 

Kipra spun away, unable to face her sister’s nudity. 
Kleni released a throaty chuckle. “You never could take it.” 
“I—” 
Someone shifted in the far corner, little more than a lump of arms and legs, and Kipra 

clamped her mouth shut. The person was too deep in the shadows to see, close enough to feel. 
No one should’ve been here to witness her shame. More than that, they’d hear her questions 
about Kylen Crest. 

“I’d rather speak to you alone.” 
“Lerrin won’t repeat anything,” Kleni said, and again she chuckled. “Play us a song, my 

lovely, something light, but with a hint of sadness. I’ve always found reunions to be a little... 
what’s the word?” 

“Embarassing.” 
“Ah, that’s it.” She snapped her fingers. “Lerrin?” 
Lerrin scurried into the light, knelt to reach beneath the bed, and tugged out a leather case. 

Scars criss-crossed his face. Burn-marks lined his arms. A threadbare robe covered his body, 
rough wool against his flesh. He pressed his lips together as he extracted a violin and wand, 
then he played. Music merged with the flickering candles, mingled with the lavender. It wove, 
laughing and crying, like a child amidst a summer storm. 

Kipra struggled to find a word. She hadn’t imagined this. 
“I’d wanted to bring you here,” Kleni said. “It’s peaceful, in a way. I’m lulled to sleep by 

the sound of love, and I awaken to its touch. Have you ever felt it? A man’s hand, a woman’s 
lips?” 

A shiver swept across Kipra. “That’s not why I’ve come. I don’t care—” 
“Ah, of course you haven’t. Still too innocent, aren’t you? A little too pure.” Kleni’s laugh 

matched the violin. She crossed her arms beneath her breasts and pushed them higher, as if she 
were aware of her sister’s discomfort. “You’ll find it soon enough, and then you’ll... what? We’ll 
just have to see. Why did you come, if not for that?” 

Lerrin swayed back and forth with the music. 
He doesn’t matter, and I’ll hack off his balls if he talks. Only finding a way to stop Crest matters. 

Ark matters too. 
She tried to hate herself for that last thought. “Tell me about Kylen Crest.” 
“How many nights a week he lays with me? The size of his cock?” 
“No.” 
“How many brothels he owns? Or the number of girls who—” 
“Damn you, Kleni, you know what I mean. Why is he pushing south? Why is he 

manipulating the council to make his own man a trade minister, and why, in anything he could 
possibly hold as sacred, did he have Ark’s father killed? What does he hope to accomplish?” 

Kleni gave her a strange look—part amusement, part annoyance. “Eleven brothels, with 
approximately fifteen girls at each. Seven inches. You seriously expect me to answer that? I’m 
your sister, but I’m not stupid. I’d rather hack my hand from my arm.” 

“We can stop him. I can find a way to take you from—” 
“Stop him with whom? The two you run with? They’re hardly more than boys! Eenan 



Ark’s son? Crest found a way to kill the father, and he could easily find a way to kill the son. 
Stay beyond the reach of both, or Crest will also toss you on the pyre. I wouldn’t be able to stop 
it.” 

“I—” 
“Are misinformed.” Kleni flowed to her feet and crossed the space between them in an 

instant. She snatched Kipra’s chin, forcing the younger sister to face her. “Make no mistake, 
Sister, Crest is mine. Farren is mine.” 

“This is your fault?” Kipra yanked free. “The state of the city, the crime, the—” 
“Tsk tsk.” 
“Answer me!” 
Kleni shook her head and drifted back to the bed. She stretched across the mattress and 

propped her elbow against the blankets, just as she’d lain when Kipra first arrived. “I think it’s 
time you left.” 

The violin sang—joyous, longing. 
Kipra should’ve turned her back and retreated, but she couldn’t. The threat of Ark leaving, 

watching the city decay, forcing herself to enter this place—she’d come for a reason, but now 
that reason was thinner than her sister’s clothes. It seemed Crest decided some things on his 
own, but Kleni helped direct his hand on the rest. 

“How? Why?” 
Her sister remained silent. 
“Tell me that, at least,” Kipra said. 
Kleni hesitated, perhaps considering her next words, or maybe she simply refused to 

answer. After a long moment of silence and violin, she grinned and wiggled her ass. Not a 
playful wiggle, it was sharp and sarcastic. 

“The way every woman manipulates a man. I appeal to his cock, and there’s little else I 
must do. Why? Ah, why would any woman want to better herself? Why do you?” 

The song withered and Lerrin took up another—lilting and angry, lurching but smooth. 
“It was good to see you, Sister,” Kleni murmured. 
Kipra turned her back. 
 


