
Danilo slumps against the sewer’s dark walls, eyes burning from the fumes that 
rises from the water beneath him. And though he can’t a;ord it, he pauses 
there to acknowledge his failure and lossv the ache ojershadowing his throbbing 
inIuries. Ht doesn’t last long before the need to run builds within him again. —e 
sighs.

A familiar song cuts through the sewer’s silenceCthe cry of steel Geeing its 
sheath. Wold metal presses against his carotid. —e tenses, knuckles grinding 
into the stone behind him. —e looks at its wielder, eyes catching on a carjed 
dragonhead carjed sta;. Tlowing blue eyes stare down at him. —e stares back. 
Ehen the blade shifts, he chances a glare at the sta;’s owner.

zhe graying edges of -n:o’s temples, and the peppercorn color of his beard, 
are as familiar as sea striking earth. WonGicting shades of blue from the sta; 
reGect in his stone*cold eyes.

A +re breaks through Danilo’s adrenaline with something akin to fury, a 
heated combination of guilt, blame, and jengeance.
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"Sharper than a double-edged sword, 
penetrating even to dividing soul 
and  spirit,  joints  and  marrow;  it 
judges the thoughts and attributes of 
the heart." 

Hebrews 4:12









For anyone in need of a family, 
welcome to mine.
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CHAPTER   OE

D anilo never understood the phrase ‘from man to monster’. Though 
it may have more to do with the black stain of his misdeeds than his 

understanding of literature. Or lack thereof. Staring down at the near-un-
intelligible inky scratch across the con,scated pageH Danilo ,gures its more 
likely a distraction than a cipher.

Ae pushes achy ,ngers through the blond strands that tickle at his brow. 
The early morning on the dry desert bites at the tender skin of old scars 
dusting his knuckles. Ae frowns down at the back of his handsH allowing 
himself to become distracted for a moment. Gnything is more interesting 
than the pages laid before him. G subtle form of torture from the Eeneral. 
qspecially after the nightmare ridden sleep he se“uestered during the night.

The tent Lap Lutters in the hostile tearing winds of an incoming sand 
storm. G comfort in these unfamiliar  regions.  Danilo tenses when the 
incessant noise silencesH signaling the entrance of another. Ae settles his 
palms atop the makeshift  table and waits  for the intruder to state his 
intentions.

”A’ehH  2ieutenant.N  DeandroH  the second-youngest  soldier  in their 
campH sidles alongside Danilo’s table with his helmet tucked beneath his 
arm. ”The Eeneral is asking for you.N
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Danilo nods stijy. Deandro mimics the motion and claps a hand down 
on Danilo’s unarmored shoulder. Wo soldier wants the heat of the Eeneral’s 
undivided attention. The man is reputed for his anger as much as his dominance 
in the battle,eld.

Ae follows Deandro from the tent. They march together at a hurried pace. 
Danilo scans the blurry grey skyline for a threatH shielding his eyes from the 
sandy bree'e.

Deandro abandons his friendly persona as they pass soldiers huddled around 
a dying ,re. Ais frigid conduct xoins the icy stares cast Danilo’s way. Danilo 
refuses to meet their eyesH instead focusing on the path Deandro weaves through 
the encampment to the large tent in the middle. Ihen Deandro pausesH Danilo 
rounds him to approach the tent. Ae feels like heBs being marched into a prison 
chamber. 

Eiving Deandro a dismissing nodH Deandro scrambles away from the tent. 
2ikely retreating to the safety of the cook tent. Danilo turns back to the tentH 
staring at the cord. The facade of bravado sloughs from his bones and leaves him 
hollow in the chilly air. Iith a choked back sighH he enters the tent.

2it candles surround the map tableH waU sprouting from an array of colorful 
saucers. 3t’s a meager light compared to the encampment’s torchesH and growing 
dimmer in the rising day. The Eeneral sits on the table’s far sideH one hand 
clamped over a wooden mug that he pushes into the surface. Ais shearing 
ice-blue eyes drag up to watch Danilo enter.

”Secure it.N Ae demands. 
Danilo nods curtlyH his shoulders in a sti? lineH and turns to secure the cord 

to the pole. Ae approaches the table with clenched ,sts tucked at his sides. The 
Eeneral doesn’t look up again. Danilo glances at the map.

”3 am sending you under your old title.N The Eeneral saysH referring to Dani-
loBs adulterated role as an Gudanteian scout. Yecause of his habit of do-or-die 
early in his trainingH the role became something of his own. Wot unlike an as-
sassin. The Eeneral’s fat ,nger points to the little town on the map. ”They have 
the vined chasms of the 4ntamed Worth closing in on the dunes. Gbandoned 
xewel mines lay to the east. Yest not to rush inH else they vanish in those caverns. 
Ion’t waste my men chasing them.N

Danilo yearns for the times he operated free of the Eeneral’s commandH 
eradicating vermin as he saw ,t with men he could trust to follow his orders. 
Glongside the EeneralH his command means little. qven less to the soldiers 
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beneath him. The tasks the Eeneral gave him set him further apart from their 
respects.

The Eeneral continues onH in great detailH about the surrounding terrain. Gs 
if Danilo had not thought to survey it himself. Gs if he had not sent Danilo 
out the preceding day to scope the commandeered town on the distant hori'on. 
Danilo keeps his xaw clamped shutH his breathing shallow through each driving 
remark falling from the Eeneral’s lips. Ae should be used to EeneralBs vile tone 
by now.

Danilo only dares to respond when the man ,nishes speaking and ga'es at his 
face from beneath thick brows.

”SirH may 3 speak freelyCN Ae asks. 
The Eeneral’s eyes lower to the scar splitting the left of Danilo’s lipH cleft 

lightly from the raised skin beneath his nose. 
”This once.N Ae lifts his mugH swirling the li“uid before taking a swig.
Danilo nods but doesn’t relaU.
”3 would prefer the task be given to Turniuk or Deandro. The men despise 

my authorityH believing it to be bias or privilege rather than skill.N
”Yias.N The Eeneral sco?sH slamming his mug down with his hand atop the 

opening. 2i“uid sloshes audibly over the lipH droplets rolling across the Eeneral’s 
calloused handH a red tint evident within the low light. Wever in eUcessH but 
always enough to have an edge. The Eeneral wipes the spill from his ,ngers with 
the hem of his shirt. ”Ihat biasCN

Danilo’s lungs ache. They beg for him to breath. To relaU. One too many 
hard-learned lessons keep him from succumbing to the temptation. 

”—ou know.N Danilo says. G little desperatelyH in his opinion. 3t comes out 
“uietH barely discernible over the wind slapping against the tent’s sides.

The Eeneral standsH his chair falling back into the sand with a soft thud 
drowned out by the snarl laced into his sudden movement. qvery muscle in 
Danilo’s body clenchesH holding back the Linch shuddering beneath his skin.

”Ihat biasH 2ieutenantCN The patch on Danilo’s shoulder burns with the 
slur of his latest title.

”That 3’m your son.N
Eeneral 2lodis straightensH the red tint in his blond hair shining beneath the 

,rst rays of sunlight that cut through the fabric overhead. Danilo’s blood rushes 
in his ears. DistantlyH 2lodis continues on about the task he assigns DaniloH 
ignoring the comment. Danilo can see the ,re hidden in his eyes. Ihen the 
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Eeneral  leans over the tableH  he grinds layers of parchment beneath his 
knuckles. Ais neUt words are all Danilo can remember hearing.

”3f you don’t come back covered in their redH you’ve failed. Gm 3 under-
stoodH 2ieutenantCN

Danilo whee'es out his neUt words as clear as he can manage. ”—esH Sir.N

The enemy’s ‘fort’ is a patheticH vandali'ed heap of an old town. ;artial 
stakewalls  act as the lone indication of Stormthrower presence.  Danilo 
slides closer on his stomachH ignoring the sand pouring into his boots. Ais 
beige military uniform blends in with the surrounding long-grass. Tufts 
of his  hair ,ght for freedom as the face wrap slides further downward. 
Threatening to engulf his vision. Aeavy winds toss sand into his face and 
he blinks away the grit clawing at his eyes.

Rloser to the wooden pikesH Danilo can make out charred pathways and 
the removed doors of abandoned buildings through the churning sand. 
Stormthrowers burn the brush in apprehended towns to keep their view of 
the area clear. G trick they started after years of casualties. Ihen he sidles 
neUt to the townBs border wall on the inside of the stakesH he drags the fabric 
away from his neck and buries his face within its folds. G hopeless attempt 
to breathe clear air. There he remainsH listening.

Stormthrowers5even with uncon,nedH  impure power5are as  pre-
dictable as sands in an hourglass. Jew of the skud have military knowledge. 
3f they doH it’s a pathetic half-done alternative. Iith few eUceptions.

qn'o Sapienti is the most dangerous Stormthrower in the whole of the 
Eentled qast6 wanted throughout the regions for heinous crimes against 
the Moyal Yeseecher and his cityBs military. Gnd he is the sole man in the 
qastH who has tactical wits about him.

Aearing nothingH Danilo scales the brick wall.  Jast and cautious. Ye-
cause despite the contaminated windsH he’s still visible.

The impact of his weight sprays the sand. G brown dog leaps to attention 
in the empty door across from himH teeth bared and hair raised. They stare at 
one another6 the dog crouched and poised to chargeH Danilo with a hand on the 
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knife at his waist. Ais breathing is slow. Steady. The opposite of his heart. qven 
after all these years.

Iith a growlH the dog lunges forward. Ae looses the knife. Gnd he does so 
in a blink. 3n an act of pure instinct. The dog sags to the ground with a mujed 
whineH the knife protruding from its throat. Danilo stares at the creature. Then 
stares a little longer. YelatedlyH a pressure clutches at his heart. The sensation of 
it as muted as his numb ,ngers. 

Ais ,ngers always go numb after a kill. 
G whistle cuts through the choppy wind. Danilo lurches away from the wallH 

leaping over the pile of smoke-stained dirt and bleeding fur. Ae settles inside 
the buildingH a vigilant ear to the source of the sound. Ihen the whistle strikes 
the air a second timeH he hears the faint footfall beneath it. Danilo clambers into 
the rafters of the rickety cottage. 8ust as the Stormthrower’s third whistle halts 
abruptly.

Iithout as much as a shoutH the Stormthrower runs upon the scene. The 
man’s cooing echoes into the hut. Then stops5Danilo guesses he found 
the knife. Ae waitsH perched on the thin beamH hunched against the sloping 
thatched roof with a second knife in hand. Ais eyes linger on the doorway. The 
Stormthrower steps inside the building and into the main roomH leaning around 
to peer through the open windows on the opposite wall. Ais shortH dark hair 
glistens when white light crackles up his bare armsH moving within his veins. 
2ightning.

Over the yearsH  Danilo has learned characteristics of certain forms of 
Stormthrowing. 2ightningH for instanceH is volatile and hard to controlH espe-
cially within tight spaces. qUcept for a few talented usersH they make for an easily 
controlled opponent.

The Stormthrower beneath him foolishly drops his defenses once he believes 
the building to be emptyH the fractured lines in his arms fading from brilliant 
to chalky. Danilo shifts forward and dust rains from beneath his boot. The 
lightning-bringer looks up and Danilo lands on his shouldersH driving the knife 
down the column of his throat. Ae chokesH his knees collapse beneath him. 
Shock lances his dark compleUionH sun-dried hands dancing across the knife’s 
edge. Iith the Stormthrower’s ,nal breathH lightning cracks across the inside of 
his eyes and he sags to the Loor.

Ylood slicks Danilo’s ,ngers as he removes the knife from the corpse. Ae 
wipes them on the hem of his shirt. Gs he moves from the cottage to retrieve 
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his second knife from the dogH the pile of torn down shutters bursts aLame 
in the center of the otherwise barren room. Iithout knowing how many 
Stormthrowers there areH Danilo has no means of preparing for their po-
tential advances. Yut with what little magic they show himH he can ascertain 
their power. 

Ae steps out into the dust storm with a palm over his face covering. 
Shouts echo in the wind. The hollers grow in anger until his undiscovered 
whereabouts turn them into something more sinister. 1ore hopeless. Aop-
ing in and out of windowsH he counts each walking step from doorway to 
doorway while he moves between the houses. This dance he does is easy now. 
YoringH as it was a little unnerving. Wone of the other soldiers understood 
that. They couldnBt face a man with magic and ignore the thrum of their 
ears. The lack of fear is what made Danilo stand out to the Eeneral. Yut it 
wasnBt the magic that made a man terrifying. 3t is the hunger in their eyesH 
the feral proclivity driving them. That is what made someone a beast to fear.

Ae circles them on the outskirts of the little barren townH waiting for 
them to divide. Ae doesn’t wait long. 4ntrained men tend to split up. Jor 
what reasonsH Danilo is unsure. Yut it makes his game5his task5simpler.

The second lone Stormthrower he comes across is  sickly pale in the 
harsh desert sunH a bright sunburn blistered across his freckled nose. Danilo 
follows him through the sparse shadows from inside a house. Ae doesn’t 
sense Danilo’s eyesH and it grows more apparent when he turns directly into 
the building and Danilo’s knife.

The dagger plunges into the underside of the Stormthrower’s xaw and he 
gasps airlesslyH gripping Danilo’s wrist with fading eyes. Ae dies as ordinarily 
as any other man and sags into Danilo’s arm. Danilo grimaces when is 
knuckles slip with blood. Ae turns the bodyH allowing it to drop o? the 
blade. The act successfully lessens the blood dripping down the inside of 
his sleeve.

G ragged cry breaks the airH echoing within the hollow bones of multiple 
buildings. Danilo s“uints at the crimson puddle spreading over the Loor’s ashen 
surfaceH his face screwed up at the odd timing of it all. The woman screams 
again. G name called in e“ual parts agony and anger. She barrels through the 
doorwayH hair as fren'ied in color as the Lames rising up her arms. Rlad in a 
purple cloakH her freckles and pale skin stand out. 3dentical to the dead man at 
Danilo’s feet. The smoke of her hatred blinds herH and she throws the Lame in 
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Danilo’s direction randomly. Ae ducks. Jire plumes across the mud-brick 
wallH its reaches bla'ing the straw roof to life.

Jire is vengeful. Rleansing. Though a ,re mage has more control than that 
of a lightning-bringerH their rage is unlike any other Stormthrower kind. Yut 
itBs diFcult to control the adrenaline of fury.

Danilo rolls and pulls the body atop of him when the woman aims again. 
Aer inferno bursts around the dead magic-userH setting the Loor aLame. Ae 
hooks the dead man’s middle on his shoulder and leaps to his feetH using him 
as a shield. Ais sibling chokes down a sobH throwing again for good measure. 
Aer ,re splits like before. Iith a grittedH watery cryH she rushes forward. 
Yefore she can draw her swordH Danilo deLects her arm and buries his knife 
between her ribs. Ae tears the blade from herH wrenching to gape the wound. 
She drops faster than the others had. Iithout even a struggled breath.

Danilo rolls the brother at her sideH stepping over his head as it bounces. 
The roof snaps ominously. Signaling the roof’s soon collapse. Ae doesn’t 
care. There’s no repair for a dead town.

Ylood Lecks across DaniloBs face. 4nregistered until Danilo swipes his 
tongue over his scar. Ae cringes and spits at the sandH sauntering toward the 
town’s center. On his way thereH he assassinates two more la'y patrollers. 
qach kill takes only a second. StillH his hands grow number. Gs he approaches 
the well marking the townBs centerH the noise lulls5the snap of the wood 
under heavy LameH the plume of smokeH the shrill  wind cutting around 
his ears.  Ae pausesH gulping in a steadying breath through the fabric. 3t 
feels hot against his face. Su?ocating when his stomach rises into his throat 
for a second. Iith the smoke billowing overheadH he has little time before 
Gudantei’s Aigh Eeneral leads his best troops into the area. Danilo swallows 
down the urge to vomit at the thought. Ae’ll double over once he’s alone. 
Gs he usually does. 

Ihen he enters the s“uareH another Stormthrower rounds into viewH his 
eyes nothing more than a bright yellowish glow. Danilo knows who he isH 
though they’ve never faced each other. 1agus Sohn. The soldiers claim his 
blood-lust rivals only the 2ieutenant Rommander of Gudantei.

1agus has seen enough action to approach Danilo slowlyH with his magic 
ready for the strike. Orange Lames dance up one armH blue on the other. The 
mess of black curls fanning over his eyes does nothing to diminish the light 
shining from them.
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1agus throws his arms to the groundH palms down. Jire consumes the 
area in a perfect half-circle. Ais playfulH devouring grin morphs into a sneer. 
Danilo knows 1agus has the strength and the skill to leave him as a heap 
of seared muscle. So when 1agus steps forwardH drawing his swordH it’s 
for the same reason Danilo pulls one pitifulH bloody knife from his waist. 
1agus’ smirks.

Ihen 1agus swaggers forwardH the twinkling coins and pendants on his 
green shawls become a target for Danilo’s eye. Ae Lings the ,rst knife. 1a-
gus dodges. Then the second. 3t sinks two inches from the large medallion 
sitting over 1agus’ heartH deep in the man’s shoulder. 1agus gruntsH grips 
the knifeH and vanishes into the ,re.

Danilo stands in the rising Lames wondering if  the Stormthrowers’ 
blood-lust maniac is as much a coward as he is wanted. Gnd he stands there 
until he’s certain 1agus is not coming back.

Ae never worried about the vengeance of ,reH anyhow.
Stepping around the ,re spreading through the long-grassH Danilo ,nds 

the one house in the town with all  of its  doors and windows boarded. 
Ae approaches “uietly. Though he doubts thereBs any good for it. Those 
hidden inside wait in “uiet stillnessH holding out to ambush him. Danilo 
drives his wide shoulders into the door at the lock. Tarnished metal snaps 
away. Ae doesn’t pause to wonder why it had been easy.

3t’s “uiet in the manor house. The battened windows seal out all light 
eUcept the spectral glow casting over Danilo’s cheeks in slits. Gn illusory 
cage in the tight con,nes of the foyer.  Ais stilted breath disrupts a ,ne 
layer of dust in the air. Motten Loorboards creak beneath him as he creeps 
through the buildingH remaining close to the wall to try and limit the sound 
he makes. Ae steps too far out once. The Loor groans. 3ts echo is endless 
in the vast ceiling overhead. Ae breathes once. Twice.

Wothing. Gnd it’s the nothing that causes Danilo’s heart to stutter.
Ae toes into the dark dining hall. Someone is still here. There’s a foreign 

sensation Danilo cannot eUplain burrowing into his lungs. Gs he continues 
through dusty and dark roomsH the demand of his mission becomes in-
creasingly poignant. Ais cautious steps croak through a small entertaining 
area. G narrow hall connects the small space to the kitchen. Sunlight slips 
inside from around the sealed servant’s door. 3t reLects against steel atop 
the prep table. Ae charges into the room to investigate.
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The servantBs door swings open. 3t cracks o? the wall as the wind tears 
it from the newcomer’s hand. DaniloBs erratic heart caroms in time with it. 
Ae grimaces against the light assaulting his unadxusted eyes and grips the 
small hilt tucked into his belt. G young man stumbles inH the contents of 
his bag tumbling onto the Loor. Ais hair cowlicks in every other directionH 
unearthed by his hood. The StormthrowerBs wide ha'el eyes stick to Danilo. 
;ots clang together neUt to DaniloBs ear. 2ike the Ylack Eate bell. 3t grips 
his heart and his mind succumbs to the panic. 

Ae tosses his only knife5gleaming as if  made for this purpose5and 
watches it pass through the intruder. 2ike a stone in water. qmbedding in 
the wall with a thunk. Med magic coils around the Stormthrower’s chest 
like a snake. Ae didn’t Linch at the knife. DidnBt even notice with his scared 
eyes so ,Ued on DaniloBs presence. 

Danilo shrinks backH the air blown from his lungs. AeBs never seen that 
before. Wot in all his years serving. This is foreign and new and horrifying. 
StillH the Stormthrower tremblesH more afraid of Danilo than he naturally 
should be.  Gnd he remains fro'en until  his  ga'e Licks beyond Danilo’s 
shoulder. Danilo spins around. 

Yefore he can draw his swordH he’s pinned to the wall.  G sharp blade 
hovers across the base of his neck and a familiar shade of ice blue sei'es the 
room like a hurricane. Iater Licks against his face despite the surrounding 
desert wasteland.

qn'o Sapienti is a powerful man. Ae has faced o? against the Eeneral 
for as long as Danilo can remember. 2ong before Danilo became the 2ieu-
tenant Rommander. Danilo knows his skill is slim compared to qn'o’s vast 
yearsH and his ineUperience makes him eager for a ,ght. Yut the haunting 
memory of a  soldier’s  headH  blown o? by waterH  against  his  leg on the 
borders of the 4ntamed WorthH settles the reality of the situation.

qn'o cages Danilo’s throat in an iron grip. Danilo meets qn'o’s glare 
with a sneer of his own. 3t pulls his notched lip beneath the fabric secured 
to his face. Ais ,ngers twitch toward his beltH searching for knives that are 
no longer there. qn'o’s steely grey eyes are unchanging through the curtain 
of brown hairH temples ing where it’s pulled back from his face.

Danilo blinks away the spots in his  vision when qn'o’s  grip tenses. 
1agus appears in the doorway. Ae grips the young Stormthrower’s sleeve 
at the elbow.
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”qastonHN 1agus warnsH shifting a blood-stained shoulder away from the 
young manBs sight. Ae smiles at qn'o’s failing control. G displaced thing that 
shows too much teeth and not enough lip.

1agus drags qaston closer to himH the kidBs red leather coat bunched be-
tween tattooed ,ngers. The young man xumps when he bumps into 1agusH 
a trembling hand forcing its way through his untamed hair. qn'o xerks on 
DaniloH tearing his ga'e from the other two. Ais ,ngers press into DaniloBs 
neck in warning. Danilo takes an involuntary breath in. 3f he were qn'oH thatBs 
when heBd hold tighter. qn'o doesnBt. 3nstead he tears the fabric away from 
Danilo’s face. qn'o’s ga'e Lickers before falling still. Danilo’s unable to chart 
the emotion.

”Aow old are youCN qn'o growls out. Ais voice sounds akin to the Eeneral’s 
when the man enters an interrogation. 

Danilo clacks his xaw tightH prepared to die in his neUt moments. Ae would 
rather do so by qn'o’s hand. Wot the Eeneral’s. There’s a familiarH ,ery threat 
which darkens qn'o’s eUpression. qn'o presses closer.

”Ie’re overrun.N 1agus’ stares the blood staining the tunic beneath Danilo’s 
armourH his face withholding his feelings.

qn'o speaks over his shoulder. ”Take qaston.N
1agus nodsH readxusts his gripH and hauls qaston from the dingy kitchen. 

Weither man acknowledges qaston’s chattering complaints.
DaniloBs feet leave the Loor once the door rubs shut. Ais vision tilts as he’s 

forced through the wall. Splinters bite into his back. Ae hits the compact sand 
outside the back of the manorH the remaining air within him blown from his 
lungs. Ais head ricochets o? the ground twice. Ggony spiderwebs across his 
skull the ,rst time. Ae doesnBt feel the second time. 

Gmber sun engulfs the smoke-,lled skyH mocking the land with its greedy 
devour. 3t xoins the skirmish of black spots dancing across his sight until the blue 
sun-sear encroaches on his vision. Ae’s allotted little time to wonder how he’s 
alive before being swallowed by unconsciousness.
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CHAPTER T  W

A  familiar chortle echoes above Danilo’s head, waking him from the 
brief darkness he succumbed to. It bounces inside his skull with a 

hazy sense of foreboding. He blinks his weighted eyes. 
The perce sunlight, now dimmed by a grey plm in the air, scorches an 

ache beneath his brow bone. His nose itches where the skin is now hot. He 
lies there for a second, trying to remember where he was and how he got 
to be s-rawled in the sand faceBprst. 'ut heGs dragged to his feet. He qails 
against the pst clutching the front of his leather breast-late.

The Feneral’s -ermanent scowl plls Danilo’s vision. It comes rushing 
back to him then. Almost sickeningly “uick. He corrects his stance, stagB
gering when a heavy hand crashes onto his shoulder. ”rom the im-rint of 
Danilo’s body in the sand, there’s good reason for the Feneral’s garbled 
words.

1Always know where you are by the mess you leave behind.2
Danilo nods, blinks dazedly, and attem-ts to hock the burning, gummy 

-hlegm from his throat. The Feneral stom-s oW without issuing his comB
mands. Danilo follows as the Feneral rounds the front of the manor house. 
His head -ulses with each ste-.
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The Feneral is  in a seemingly decent mood. ;hich makes Danilo ill. 
ThereGs only two reasons the old soldier would be this mellow. HeGs had 
enough wine to qood his veins. —r he found the bodies that Danilo left 
behind. 

Feneral Clodis’ men wait at the broken well. The town’s outbuildings 
-lume ash into the air. It reeksS like the raging pght on the coastline years 
-riorxlocals lea-ing from the cliWs into the cho--y waters to esca-e the 
qames consuming the edges of their town.

The Feneral boasts DaniloGs skill to his men, further dividing him from 
their good graces. Danilo grimaces. It cracks the dried blood crusted beneath 
nose. He swi-es at it, eyes straying across the grou-. Turniuk and Dermish 
sneer at him, scrutinize his bloodBsoaked sleeves, and glance at one another.

1Cieutenant.2 The Feneral calls. Danilo’s sight sways when he turns to 
him. He stands in the manor’s entry, the hilt of his sword clenched in one 
hand and the front door in the other. 1Eome.2

They move through the manor dutifully. The Feneral -lows about, u-B
turning tables and burning remains of jtormthrower eYistence in his wake. 
”loorboards wail under his weight. Danilo knits the ga-s in his memory as 
they retrace his ste-s. His blood boils to think he missed a chance to have 
Nnzo ja-ienti’s head. To de-osit it at the Feneral’s feet and -rove his worth. 
To -rove his commitment to Audantei’s Mustice. As he always must.

1Cieutenant.2 The Feneral  shrugs towards the servant’s  hall  to the 
kitchen. Cight -ours in from the hole Nnzo created, wood -lanks sna--ed 
outward. Ash settles in the o-ening.

Danilo nods and leads the Feneral into the kitchen. He enters,  hand 
shielding his eyes from the sunlight. Feneral Clodis smooths his hand over 
the Magged edges of the shattered wall.

13ou were smart enough to not let them take your head. Fave the skud 
what they deserve.2 He says.

Danilo doesn’t care to eYamine it.
?umerous wea-ons scatter over the table. They refract light against the 

dusty wood walls. Post, if all, are nondescri-t. The Feneral takes a necklace 
from the -ouch on his waist as he a--roaches the table. Its gem glitters blue, 
dangling on the -ure white chain between the Feneral’s pngers. Testing 
the wea-ons for traces of magic is  a slow -rocess,  and getting slower as 
jtormthrowers learn to leave a minimal signature on the wea-ons.
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1;hat storms did they send42 The Feneral glances over his shoulder, moving 
to the end of the table, necklace swaying above the prst item.

Danilo watches him before res-onding. 1Cightning. ”ire. Ice -otentiallyx2
1Votentially42
Danilo swallows, standing straighter. 1;asn’t waiting to see if I was correct.2
;hen the Feneral says nothing and walks along the tablexthe necklace 

skimming a hatchet ato- the left of the -ilexDanilo takes a breath and conB
tinues.

1And,2 Danilo says while rubbing his head, 1Nnzo ja-ienti.2
1A storm in and of himself.2 The Feneral growls, -ausing to look at the wall 

behind Danilo. 1NY-lains the hole.2
Then he glances back as the necklace catches on a hooked dagger.
Danilo never understood why jtormthrowers carry wea-ons. Ns-ecially 

since sli--ing -ast border -atrols as commoners or menial workers could -roB
vide a tactical advantage. 'lue glow fragments across the room from the neckB
lace’s gem, hovering above a blunted shortBsword, and Danilo dismisses the 
thought. The wea-ons serve the same -ur-ose as every other item recovered 
from jtormthrowersR a means to kill.

The Feneral rumbles, his li-s white as they -ress together. Danilo watches 
the Feneral drag his knife through the -ile. jteel screeches against steel until a 
shortBsword teeters over the edge of the table. It hits the ground, crackling with 
enough energy to s-lit the wood qoor. Danilo releases a breath.

1jur-rised they haven’t learned how -redictable their ways have become.2 
The Feneral ste-s over the sword and dangles the necklace above the other side 
of the table.

Danilo doesn’t say Nnzo ja-ienti isn’t -redictable. The Feneral would neiB
ther care nor a--reciate the backtalk. jo he remains silent.

”inishing his second -ass, the Feneral moves toward an etched sword hidden 
beneath the center of the -ile. A large item. 'ut not overbearing. jim-le but 
not underwhelming. Decorative runes run along the blade’s center, small in 
com-arison to the steel’s width. Ceather frays along the hilt, the tattered edges 
threatening to break oW entirely. Clodis dro-s the necklace on the table to gras- 
the sword’s hilt.

As the Feneral lifts the wea-on, the runes ri--le black. Danilo feels a familiar 
tightness in his chest at the sight. ;ea-ons belonging to jtormthrowers glow a 
colour according to their wielderS de-ending on their make, amount of decoraB
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tion, and the -ower of the jtormthrower. They become black for those without 
the jtorm. The Feneral either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

1”ine wea-on.2 He eYtends it to Danilo. 13ou’ve earned an u-grade.2
Danilo hesitates, staring at the Feneral’s beefy hand clutched around the 

blade. He eYtends his -alm, and the hilt is laid into it. His pngers close around 
it. An unfamiliar weight, though not an unwelcome one.

The runes sna- a brilliant glowing blue.
Danilo’s lungs stutter, blood curdling as the Feneral’s stare bores into him. 

;hatever brief Moy the Feneral looked u-on him with, decays.
jhredded leather chafes Danilo’s skin as the Feneral ri-s the sword from his 

gras-. Its blade slices over his head before he thinks to duck. The Pad FeneralGs 
eyes widen. Then he swings again. Again Danilo ducks. The FeneralGs frustrated 
swi-es grow deadlier in accuracy. Its -ommel strikes above Danilo’s ear. He 
tri-s backward through the servant’s door. 5ision doubled, he stumbles into the 
manor’s handrail and turns to face the Feneral. Earnal rage plls the FeneralGs 
weathered face. A swift kick to DaniloGs chest launches him over the railing.

The air s“ueaks from Danilo’s lungs when he lands. His head s-inning from 
the fast events unfolding before him. Twice heGs been thrown from that room. 
The irony of it isnGt lost to him. 

He’s in the o-en. An easy target. The Feneral’s words collide tinnily with the 
o-en air to the soldiers burning the manor’s barn to Danilo’s left.

1Skud.2
jand qoods his boots when he scrambles u- from his hands and knees. He 

doesn’t sto- to see which soldiers come running.
Danilo maneuvers around the few houses between the manor and the north 

wall. 6ancid smoke burns his lungs. He dodges through the -aths. Attem-ting 
to lose the men that trail behind him. The stone wall claws into his knees and 
pngers as he clambers u-, scoring o-en his skin in his urgency. 

An incoming body slams into him. And his gras- comes loose. A sword 
rings out as it’s -ulled from its sheath. The soldier’s prm gri- forces Danilo’s 
face into the wall. BTwister’ echoes in the air. He turns in the soldier’s feeble 
gras-. In a “uick act, he catches DeandroGs hand gri--ed around the wea-onGs 
hilt. Distantly, he thinks that a sword was too long in this -roYimity. The blade 
bounces oW the stone with an angered cry. 

Danilo -unches him in the nose and the sna- of bone shatters the tense air 
between them. Deandro cu-s his nose with a muCed groan, stumbling back. 
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'lood -ours from between his pngers. ”ree of him, Danilo scrambles over the 
rock wall. His legs colla-sing into the sand on the other side. He releases a watery 
gas-. 6elief, grief, and horror gri- his heart. The Feneral’s hollers, his anger 
branding Danilo him with a new titleR

1Traitor.2
And des-ite the gutting sensation it leaves him with, he runs. 
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CHAPTER THREE

T he gutter alleys are the cramped areas of Audantei tucked between tow-
ering buildings. Damp between the hours of midnight and half-light. 

Acting as a refuge to the seedy and homeless, the gutter alleys mar Audantei’s 
pride of prosperity—its comfort—with shame. The city’s success withers in 
the darkened corners of the gutter alleys’ crumbling foundations. An equally 
dark crevice of Danilo’s mind whispers that this is where monsters like him 
belong.

Over several days, he’s come to understand the anger in the vagrants living 
here. His existence encroaches on their territory. With their reluctance to share 
space to sleep or food, he’s carved his survival through their ranks. Now they 
tolerate his presence, though he still expects the draw of blood for simple needs.

Stepping over a scowling old man huddled in the connecting mouth of 
intersecting alleys, Danilo toes through squelching sand towards the soldiers’ 
barracks; one demand prevalent in his mind.

The Gentled East’s night sky is normally an abyss littered with constella-
tions that rival the glow of the moon. Night troops have little need for torches, 
as 1relight is a weak rival for the moonlight. Only necessary for the stairs of city 
walls or battened buildings. Tonight, the clouded sky darkens with warning as 
he crawls from the alleys, bathing Audantei in a macabre grey.
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Danilo’s outstretched arm blurs in the shadows. Accumulated sand around 
a building“s foundation sinks around his ankles. He peers into the streets, 
watching as it sprays onto the wide road from a cold gust of desert wind. His 
informant leans against a building across from the barracks, closer than Danilo 
is comfortable with, but within killing reach of the gutter alleys.

He sidles into the man’s shadow. His tattered shirt brushes on the stone wall, 
alerting the informant to his presence. The tender spot on his head collides with 
the stone. The informant“s forearm cradles his throat. Danilo chuckles dryly. He 
pats the hand clenched in his military garb.

CSteady, ”hason.? Danilo peers over ”hason’s shoulder at the yellow Bicker 
of a torch passing the barrack gate from inside. His informant’s wild eyes bore 
into him. 

CThe hell has you beenL? ”hason tears his hands oI Danilo. Czeen waiting 
for three days.?

Danilo has an answer. Or half an answer. zut as ”hason takes another step 
back, the dark maroon stains on his beige uniform say more than his words will.

CWhat’s happening, YieutenantL?
‘t’s not loud enough to be heard by anyone but the sleeping residents whose 

windows they converge under. Still, Danilo leaps forward and clasps his hand 
over ”hason’s mouth, dragging him into the gutter alley. ‘t’s a tight squeeMe. 
Tighter still when Danilo leans to peer at the barrack gates.

He swings back to ”hason, saying, CDo not call me that. ‘’ve been dismissed. 
8ou’ll report elsewhere soon.?

C‘’s not calling anybody else RYieutenant’.?
C9ight want to reconsider.? Danilo rubs his knuckles on his pants. C‘ can’t 

pay you anymore.?
”hason’s ruddy hair falls limp over the burn scar marring his nose and cheek, 

faintly resembling a wrinkled handprint. Though not—by any means—an at-
tractive man, he wouldn’t be considered ugly if it weren’t for the scar.

After a prolonged pause where neither of them speaks, Danilo stretches out 
an open palm. With no oIer for his skill, ”hason and his self-serving soul will 
Bee the city. He doesn’t face Danilo, instead opting to stare distantly down the 
alley. The damaged skin over ”hason’s nose rolls with his scowl.

CNot needed, Yieutenant.? He looks back at Danilo.
Danilo stares blankly, hand dropping to his side. He scoIs a moment lat-

er—an indebted ex-Yieutenant ”ommander of Audantei is a powerful form 
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of repayment. He nods. ”hason waits watchfully as Danilo stares out at the 
barracks.

C8ou wanting the updateL?
Danilo crosses his arms and ignores the pain Mapping through his chest, 

along with the temptation to say Ryes’. Habit has been ground deep into 
his veins. With his problems, it’s foolish to be distracted by Bashy news and 
empty promises. They’ll do him no good.

CNo.? Danilo squares his shoulders at ”hason’s unblinking, wide eyes. 
CNo. ‘ want you focused on a new assignment.?

”hason nods, mimicking Danilo’s stance in preparation to remember. 
Danilo knows he won’t soon forget the weight of such a request.

C8ou’ll  shadow Audantei.  Glean information from her regarding her 
military commands and advances.?

C8ou needing me to shadow a cityL?
Danilo glances back at the barracks. C‘ want to know what’s going on in 

there. How is up to you.?
He can count the thrum of his  own heart in the heavy,  bold silence 

between them. ‘t’s no simple task.
CAye, Yieutenant.? ”hason huIs. C‘ understand.?
Danilo’s certain he does.
CSee you next week.? ”hason slips from the gutter alley, a hint of light 

making the piebald scar on his face shine when he stops. CAnd YieutenantL?
Danilo hums, eyes 1xed on the barracks behind ”hason.
C”over up that lip of yours.? ”hason nods, eyes falling to the branching 

scar on Danilo’s upper lip. C8our face they be recogniMing, but the scar’s 
what will get you killed.?

Danilo rubs the scar with a sigh, cursing it yet again. CGoodbye ”hason.?
”hason vanishes from sight, casting an Runtil next’ over his shoulder. 

Danilo remains in the alley, watching the Bicker of 1re behind the towering 
stakewall.  The 1relight breaking beyond the slats in the gate snuIs out 
as it  passes into the barracks.  Danilo knows there are a few doMen men 
awake, leaving hundreds more safe to sleep within the city’s walls. As his 
eyes linger, time slips further away. zut time is useless to a man grasping 
for his standing in an anarchy.

Desperately, Danilo had run to Audantei, taking up residence in the gutter 
alleys four days before the General returned to the joyal zeseecher. Now, 
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Danilo wonders if  he ran to Audantei  to hide,  or because he knew the 
General would return soon after him.

:ighting is  all  he knows.  Which made it  easy to in2ect  himself  into 
the Nameless;  the homeless nation in Audantei’s  underfoot.  jegardless 
of what happened between him and the General,  Danilo will  not step 
down from 1ghting for his  title.  The General’s  dismissal  wasn’t  legal. 
Which means Danilo’s rank is safe. Either the joyal zeseecher, 0osymo 
Guerra, dismisses the soldier, or the noose dismisses them. And Danilo had 
not started training so young to have it taken away from him before the 
nine-year mark. His goal had been to be the highest-ranking soldier in ten, 
and he remains determined to see it through.

With a sigh, Danilo turns into the depths of the gutter alleys. His arms 
press  tight over his  chest  as  the frigid winds rush through the narrow 
passages. Shoving his aching hands into his armpits, he retraces his steps. 
He pauses, squinting at the mouth of the upcoming intersection. The old 
man is missing from his place. 

Nameless  refuse  to give  up their  sleep spots  once the night  settles 
in—their body heat warming what little refuge they found from the cold. 
They move for two reasonsJ the promise of food, or the promise of death. 
The second threat was far more lenient.

A large body barrels Danilo into the rough exterior of the middle-class 
housing at his side, knocking the air from his lungs. He palms the empty 
sheath on his waist before a 1st slams his 2aw into the stone. His feet are 
kicked open and a smaller man 2oins the larger one to pin him against the 
wall. Thrashing does little to dislodge their grip.

CREy, Rey, settle down, Yieutenant.? The end of a broken handle sharp-
ened to a point presses into the soft Besh of his open throat.

The third man holding the handle is tall but slight. Sickly looking. With 
mottled sunburns across his forehead and cheeks, and patchy growths of 
hair over his head. Grease streaks the dirt lining his skin.

C‘sn’t this a treat.? He’s familiar more by the rotten, broken-toothed 
grin than by the rest  of his  appearance.  The handle at  Danilo’s  throat 
read2usts when he arches in an attempt to free his arms. CNa’ah, no.?

Two years prior, Danilo met Neor—broken-tooth—while tasked with 1nd-
ing the Head of Orders. The Orders were a private cartel who sold lethal pow-
ders and vials to commoners with vendettas. 9ass murders terroriMed Audantei 
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for weeks before Danilo made a 1nal arrest. Neor was a distributor with a 
habit of sampling his supply. zy the looks of it, he still is.

Danilo lurches forward and his arm slips free of the smaller man’s hold. 
The larger man cracks Danilo’s head into the wall with a curt Rbehave’. His 
vision darkens for a moment and he’s pinned to the stone again.

CTo think you almost snuck by us... got your patch to thank for that.? 
Neor tilts his head, unperturbed by Danilo’s struggle, and pats the patch 
sewn to his upper arm. He sinks his 1ngers beneath the loose stitching—a 
layer of dark fabric in the shape of the joyal zeseecher’s insigniaJ a skull with 
a sword through the eye-socket—and rips the mark free from Danilo’s shirt.

Neor had time to improve his skills since their last meeting. A visible 
change gleams in his eyes, the weapon digging into Danilo’s skin, adding to 
his obvious pleasure. Two years is plenty of time to become dangerous.

Danilo grits his teeth and leans forward. The handle slides from the 
underside of his 2aw to the hollow of his throat and the wood’s 2agged edges 
raise a stinging pink welt. He swallows reBexively.

C8ou deserve whatever 2ustices await you.? Danilo bites his tongue to hide 
his grin, failing to do so when Neor lurches into his space and sours the air 
with his breath. The old phrase strikes.

CDusticeL? Neor pulls back to rub his knuckles down Danilo’s scarred lip. 
CThere’s nothing just about Audantei.?

Neor drives the handle between the stones,  catching Danilo’s ear.  A 
warmth ooMes along the curve of his pulsing lobe, but Danilo continues 
smiling.

COr have you forgotten your ageL? Neor’s hands slide down Danilo’s neck 
and descend past his shoulders.

Danilo cracks his elbow into the smaller man’s chest, driving air from his 
lungs with enough force to shove him back. jeaching over his shoulder, 
Danilo tears the handle free. With a 2ab into the large man’s throat, his 
captor drops. Stumbling from Neor’s reach, Danilo tightens his grip on the 
makeshift weapon. The smaller man bolts at Danilo’s middle. Danilo wraps 
his free arm down to squeeMe around the assailant’s throat. He coughs and 
Danilo twists. The snap of his spine cuts through the air. Danilo drops the 
body and faces Neor.

Neor pales. Danilo doubts he considered the skill it would take for a man 
his age to achieve the position of lieutenant.
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C8ou kill me and she won’t be happy.? Neor stumbles backward, speeding up 
as Danilo starts after him.

C8our wife will get in line.?
Neor scowls, kicks piss-1lled sand in Danilo’s direction, and takes oI through 

the sludge. Despite Neor’s lithe form, Danilo outmatches him for speed. They 
collide and slide to the ground. Danilo buries the handles in the soft 2unction 
under Neor’s chin, landing atop his dead body.

Acid burns within his throat at the sight of Neor’s hollowed gaMe. Danilo uses 
his sleeve to wipe his face free of 1lth and swallows down the urge to vomit across 
the corpse. jesidue lingers on his skin regardless of his eIorts. He deserved it, 
Danilo tells himself. And he repeats it as his 1ngers clutch the bare spot on his 
shoulder. A sun-bleached square of untouched cloth bright across the rest of 
the fabric. He’s better oI. The soldiers would draw to it like moth to Bame.

Ensure whether he’s bought himself time or assigned himself a hunting 
party, Danilo stalks away from the scene. Any Nameless who stumbles on the 
mess will 1nd the dead 1nished by their own weapons. And the rising Head of 
Orders will learn what Danilo already knows. He’ll be the king of this broken 
kingdom.

After squeeMing through the alleys, snagging the fabric of his newest stain, he 
leans against the sandstone and palms his closed eyes. Sleep is a demanding but 
cunning mistress. Soft in comparison to the squalor of the sand he sinks into. 
His heavy eyes and fading adrenaline drain him.

Fiolence is her 2ealous consort.
Dutting knuckles collide with Danilo’s cheek, slamming his 2aw into the 

alley’s crumbling foundation. He 2olts awake, kicking out his assailant’s knee. 
A weathered, auburn-haired Nameless leaps at Danilo’s collar, his shattered 
pride 1ghting for his usurped standing in the otherworldly homeless hierarchy. 
Fendetta glitters darkly in his eyes. The 1ght is brief and unfair.

zracing his feet against the walls on either side of the body beneath him, 
Danilo sighs. Then keeps moving.

Always moving.
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CHAPTER   FOR

T oday is Hanging Day.

Danilo’s hood, though unforgivably and unbearably hot, provides 
safety from the growing mass of vendors around the Chalkire fountain—a large, 
white, twisting monstrosity south of the city’s center. Red fabrics that droop 
from balconies and crowded Mat rooftops create shade for the throng of bodies 
in the Chalkire Warket.

Aith a voice as honeyed as his hair. znd a smile as dajjling as his startling 
blue eyes, despite the crawling scar on his lip, Danilo is easily identiBable to 
the citijens of zudantei. Aanted posters line the maLor streets where locals and 
traders alike gather. Iut as the famously skilled Gieutenant Commander, he’s 
recognijable regardless. The signs are a useless precaution.

The gutter alley’s Blth clinging to his skin and clothes repels the eyes of 
those seeking to beneBt from the reward. 2n the multiplying bodies that pour 
into the market from the spiderweb of streets connected to the Ilack 3ate, 
Danilo dodges unaware travelers and civilians, grimacing as the movement Lars 
his previous inLuries.

zfter a month of Mitting through the crowds, Danilo has learned to snag food 
when vendors barter with passers. His meals are meager, but Bt for a king of the 
gutter alleys.
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;natching a warm, crisp roll from the varieties at the bread stand, he shoves it 
between his teeth and shimmies onto a deck overlooking the area—a cramped, 
broken thing saturated in fabrics. Heat trapped from within the roll wafts 
against his face as he tears it apart, thanking the Chalkire Warket for its glamour 
and riches which provide the vendors with fancy trinkets like warming carts. 
The bread will still be a bland and tasteless thing, as it has been for weeks, but 
at least it’s fresh.

This daily pattern is a poor semblance of a onceqbalanced routine. Ahat’s 
more, however, is an opportunity“ a chance to search for a means of pardon. 
znd it starts with survival.

Danilo s”uints at the oddity of a still soul in an otherwise bustling crowd. 
Chason leans against the eastern wall, hood cloaking his downturned face in 
shadows. ;hoving the remains of the roll in his cheek, Danilo clambers down. 
He’s careful where he plants his toes, wary of the wandering soldiers.

'Gieutenant.F Chason steps into him, nearly shoving his mouth against 
Danilo’s cheek with urgency. Danilo Lolts away from Chason’s sudden closeq
ness, looking to where the man had been on the other side of the market. 'The 
zltamuras have been gathered for today’s hangings.F

Chatter and banter overpower Chason’s hushed, hurried tones. Danilo?s 
mind stutters momentarily. 

'Nor what reasons4F He asks, watching over Chason’s shoulder for lingering 
eyes.

'Don’t know, couldn’t say. zll 2’s seen is them being removed yesterday.F 
Chason whispers. 

'Do you know who’s being hanged4F
Chason shrugs. z young girl trips into him and he clutches his hood to keep 

it low. ;he swiftly apologijes before collecting her armload of fabrics and bolts 
toward one of the wealthy shops with a permanent residence on the edge of the 
market. Decorative wood slats rot across the building’s supports—evident by 
the holes that the rodents broke to make a home near the food vendors.

'‘o, but rumor is there?s a band of traitors. Nor illegal housing of an outlaw.F
Chason shoves Danilo into an open alleyway when a soldier turns sharply 

around a nearby corner—utterly clueless. Danilo drops his gaje to his feet and 
allots Chason a momentary trust. Ahen Chason steps back and continues 
speaking, Danilo chances glancing up to look around.

'zpparently, they were in full knowing.F Chason continues.
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2f rumors held weight, High 3eneral Glodis zltamura will be rewarded yet 
again. Exutlaws’ were a term for ;tormthrowers. New know this. The belief in 
magic has dwindled into myth across the Kast, and the Royal Ieseecher took 
pride in the city’s ignorance—’a sign we’re doing our Lobs’.

'Thank you.F Danilo e5tends his forearm and clasps Chason’s. ';ee you ne5t 
week.F

Aith a dip of his head, Chason weaves into the crowd and leaves Danilo to 
survey the bustling area.

Wilitary families gather for important events“ promotions, decorations, or 
ban”uets. xtherwise, they live separate lives from their husbands and sons, given 
a status e”uivalent to nobility. The zltamuras command the utmost respect 
as the family of the great High 3eneral and High Gieutenant Commander. 
However, there is no good reason for this gathering.

The Ieseecher’s citadel sits above the market, divided by stone walls and 
brutal guards. 2ts white splendor reMects the desert light oJ sharp edges and 
pointed gables sitting over windows. Danilo scowls at the monstrosity.

Today is Hanging Day.
2n the end, Danilo’s curiosity wins and he follows the crowd weaseling from 

the Chalkire Warket to the public courtyard. He weaves among the spectators, 
using his hood to obstruct his face, and grimaces as sweat rolls down his neck. 
Wany use hoods to protect from the desert heat. 2t never helps. To blend in, he 
makes sacriBces“ even in the dreadful scorch of a full courtyard beneath the peak 
heat of day.

The courtyard’s cold familiarity mocks him. z door in the center of the back 
stoneqlaid wall leads to the underground cells. xn either side, open hallways 
connect to the surrounding buildings. ;tone pillars support the white upper 
levels that lead to the depths of the fortress.

Royal Ieseecher 6osymo 3uerra arranges Hanging Days for the end of every 
month. Hanged are those who violate the absolute of zudantei’s law or those 
who are caught with ;tormthrowers.

‘one enLoy when it’s hosted. ‘ot the people. ‘ot the nobility, who sit on 
an upper level as if watching a prijed Bghting championship. ‘ot Ieseecher 
3uerra, who sits among them at their center with a stern brow and sorrowful 
eyes. z show much like the rest of it.

He strokes the hair of his goatee while a young and beautiful falseqnoble 
wraps 6osymo’s beaded braids hidden in the brown hair around her primped 
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Bngers. Her weaved hair and red painted skin states her paid services. The 
Ieseecher’s foot presses against a post on the deck as he drapes across his 
seat. His armour doubles his sije even while slouched.

Today is Hanging Day.
The Ieseecher’s diplomat reads rights and treasons over the mingling 

volume of the crowd, standing above them to the left  of the platform. 
Ahoever hangs Brst awaits the end of the paper.

Danilo pushes through the crowd, ignoring provocative comments and 
the gagqinducing graje of tacky Mesh against tacky Mesh. zs he searches for 
a clear line of sight, the High 3eneral steps forward.

The crowd lulls. His presence as commanding as his voice. zll si5 feet of 
his Lostling body halts beside the trapdoor lever.

Danilo’s as tall as him, with the promise of growing left still. Iut for all 
the 3eneral’s height, he has the weight to match. Aith shoulders congruent 
to a bull and ribs thicker than a ‘uicallian warrior—from the tribes of the 
Nrojen ;outh—his presence is imposing on most men.

The 3eneral’s meaty hand clenches the lever with an unperturbed griq
mace outlined by a narrow mustache which overshadows his beard. 2f e5q
perience didn’t say otherwise, the 3eneral’s deep scowl could be mistaken 
as a testament to his anger.

Today is Hanging Day.
Danilo s”uints as he bends around the crowd of heads, struggling to 

see past the blurred tears of his  aching eyes.  He Bnds his  mother,  grief 
weathering the wrinkles around her frown. Her brown eyes glitter like the 
Lewels of 7erusai in the south. The brown braid crowning her head matches 
the thick ropes of the noose around her neck, the twisted cord catching the 
tears dripping oJ her cheeks.

Danilo’s chest drops at her lifeless e5pression. 2t mocks him from afar. 
xnlookers fall silent when the lever groans as it’s pulled, pulled, pulled. 
Then clunked.

Today is Hanging Day.
Danilo’s breath dissolves in the harsh, hot air. The colour drains from 

his face. He scrapes his nails across the inside of his palm to ignore the plum 
fabric in his peripheral“ swaying from the breeje dipping through the open 
platform. Toes of leather boots clack over the gasps of the crowd, each tap 
striking his heart.
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The Mutter of blonde hair beside his mother belongs to his sister. xnly a year 
older than him. He remembers a time she swiped a damp cloth on his sticky skin. 
Iack when his Bngers couldn’t curl around her wrist. Danilo refuses to search 
for the Mat brown hair and toothy, dimpled grin belonging to his brother.

;un reMects oJ the sand, painful for his tired eyes but grounding in its 
familiarity. Ragged breaths Mit through his lungs and he slides a hand across his 
forehead. 2t’s a weak attempt to steady himself, but as nausea rises in his chest, 
he Bnds he cannot Bght it. His hood bumps up as he Bshes beneath to grasp his 
curls.

'The GieutenantBF
The title echoes in the empty space of his mind. Habit drives his elbow into 

the oncoming man’s nose. Reason and response war like the colliding winds of 
east and west. ;omething deep within him grins.

;hrill screams rattle his ear and he stares down at the soldier Mattened at his 
feet. The man’s sword clangs across the dirt, sand billowing beside his crumq
pled body. The spaces between the guard’s Bngers dribble blood, stained palms 
braced over his mouth.

The 3eneral leads his soldiers from the stands, face red and pale eyes crajed. 
2cy blood pulses through Danilo, heart knocking against his ribs with a sudden 
urgency.

Ahen Danilo sprints through the gate of the courtyard, he uses his momenq
tum to cripple the sentry at the throat. The spear in the guard?s hand falls, its 
clatter drowned by his wheejing breath. He?s alone by the e5it, which means 
they hadn?t prepared for the possibility of him being there. 

He shouldn?t have come. 
;oldiers rush through zudantei, gleaming swords drawn while the Ieseechq

er’s courtyard horn echoes over the thousands of hushed citijens—the mark of 
an escape. z rare occurrence.

Danilo barrels through the streets, stumbling around pedestrians that trip 
from his path. He scrambles up crates to Bnd purchase on a blisteringly hot 
lowqhanging roof. Ilurs of red pass through his peripheral as he sprints with 
one destination in mind.
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CHAPTER   FIE

D anilo considers himself a fairly optimistic person. Even after all the death 
claiming his troops over the years. Claiming men he was meant to watch 

out for. Maybe he was too young for the responsibility. But it didn't stop him 
from trying. 

The gutter alleys threatened was little optimism he scrounged together. The 
Nameless want him dead. The city wants him starved. And the men guarding 
the mouths of its most accessible entries want him in chains. Still, he Hees toward 
those narrow paths. Angry at himself for only being capable of running away 
these days. ke is far better than that. But perhaps because he is, he jnows 
that the downtrodden characters in the gutter alleys would gladly taje the 
opportunity to attacj an Audanteian soldier in their territory. Danilo counts 
on that very security.

As Danilo bursts from the rooftop into conGoining alleys below, he sjids to 
his rear in the sand. ke scrambles left as one of the ’eneral—s -nest rushes from 
their depthszAudantei2red fabric draped o8 the shoulder of his bow arm. An 
arrow tings o8 the stone house behind him.

Animals and citiIens screech when Danilo throws them into the path of the 
troops, drowned out by the soldiers— forceful commands. ke rounds a corner, 
jicjing out the supportive leg of a merchant's canopy and collapsing it on 
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vendors and civilians. Pt forces the soldiers to stop and aid, or sOueeIe through 
narrower alleys. kopefully Audantei's darj corners will engulf them. 

ke grinds to a halt. A line of soldiers blocj each of the gutter alleys— entrances 
amid the Chaljire Marjet, shields held at their frontzthe Beseecher—s symbol 
smeared in blood2red across the steelzand swords pointed outward.

Fith a deep breath, he sprints into the crowd. ;eople scramble to escape his 
path. ke ducjs under the sword of the soldier who rushes to subdue him. 9ld 
inGuries groan with his e8ort. :orced to change directions, Danilo slides beneath 
the busted underside of the fabric shop into the adGacent street and dashes to the 
kigh District.

The upper district—s alleys are bright and openztheir gutters tucjed under 
the roads in an elaborate sewer system. There—s a higher chance of running into 
another patrol rather than a Nameless. ke hopes they left their posts when the 
courtyard horn sounded. Danilo is relieved to -nd the towering white slab paths 
abandoned as he weaves through, sand spraying against the walls as he sjids 
over dry earth to put as much distance as possible between himself and the men 
chasing him. kis legs ache as he pushes onward.

Danilo spots a narrow sewer opening tucjed under a wide street planter, 
designed for the upper class servants. ke slides to his jnees and shimmies inside, 
feet sloshing into the -lth. ke mu“es a violent gag with his hand, thumb and 
-nger pinching o8 his nose. Soldiers storm across the cobbled street. They shout 
throughout the area, having lost his trail when sand turned to stone. Danilo 
hunches lower. ke jnows with the horn echoing across the city, its citiIens will 
have noticed him.

Sloshing echoes under his feet, ampli-ed from the surrounding stone, as he 
slides further from the opening. kis boots drag across the upturned roof tiles on 
the bottom of the sewer, his movements cautious to jeep the noise low. Streets 
grow silent, one voice at a time.

Danilo slumps against the sewer—s darj walls, eyes burning from the fumes 
that rises from the water beneath him. And though he can—t a8ord it, he pauses 
there to acjnowledge his failure and loss? the ache overshadowing his throbbing 
inGuries. Pt doesn—t last long before the need to run builds within him again. ke 
sighs.

A familiar song cuts through the sewer—s silencezthe cry of steel Heeing its 
sheath. Cold metal presses against his carotid. ke tenses, jnucjles grinding 
into the stone behind him. ke loojs at its wielder, eyes catching on a carved 
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dragonhead carved sta8. ’lowing blue eyes stare down at him. ke stares bacj. 
Fhen the blade shifts, he chances a glare at the sta8—s owner.

The greying edges of EnIo—s temples, and the peppercorn color of his beard, 
are as familiar as sea strijing earth. ConHicting shades of blue from the sta8 
reHect in his stone2cold eyes.

A -re breajs through Danilo—s adrenaline with something ajin to furyY a 
heated combination of guilt, blame, and vengeance.

Danilo attempts to lurch forward. EnIo rocjs the blade, cutting his sjin. ke 
grinds his jnucjles deeper into the stone, splitting open dry scabs. Fith the -lth 
surrounding him, he—s Ouicj to wipe the bacjs of his hands on his shirt. EnIo 
sOuints at the Ouicj movement.

Their breathing collides in the cramped space, echoing in tandem with the 
sewer sloshing around their anjles.

xFhat is your plan of attacj30 EnIo slides the dagger up until Danilo tilts 
his head to avoid it slicing his Gaw. Danilo refuses to meet his eyes, scrutiniIing 
the stone slab beyond EnIo—s shoulder. EnIo sneers and glides the jnife against 
Danilo—s cheej, forcing Danilo—s gaIe to him.

xLour father should be behind you with a battalion of men. Ps he not30 
Danilo Hinches at the mention of the ’eneral, and EnIo—s eyes light up in 
interest. ke chucjles darjly, the sound growing deeper with satisfaction when 
Danilo lurches for his throat. ke drives the blade—s tip into Danilo—s cheej. 
xFhat did you discover in the Narota camp30

Danilo—s teeth clacj together. EnIo sOuints at the obvious de-ance. The 
sewer beneath them gains speed, growing clearer with its sudden violence. As 
EnIo—s e1pression stills, Danilo whitens with realiIation. ke drives his heel to 
EnIo—s jnee and the man staggers into the opposite wall.

kis nails dig into EnIo—s clothes, but it does nothing against the man—s 
many layers. Between Danilo—s dwindling strength from the day—s events and 
the rapids pulling his feet from beneath him, EnIo peels him from the wall and 
pins him to the roof tiles at the bottom of the sewer. Faters as violent as the 
western seas pull him into the depths of their own accord. Danilo—s head pulses 
as he struggles to hold on to air. Fhen EnIo pulls him up, Danilo sputters water 
across EnIo—s sleeves. EnIo scowls.

Danilo pants, gripping the stone on either side of him as the water stills. kis 
eyes wander for a moment. ke could play the game. Allow that overlong sport 
of drawing out answers only to discover very little at the end. But Danilo's most 
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hated form of torture is waterboarding. And EnIo could do it for hours without 
laying a hand on him. As it stands, he doesn't have hours to o8er. ke needs out 
of the city, and he needs out now.

xFhy would P tell you30 Danilo grimaces at the e1haustion in his voice. EnIo 
jneels, -sting Danilo—s collar, and pushes him towards the water. ke -ghts bacj, 
breajing his nails across the slabs. xP—m not saying anything at all if you—re Gust 
going to jill me.0

ke glares at EnIo from where he sits, his waist submerged in the tossing 
water. EnIo hums, his jnee brushing against Danilo—s chest and his sta8 scraping 
the tile beside the Kieutenant—s ear.

xSounds lije a bargain.0
xMaybe it is.0 Danilo licjs his scar when it pulls uncomfortably. ke doesn—t 

move to escape, but he doesn—t rela1.
EnIo releases him and straightens. The water and -lth sOuelches as Danilo 

Hees its con-nes, Hicjing his hands dry despite his sopping clothes and hair. 
Standing with his arms against his chest, Danilo eyes the sewer, slumping on 
the wall with a tired sigh. EnIo stares from beneath his brows, loojing tempted 
to throw Danilo bacj in by the time e speajs.

xThe sword.0 
EnIo sneers. xFhat of it30
xFhat ofz0 a bitter laugh cuts from Danilo—s lungs. xPt turned blue.0
EnIo pins Danilo—s throat to the wall with a forearm. xFho touched it30
EnIo—s grey eyes blaIe into him, disappearing beneath his brows. kis heaving 

breaths scratch Danilo—s cheejs. The corner of his mouth tips upward. EnIo 
-sts his hair and cracjs his head against the wall. ke tajes Danilo—s weight, 
supporting his lolling head.

xP did.0 Danilo admits.
There—s a slur on Danilo—s tongue, but he can—t -nd the words through the 

fog muddling his brain.
xDo continue.0 The suddenness of EnIo—s voice causes Danilo to Hinch. xLou 

are alive because P—ve not yet found bene-t in jilling you.0
Danilo—s Gaw clenches under EnIo—s frigid gaIe. EnIo—s face remains still as 

Danilo—s eyes Hicj over him, trying to -nd a cracj in his masj? a hint of his 
thoughts.

xThere are some Ouestions P need you to answer.0 EnIo leans heavier on 
Danilo—s throat.
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xP—d rather die.0
UThat could be arranged.U
EnIo breathes steadily, his hold unmoving from Danilo—s necj, -st tight 

in the tattered fabric of the sand2coloured tunic.  Danilo doesn—t budge 
under the older man—s intense starezacclimated to Gudgment. 4olling his 
arm to force Danilo—s chin higher, EnIo sOuints and watches Danilo steal 
light breaths between his teeth.

xA bit older and P would sever your head from your necj.0 EnIo raises a 
brow at Danilo—s pathetic attempt to glare at him from where he—s pinned.

Danilo,  with failing self2control,  pushes his  ne1t words through the 
cracjs of his teeth, near unintelligible from the force he e1erts. xFhy don't 
you3U

;atterned marching echoes overhead, storming into the upper district. 
Steel armor clangs o8 the cobbled streets. Danilo—s breath hitches and he 
freeIes under EnIo—s grasp. EnIo rela1es, allowing Danilo room to breathe 
as the boy—s face betrays his thoughts.

xThey are after you,0 EnIo says, gaIe narrowed when Danilo focuses on 
him rather than through him.

xShut up, sjud.0
Blue magic lights their stretch of the sewer, and Danilo bites his tongue 

before saying anything more.
The screech of the gratezon the border of the kigh and Mid District, 

where the middle class dumps their bucjetsztells Danilo that they have 
little time before the soldiers are upon them. EnIo releases his hold on 
Danilo—s necj, still  -sting Danilo—s shirt.  Both looj down the darjened 
tunnel.

Neither can a8ord the cost of attention.
xPs it possible to agree on a point of contention30 EnIo places his sta8 

upright and straightens. The air stops shifting in circles.
Danilo—s gaIe Hicjs between EnIo and the distant sewer before EnIo—s 

words bring him to attention. They glare at  one another?  implications 
heavy between them.

xNo pity for the dead30 Danilo—s whisper rattles out in a cough, mu“ed 
in a dirtied sleeve stinjing of sweat and salt and ordure.

xLou are not dead yet.0 EnIo staljs down the sewer, wind and water 
rising behind him. Pt wades around Danilo—s jnees.
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Danilo has encountered EnIo enough times to jnow the odds favor the old 
Stormthrower. The man is lijely to drown him or blocj his e1its with a typhoon, 
forcing him into the ’eneral—s hand.

xP can guarantee food once we are beyond the city.0 EnIo pauses, light eyes 
catching on the larger tears in Danilo—s clothing. xAnd water. Fe—ll do the city a 
favour by ensuring you do not drinj from troughs lije a vagabond.0

Danilo snarls, face hot. ke has not made it a habit to drinj from the farm 
troughs found near the western walls of the cityztucjed among the middle 
and low classes, having been part of Audantei long before the walls were built. 
Pt had been on the rarest of occasions. EnIo either gleaned the information from 
the Nameless or from anyone loojing to maje an e1tra bit of coin. And while 
Danilo jnows his sjills have jept him from disaster, Audantei—s darj corners 
will close in on him soon.

Danilo loojs at EnIo and -nds the man—s blanj e1pression overcast by a slight 
upturn at the corner of his mouth.

xFhy30 Danilo asjs.
There—s a pause in the airzmade tense by the sound of splashing from further 

in the sewer. EnIo—s stare is hard and unyielding despite the barjing of the 
soldiers. :amiliar commands cut above the slosh under their feet. Let Danilo 
can—t bring himself to looj away.

ke—s run to Audantei, seejing answers and pardon alije. Though the cause 
of his blame stands before him, he -nds his untried guilt sated by a mi1ture of 
shocj and grief.

5nowing the ’eneral, Danilo has seconds to decide whether to give leverage 
to his enemy, or his life to this city. ke—d been primed to lay his life down for 
Audantei. Now he wants to live to spite the ’eneral. And the answer to his 
pardon stands before him with an icy stare.

ke reaches out a hand, swallowing down a grin with all his might, and waits 
while EnIo observes his open palm. Danilo closes around EnIo with an iron 
grip, and though EnIo doesn—t wince, he does tear away from Danilo soon after. 
Pf Danilo could be grateful for anything the ’eneral gave him, it—s his strength. 
Fhen EnIo spins on his heels, Danilo is forced to follow after him or be left 
behind for Audantei—s men.
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Fhen Audantei was still young and bright and full of opportunity, larger 
colonies had also seen its value. Armies from neighboring regions prepared to 
march upon its borders to claim it as their own.

The Blacj ’ate hadn—t been designed blacj. Crafted from the thicjest 
pale trees of the :roIen South, it was meant to open inward with two grand 
doorszin height, not designzand an oil2slicjed metal portcullis dropped from 
the front to allow for Ouicj closure. A strategy many disagreed with. Fhen 
enemy armies tried to burn the door, the portcullis erupted in Hames, charring 
the doors blacj. Now, a thicj layer of 6errai clay, a substance which grows 
stronger from heat, barricades the wood from any future attacjs.

Pt made Audantei famous? a city jnown for its wealth and impregnability. 
:or its fortitude.

The -rst 4oyal Beseecher rose from the success. A title now earned through 
dedication to Audantei and her many peoples, so desirably sought after, it over2
threw the status of noble lineage and became the governing voice of authority.

The Blacj ’ate, while of historical importance, is the most heavily guarded 
part of the city. Pts guards receive training from e124avagers and wear the darjest 
gear in the ’entled East. Danilo is not Gealous. The blacj gear in the direct glare 
of Audantei—s sun is torture. The gate sees the most traGc as it—s the fastest means 
of getting within the cityzand the spot the sewers drain from the wall.

The sewer drains into a hole in the ground. The heat dries the bottom of the 
cavern, leaving a disastrous drop beneath the grate. Pt—s not Danilo—s -rst choice 
of escape. Hnfortunately, with the ’eneral—s anger, it—s lijely the one option he 
will live through.

Danilo stares out into the cavern, the breeIe on the air failing to lift his 
dirt2heavy locjs. ke and EnIo have run through the few connecting sewers, 
having stalled the soldiers behind them for mere minutes. EnIo sneers at Dani2
lo—s pro-le, reaching to grab for him. Danilo constricts bruised -ngers around 
his wrist.

xLou—ve set a trap,0 EnIo accuses.
Danilo pulls his gaIe away from the hole to glare at the older man. xLou—re 

blacjmailing the Kieutenant Commander of Audantei for information.0
xP—ll have you aware, Kieutenant, that while P initially believed the horn was 

notifying soldiers of my presence, it was you they climbed into the sewer in 
search of.0 EnIo tears his hand from Danilo—s grip, the air growing stronger 
outside of the gate.
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xPf you want answers so badly,0 Danilo says while he gestures to the cavern, 
x-ll the hole.0

x;ardon30 EnIo stares at Danilo—s hand where it laIily points to the drop 
beneath them. Danilo tilts his head bacj, eyes level with the man in answer. xP 
will not maje my presence jnow to your ’eneral.0

Danilo crosses his arms over his chest. xLou don—t have to. P—m not saying -ll 
it completely. Fe only need enough to Gump.0

xFill your Blacj ’ate guards not notice when water arises30 EnIo—s eyes 
harden as he stares at Danilo.

Danilo steps bacj from the grate, allowing EnIo to looj out. EnIo raises 
his sta8, forcing Danilo bacj further. EnIo grips the metal grate and peers out 
cautiously.

Fhen the courtyard horn sounds, the Blacj ’ate drops the portcullis in part. 
A mount cannot pass under unless the rider draws his head down. They search 
each cart and maje an account of each person. Audantei—s list of wanted is jept 
by one individual. The other soldiers create order. Two linesY one coming and 
one going. There are two doIen men on the ground at the Blacj ’ate for the 
hundreds of passers. Their attention is not to be divided. The few archers or 
captains atop the wall wouldn—t spare a glance at the drainztrained to watch 
the horiIon and city on threat of demotion or death.

But it doesn—t mean Danilo and EnIo would be invisible to their eye. Espe2
cially if the soldiers in the sewers taje the correct turns. Fhile none of them have 
studied the maps and blueprints lije Danilo, the sewers aren—t e1actly a maIe.

xFe—re running out of time.0 Danilo says as a loud order echoes along the 
stones overhead.

EnIo sOuints at him, pulling bacj inside the grate. ke remains watchful, his 
thoughts carefully guarded behind his stony stare.

Danilo tries not to smirj as he feels the storm growing outside? the wind 
ripping into the tunnel. Sunlight cuts into the opening behind EnIo, stretching 
the man—s shadow to Danilo—s feet, Gailed by the darj lines of the grate. EnIo steps 
to the sidezbacj against the sewer wallzand gestures to the cavern beneath 
him.

xAt my insistence.0 EnIo says contritely. 
Danilo nods at the grate without letting go of EnIo—s gaIe, conveying without 

speajing how lijely Danilo will be to o8er himself so foolishly. EnIo—s frustrated 
stare moves over his shoulder. An angered shout severs the air behind them. 
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Danilo—s face drains of colour and he sprints forward, shoving himself through 
the grate without care of whether EnIo follows.

The white rays of the desert sun claw at Danilo—s eyes and he—s unable to brace 
them from the sun2sear as he falls. Find cleaves at the holes in his shirt before 
he—s slurped up by the waters at the bottom of the cistern. The shadows of the 
trench encase the water in darjness as he paddles towards the surface. ke breajs 
with a gasp before he—s dragged bacj down by his anjle. EnIo grapples at his 
tunic, eyes simmering with silent threats when Danilo grapples at his throat.

Danilo, though he can swim well enough to survive, jnows he is weaj in 
the water. And EnIo proves he is a far better swimmer, pinning Danilo in the 
darj edges of the cavern. kis focus is divided between getting free and holding 
onto his breath. ke freeIes against the rocj, pliant in EnIo—s grasp when a bolt 
from the wall—s gunman pierces below the surface of the water, rushing to a stop 
between their faces as it struggles to carve a path through the depths.

EnIo shoves him towards the surface. Danilo breajs the water sputtering, and 
heaves himself onto land. The gunman yanjs the line tight on a second bolt. 
Danilo staggers to his feet and EnIo yanjs him aside, the bolt screaming past 
Danilo—s head and into a palm tree.

Danilo spares a glance at the gunman, watching as he slides another bolt 
into the groove of the ballista. Fithout mercy. ke sprints after EnIo into the 
congregating merchants and farmers, hoping to dissuade Audantei from -ring 
at its citiIens. :rom the petri-ed screams and the telltale pierce of a ballista bolt 
through Hesh, Danilo jnows his hopes were in vain.
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CHAPTER   SI

D anilo’s adrenaline saps him of energy long before he slows to match 
Enzo’s pace. They weave through the crowds of vendors and farmers 

until the bustling sands give way to crops. And the crops—along with the heavy 
odour of fertilizer—stop at the thick underbrush surrounding the lake. Lush 
green bushes and reeds divide pathways from the lake’s edge.

Farmers would carve streams into their farmland to avoid approaching the 
water; an attempt to keep themselves and their livestock from falling victim to 
the crocodiles. As Danilo follows Enzo through the musty underbrush, he steps 
over the carved streams and the world vanishes. He’d consider the refuge of the 
interwoven brush a blessing if he weren’t sinking into Enzo’s previous steps, the 
moist sand suctioning to his boots.

The tremble of his Wngers adds to his heightened alert. Bith his faltering 
strength, he stands no chance of winning a Wght against Enzo. Iut the warning 
of potential death can’t stave o3 his desperate hunger.

Danilo struggles to ignore the orders within him that are aware of Enzo’s 
open back. The rusty iron weight around his ankle is a heady reminder of what 
he could accomplish in a brief second.

Enzo must sense a change in him because before Danilo can lunge forward, 
he’s pinned to a palm tree. 7ts rough bark drags against Danilo’s thin shirt. They 

x“



stare at one another in thinly concealed distaste. Enzo’s grip on Danilo’s tunic 
”eqes. Then he speaks.

S7 will keep my word, and you will go.- Enzo looks between Danilo’s eyes 
from beneath his brows. SElse 7 decide you are of better use dead.-

Danilo bites down on his tongue until he tastes iron. He gives a curt nod. 
Enzo leaps back as if touching Danilo cut open his palms.

Bith juaking knees, Danilo pushes himself in Enzo’s shadow. Ntepping 
directly into Enzo’s prints in the lakeside will deter the searching soldiers, since 
they’ll likely ignore one set where they can Wnd two. He keeps a keen—waverY
ing—eye on the back of Enzo’s head and considers his chances should he sprint 
into the fray of vendors along the road.

Danilo’s  aggressive  focus  remains  on  Enzo’s  swinging  hair  until  the 
everYgrowing waft of stew engulfs the tang of smoke. A rich, mouthwatering 
scent that has him stumbling past Enzo in the dense vegetation. He grinds to a 
stop, berating himself for the mistake.

Neven Ntormthrowers surround him, burrowed into the underbrush comY
fortably. Nome stand at Danilo’s arrival.

A man with sweeping, hooded eyes and ”opping black hair holds a Wstful of 
cards. His sleeveless skyYblue tunic is tied shut by a cobalt sash. His arms are 
covered with binding fabric—a mark of in?ury. He faces Easton, tawny locks 
”ying about in a cluster of cowlicks. His familiar blownYwide hazel eyes mock 
Danilo with memories of Garota.

S8ou realize you’ve got a tail, right, EnzoJ- A woman ”icks short wisps of 
black hair from her left cheek, the other side chopped close to her scalp—for 
the bow draped over her shoulders. Nhe glares at him. Her green eyes are bold 
against her teak skin.

Bhen Danilo shifts, the man nearest to him drops a hand to his sword. The 
burgundy coat stitched and lined with accents of gold softens his dark eyes. 
A thick and short black beard hides half his face, but not his distaste. The 
tightening grip on his weapon causes Danilo to clench his hands, coiled for a 
juick motion of the Ntormthrower’s spear.

Enzo gives the Wre a lazy wave as he steps into Danilo’s peripheral. Danilo 
doesn’t notice.

He knows this man—Oellert Akintol—from long before when he defended 
against an attack in one of the bitterYcold cities in the southern Oentled East unY
der Audantei’s protection. Oellert’s a decent Wghter with an aggressive o3ense. 
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Danilo hasn’t fought him, but he remembers three soldiers being crippled in 
the time it had taken them to draw their swords. Bithout the aid of magic.

Oellert had been among the last to retreat, his voice drowned out by the 
whistling force of the mountain winds. All he called was a name.

A Ntormthrower, dying from a deep gash to the chest, leapt up to attack 
but found Danilo’s sword sunk between his ribs. The man’s gurgled reY
sponse to the windYbroken cry struck Danilo deeper than any weapon had. 
Danilo knows regret will forever haunt his heart.

The sudden snap of the Wre has Danilo ”eqing his knuckles; poised, ready, 
and at attention. He sways on his feet. Desire swells in his throat, but he 
refuses to let his eyes wander to the pot above the ”ames. Even as the scent 
tickles his nose.

SBhy’s he here, EnzoJ- Another woman stands, popping out her full 
hips and Wtting her hands over them. Her whiteYblond ponytail ”icks over 
the thick furs sitting on her shoulders, unbothered by the desert heat. Nhe 
snaps her gaze between him and Enzo. 9udging by her wide stance and large 
Wgure, she’s from a Guicalli tribe. ‘r had been once.

Bhen Enzo’s silence persists,  Danilo casts a glare in his direction. He 
doubleYtakes. Enzo’s piercing eyes have darkened—and Danilo would conY
sider himself grateful for the lacking heat if it weren’t akin to pity.

S7 made a deal.- Enzo gestures to the pot again, glaring at Danilo from 
under his brows. SHe aids me. 7 aid him.-

Danilo scrutinizes the taunting Wre.  His stomach claws at him with 
urgency.

He can say no—like he so desperately wants to—can walk away without 
the weight of being indebted to Enzo Napienti pressing down on him like 
the death sentence he runs from. Iut he doubts he could make it  two 
minutes out before hunger drives him to insanity.

Nhu4ing closer, Danilo takes careful stock of the members around the 
Wre. Enzo remains behind him. He’s faced Enzo before, and has no jualms 
about doing it again. The others he’s not as certain about.

The Guicallian backs up as he shu4es forward. All  are still.  All  are 
watchful. Bith a strong but wary hand, she takes an o3ered bowl from 0aY
gus. His grin is devouring and his eyes glow. 7t distracts from blackYbrown 
hair glued to his sweaty forehead, and the upturned nose of a northerner.

S0agus,- she says, Sstop it.-
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0agus blinks, revealing a greener shade of hazel. His smile is mischievous 
rather than hungry. Ntill not friendly.

Games like P0agus’ are uncommon. 0ost avoid giving those names to 
their children because of 0edumean; the mythological beast dismissed as 
tale, but whose name still holds terror over the lands. As a vile devourer of 
worlds—breathing both Wre and famine—the centre had become a void, now 
named after him. 0edumean’s Heart. An unlivable desert wasteland. Bhile 
most have re?ected the story, the lingering fear of The End keeps names from 
re”ecting his power. 0agus has likely named himself.

SHestia.- The Guicallian hands o3 the bowl when it’s tight in Danilo’s grasp. 
Audantei’s speckled light dancing between the palm leaves, highlighting the pale 
freckles over her nose and forehead.

SD—-
SBe know.- Her tone is blunt, but her smile is kind.
He settles far from the Wre, the day’s heat Wnding its way through the underY

brush. The coolness of the plants and dampened sand provide a brief escape.
Danilo ignores the sweat rolling down the back of his neck as he dives into 

the stew. Their eyes keep on him, and while he loathes it, he ignores it; ignores 
Hestia’s sad eqpression as she holds the wooden spoon and how Enzo regards 
him without a hint of surprise. His skin twitches and ?umps in discomfort.

He wipes his chin with a tattered brown sleeve and cautiously accepts the 
utensil. After ”icking his attention to the man in the blue tunic pretending to 
appraise his cards, he eats slower.

First fuel, then Wght.
The lake glitters like glass a short distance away, small Wshing boats accenting 

the still surface. 7t reminds Danilo of the sea. He was happiest when he was 
stationed by the water, smelling the salt rising o3 the shores and watching red 
and gold light re”ect where the sky touched the world. He inhales the faint 
breeze of sand and sweat breaking through the underbrush while clinging to 
what brief images he con?ures.

A shift disrupts the silence—the telltale of a leg inward. A Wdget under the 
overbearing weight of the atmosphere. Danilo’s eyes are on them. Hard and 
unyielding. Easton sweats at the attention.

S7—ugh—well, uh, wYw—-
SIreathe, Easton.- Oellert shakes his hand, as if to pat Easton’s knee through 

the air. SHe ain’t gonna kill you with looks alone.-
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Go, he can’t. Iut why let him think otherwiseJ
SBhat, uh—- Easton’s hazel eyes ”ick between the cards he rotates between 

his Wngers, dirt packed under his nails. SBhat happened to youJ-
Danilo recoils, intense gaze turning confused. SBhatJ-
S8ou were the Lieutenant Uommander.-
SAndJ- Danilo braces to run.
S8ou’re acting like a starved stray.-
He takes a steady breath inward. His eyes ”icker about the group, landing on 

Enzo. They’re all thinking the same. There’s no chance he’d have won against 
them if he were his usual self, but he’d have put up a respectable Wght.

He’s thinner. Uovered in grime. 2atches of red and brown stain the tan fabric 
of his torn uniform. Easton should be smart enough to Wgure it out on his own.

S7 was relieved of duty.- He raises the bowl to his lips.
The greenYeyed woman sco3s, stepping on a plant for it to grow twice as 

large as before, green magic Wzzling across the dirt, following the roots beneath. 
S8ouJ-

S8es.- Danilo mutters into the edge of the wood bowl, spoon rubbing against 
the side where he clutches it.

SThat’s itJ- Her gaze shoots to him. There’s a cunning gleam in their 
depths—she’s trying to glean information from him.

SThat’s all 7’m telling you.-
Tension crackles in time with the Wre, the ”ames spurred on by 0agus’ 

entertained laughter. Danilo eyes it warily, ?umping when Oellert stomps closer 
to him.

SAre you wantedJ- Oellert asks.
Danilo clenches the bowl until his knuckles whiten, scanning Oellert for a 

weakness. SBhat of itJ-
S8ou’re like us,- Oellert chuckles, hand still lingering on his sword.
Danilo makes to stand, but he’s thrown down when yellow magic coils 

around his middle. 7t constricts similar to a snake, darkening the Wbers of his 
shirt and welting his skin. A lightbender. The blackYhaired woman—Keina, 
Danilo gathers from a couple of yelling members—leaps forward and grabs 
Oellert’s throat, spitting at him through her teeth.

SOellert.- Nhe drags his gaze to her, Wngers locked around his ?aw.
SBhatJ- Oellert’s Wst trembles as he holds Danilo in place, talking at her 

through his teeth in return.
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Keina hollers at him in the Kuhari tongue of the Dead Best with such 
vigor it draws the worst of Oellert’s focus. Her Wnger points at Danilo, but 
her glare remains Wqed on her companion. The rest watch on. Eventually the 
warm magic disperses into the breeze like sand, Oellert deep in argument with 
Keina despite the hand on his hilt and the pointed glare in Danilo’s direction.

Danilo’s hackles rise with the swirl of emotion in the air. He’s content to 
let them make their assumptions and be on his way. Hestia takes the bowl 
tossed to the ground and Wlls it again, another tender smile directed at him.

SHow are you aiding himJ- Oellert shoves away Keina to speak at Enzo, 
who raises a brow in return.

SBhat makes you believe 7 have not alreadyJ- Enzo rumbles, arms crossed 
over his chest, content to let the chaos unfold.

SPe fact Pat 7 know you.-
Enzo hums, glances over the group, and resumes his glare. S7n return for 

food, he promised me answers. Gow is as good a time to hold you accountY
able.-

Danilo abandons the spoon when Enzo sjuats before him, opting to tilt 
the bowl little by little. He holds Enzo’s stare.

Danilo is underwhelmed by the juestions Enzo asks. And he answers them 
in honesty, ?ust as he had encouraged his soldiers. Audantei has no hidden 
entrances. Got including the sewer grate he and Enzo leapt from. The west 
wall backs onto the mountain ridge, and the face has been chiseled ”at. !nless 
one of Enzo’s Wnest happens to be a windYrider, they’re out of luck. There 
are three small gates on the north wall which backs up to the barren desert. 
Two narrow gates claim the east wall for access to the Wshers’ docks, though 
the High District tends to host eqtravagant parties on the lake’s edge where 
the reeds grow highest and the palms are tallest.

Danilo thinks this is information Ntormthrowers would strip from a foot 
soldier. 7t seems a waste of words to ask the Lieutenant Uommander. Bhen 
Enzo switches to the Ieseecher’s political circle, the apprehension ebbs from 
him.

7t’s a chase of juestions and answers. Danilo understands what Enzo 
wants to know after ten minutes.

The Koyal Ieseecher is a warrior with more political control than one would 
desire. And as a man of battle, he has no amiability. 7nstead, Galcun Iarmithol, 
the Ieseecher’s diplomat, acts as the main emissary. Danilo is aware of the poY
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tential disasters of intercepted letters sent by Galcun. The Ieseecher’s messages 
are formalities to distract the enemy. A fact Enzo must have discovered.

Iy the time Enzo begrudgingly accepts Danilo’s halfYtruth answers, the sun 
is deep orange and shadows swallow the underbrush. Enzo snaps his wrist in 
dismissal and Danilo leaps to his feet, turning to leave when Oellert blocks his 
path. His eyes are dangerous.

SBe cannot let him go wi’out risking ourselves.-
S8ou can’t ?ust kill him, Oellert,- Hestia says.
Oellert’s eyes move from Hestia to Danilo. Danilo doesn’t need to ask what 

he’s thinking. He’s thinking the same.
Enzo sighs, staring at Danilo as he mulls over a solution. SGibeck owes me a 

favor.-
SA wheat farmJ- Hestia’s screech makes Danilo ?ump, abandoning his focus 

on Oellert to watch her storm closer to Enzo. SThe only reason they don’t buy 
slaves is because they’d drop dead from the demand.-

SAndJ Be all know he’s strong.- 0agus looks up at her.
S7 also know what 7 see.- Her eyes soften to Danilo, and she places her hands 

on her hips. S8ou got any other plans, sweetheartJ-
There’s a tenderness in her tone that makes his response die on his lips; 

she’s yet to prove herself worthy of the slur, and Danilo is painfully aware he’s 
outYpowered. Her smile is full of sorrow, the edges sharp with knowledge. 7t’s 
a hint of kindness he has yearned for, but was only o3ered in brief moments 
amongst the busy demands of formal gatherings. Nomething eqclusively materY
nal.

S7... 7 don’t know.- He sighs, looking in the direction of the vendors packing 
their wares for the travel ahead. S7 don’t have many contacts outside the city.-

Nhe shu4es on her feet and nods encouragingly. He sjuints at her, the 
scathing eqpression dislodged when Oellert steps forward in warning.

He has no plan. Go means of escaping the city or the threat against him. 
Habit had kept him tied to Audantei, working in its shadows, protecting the 
little he could of his former life.

S7’ll head for the Dead Best.- He Wgures it’s enough of an answer to deter her 
curiosity.

7t’s not.
SAnd do you have a way of getting thereJ Any suppliesJ- Nhe tilts her head.
He studies her.
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There’s no wrinkle of malice in the depths of her eyes—none he can Wnd. 
Her smile is wooden and sti3. Keminiscent of a puppet or a painting. A show 
of caricature rather than character.

Danilo rubs his stinging knuckles and shakes his head with a slow and delibY
erate motion.

SBell,- she brushes sand from her furs and straightens, Show about—-
SHestia.- Enzo barks and lurches towards her. Danilo ”inches, though he 

will forever deny it. SDon’t dare suggest it.-
S7’m not Psuggesting’.- Nhe crosses arms at him, Wqing him with a hardened 

eqpression that makes the man halt in his tracks. S7’m o3ering.-
Bhen she faces Enzo, the black gleam of a massive ‘stertain battleYaqe glowY

ers at Danilo. An unyielding, unforgiving material native to the Frozen Nouth. 
7t’s as wide as her hips and hidden against her back as the handle follows her 
spine. Danilo’s seen ‘stertain weapons in action—and while they’re rare, it’s 
known that no soldier wants to face them—the aqeYhead shatters regular iron 
swords. He’s grateful Enzo has taken her attention.

S7 demand you refrain from Po3ering’ niceties to the enemy,- Enzo booms, 
his eyes turning to Danilo with a cold and deadly rage.

SBhyJ Iecause you’re the NecondJ- Hestia trudges a circle around them, 
opting to pass in front of Danilo rather than behind him. Nhe pauses, nodding 
in his direction while addressing Enzo. SLook at him.-

Enzo glances between them with a curled nose and a heavy scowl. S7 am.-
SGo. 8ou’re not.- Her hands fall to her hips. SLook again.-
Danilo looks over the lake when Enzo’s analytical eyes ”ick over him, a 

deWling sensation which becomes unbearable when disgust darkens Enzo’s face.
S8ou still can’t see it... the once High Lieutenant Uommander, and now 

whatJ 0alnourished, dehydrated—-
Danilo takes o3ense to that, but he has enough sense to see what she sees. 7n 

Garota, Enzo met an oq of a boy who was ejually stocky as he was tall. He shed 
weight, and it’s evident in the skin clinging to his face. Highlighted by the dark, 
boneYweary eqhaustion from living in the streets.

S—how old is he, EnzoJ Go older than eighteenJ- Her tone softens, recogY
nizing something in Enzo despite his face remaining impassive. S7t’s a little too 
familiar for my liking.-

Enzo bristles. Gods. Then vanishes into the underbrush. Hestia crosses and 
uncrosses her arms as she tries to decide whether to follow him.
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SHe’ll cool o3.- 0agus runs his Wngers through his curls, leaving red marks 
at the edge of his hairline. He smiles at her. Danilo’s unable to tell whether it’s 
in warning or at her eqpense.

S7 know.- Nhe sighs, settling her hands atop her hips as she paces.
The others look between Hestia and 0agus before Wnally opting to stare 

at Danilo. He tries to leave and walks into the edge of Oellert’s blade. After 
that, he keeps his eyes on his nasty boots. Even then, he notices the track Hestia 
wears into the ground, still glances when someone shifts, and sti3ens when she 
approaches.

SAre you sure you know what you’re doingJ- The man in the blue tunic 
gestures at her.

SDo any of usJ- Nhe pauses.
He gives her a wry halfYsmile and nods at the cards in his hands, forgotten 

until that moment. He tosses two at the pile between him and Easton. Easton 
grumbles and continues their game.

Hestia looks between Danilo’s eyes. He refrains from leaning away. S8ou 
look like you could use an actual bed, honey. Bhat do you sayJ-

Llodis Altamura, the High Oeneral of Audantei, is very damn good at his ?ob. 
Kegardless of what its people may say.

Iut after the sour taste of being outsmarted swells his failure more than his 
pride, he begrudgingly admits seeing to the soldiers’ skills may have been his 
own downfall. He’d trained them to swing a sharp betrayal. And his son, no 
less.

Uoming before the Koyal Ieseecher had never been a daunting task. Though 
he never had to carry the cumbersome weight of acidic disappointment before 
the unused throne. ‘It’s made for far more conceited men than me’ rings clear in 
his memory as he saunters past the seat, engraved gold encased in red velvet.

Damn shame, he thinks.
He pushes open the heavy door dividing the throne room from the IeseechY

er’s juarters.
SNir,- he says as he straightens.
SHello, old friend.- Ieseecher Ouerra’s tone is as kind as it is mocking.
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The back of Gosymo’s head doesn’t move from where he hunches over 
papers and messages strewn about the table. Irown hair conceals his eqhaustion 
from the soldier stationed inside his door. The useless soldier, in the Oeneral’s 
opinion. Bith the Ieseecher built like a beast, and as treacherous as one, there’s 
no man—not even Llodis—better ejuipped to guard him than himself.

SGews you bringJ- Ouerra rubs his brow, gesturing to the front of his table 
without looking up.

There are no chairs. Gosymo has never been a man to invite company. Gone 
that didn’t involve a casket’sYworth of wine and a beautiful woman. Ntill, his 
suggestion is as good as an order. Oeneral Llodis walks to the desk’s front, 
shoulders as set as they’d be in a march.

SThe traitorous lieutenant has been found in the presence of Enzo Napienti.-
Gosymo looks up at him then, dark eyes sparkling with something unY

spoken. He waits. For what the Oeneral doesn’t know, but he outYwaits the 
waiting.

S2lease tell me, Oeneral, you don’t believe your own son has abandoned 
you for the enemyJ- Gosymo pushes hair from his face and stretches his writY
ingYarm with the action. SEven 7 know he’s far more loyal to you than that.-

SDue respect, sir, he’s never followed orders without causing another probY
lem. Gever shown respect for our reasons.-

Gosymo scowls and hu3s a breath.
SOeneral, a man will walk into a diamond noose if it means he’s worth more 

in his last breaths.- Gosymo leans forward as if inching closer will allow the 
Oeneral more cognizance. SDo you understandJ-

SGo, Nir,- he said.
Gosymo sighs. S7’m saying that boy is lost among the greatest manipulators 

this world has yet seen.-
SAnd he’s always been a fool.-
SLlodisI- Gosymo slams his Wst on the desk and the wood groans. They both 

pretend not to notice the guard ?ump. S8our own son.- He glares up at him 
from under thick brows. S8our boy. Have you no faithJ-

SGo.-
The Oeneral watches him recoil. Uatches the brief curl of his nose. Uan 

practically feel the clench of his knuckles where they wrap against the wood.
S8—- There’s a darkness boiling in his eyes, one Llodis has grown to appreY

ciate. S‘ut.-
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A screech cuts through the air as the door from the ad?acent hallway opens. 
Llodis grunts, dips his head, and halts midYturn.

He’s seen her before. Nhe’s been a favourite of Gosymo’s for years. A brunette 
with silky waves and upturned brown eyes that glitter red in the sunlight. The 
bloodYred makeup painted horizontally over her glassYwhite cheeks and nose 
indicates her paid services. Llodis risks a glance at Gosymo, a ?ealous heat rising in 
his gut at the Ieseecher’s loose shoulders and suave, lazy grin. Llodis was denied 
the chance at Ieseecher because of his marriage. Gosymo gets any woman he 
wants and never lost his title.

Nhe glares openly while they pass one another, his ire nothing more than 
a tickle for her to deter. He will see her again. Iut the neqt time they pass 
one another in the Ieseecher’s personal chambers, he’ll have the Lieutenant in 
custody. And he won’t be bothered to wait for Hanging Day.
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CHAPTER   ESEV

C hagrin stirs in Danilo as he curses Hestia for her gentle, vile intentions. 
Agreeing with her had gotten him bound with a hemp sack over his head 

and thrown onto a camel.
His breath is stiTing beneath the sack, sagging around his mouth and nose. 

Whe rough fabric chafes the damp skin of his neck. He wants to toss it in their 
faces. Fith the rope cinching his wrists together, making his Gngers numb, he 
has few options. ’ewer while riding double with xellert.

He feels heys headed to his eBecution rather than escaping it.
Danilo knows who heys surrounded bR. And while theRyre eBemplarR in... 

minimal hospitalitR, he shouldnyt receive anR. ’or that reason, he grits his teeth 
and forces his waning control to sit alongside him. Eesides, heys not risking being 
dragged.

He sits for hours, seething, evading his instincts in favour of listening to 
their hissed whispers. Danilo knows the mounts meander southwest, despite the 
sack deterring him from distinguishing an eBact heading. xellert and zeinays 
constant bickering give awaR meaningless details which jnIo berates them for 
from the rear of their procession.

xellertys camel slips in the dunes. Danilo braces against xellertys back, trRing 
to ground himself as the camel 4arringlR corrects its footing. 8t grumbles as 
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xellert 4olts on the reins, a grunt rattling free. He shoves Danilo o” his back, 
and Danilo scrambles to grab the fabric beneath him.

Szather pick me o” the ground‘q Danilo saRs, Gsts tight as he struggles 
against the binds.

S-aR anRying more and 8yll leave Rou Oere.q
Whatys what he wants.
Danilo opens his mouth when realitR slams her Gst against his head. Hours. 

He would need to walk the same back. Fhich he would have no ;ualms with 
at another time. Eut with eBhaustion and a lack of weapons, he hardlR wants 
to risk meeting the bone—thin hRena packs prowling the region.

xellert rips the bag awaR and Daniloys eRes burn with sunsetys acidic light. 
He ducks into xellertys shadow and pushes his Gngers into his watering eRes. 
As theR ad4ust, he wipes sweat from the side of his face left behind bR the 
hemp.

Prange and pink stain the horiIon with vibrancR, merging to greet the 
darkening skR. xlittering views were a luBurR obtainable in Audantei onlR for 
those who march the citadelys upper halls. Danilo had the chance to memoriIe 
them across the landscapes of the xentled jastL over babbling lakes, glinting 
o” snowcapped stones, and peering between green branches twined together. 
Whe pictures in his mind never compare to the real thing.

He blinks in the small town9which could classifR as an overlarge farm if it 
werenyt for the populous. Cattle wander about near the stream, their red coats 
a bright ocher in the setting light. Neople trip over one another as theR divide 
for the camels, some women Ranking their brown shawls over their shoulders.

An elderlR woman, sienna skin weathered bR smile lines around her eRes, 
greets the -tormthrowers bR name. -he fusses over Eorak9the man in 
blue9as he dismounts to give her the same kindness, ducking into her palms 
when she cups his face. Her thick accent distorts her native tongue. Danilo 
s;uints, correcting his seat when he feels xellertys eRes on him.

xuilt crowds Daniloys heart, often felt when he travels beRond Audanteiys 
borders. Mong before him, Audantei was a citR of culture. When the nobilitR 
rushed in at its successful trades and promises of wealth. 8t hadnyt taken a Rear 
before their privilege became oppression and the native races and beliefs were 
watered down bR their own. Danilo doesnyt know whether his ancestors were 
among them or if his forefathers had carved their waR into Audanteiys power 
more recentlR, but heys guiltR of the same as the rest. He wishes he werenyt.
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A thin laRer of sand dusts the air from a bull hauling his wagon. His owner 
ambles ahead, straw hat tucked low over his brow, without interest in whether 
his animal follows. Dogs Rap at the beast, weaving between its legs to escape the 
s;uealing children running amok. 0one of the communing adults glance about 
in concern.

Danilo sighs past the tightness in his chest. He never traveled under Audan—
teiys Tags to towns like these. Where was something about them that both settled 
him and caused his anBietR to rise. He gulps in a breathL the air lacking the stickR 
tang of sweat which lingers in Audantei. jven potent with the heat, he savours 
it.

ziding up to an obscure, monumental building, xellert dismounts from his 
camel, keeping it in place with a palm on its chest. WheR stare at one another. 
Danilo refrains from strangling him with the abandoned reins.

Sxet o”.q xellert saRs.
Danilo holds his bound wrists higher, cupping his hands as if a beggar.
S0ot likelR. xet o”.q xellert grips the saddle strap with a pointed glare. 

SEefore 8 pull Rou o”.q
Danilo swings a leg over and drops to the ground, his knees and thighs 

groaning from the awkward ride. Whereys a brief opening where xellertys back 
is to him, the manys sword glinting in its sheath. Eefore Danilo pulls it free, 
jnIo drives the bottom of his sta” into Daniloys neck. Danilo coughs, bringing 
his palms up to cup his throat. He glares at jnIo with watering eRes. xellert 
chuckles, leading his camel and jnIoys dapple greR mare into the shelter around 
the buildingys side. He casts a comment to zeina, who smirks, holding open a 
ricketR gate. 8t groans when she shoves it shut behind xellert, her sharp gaIe on 
Danilo.

jnIo strides forward. Danilo steps back and continues back until his spine 
touches the building. jnIo sneers, snags his collar, and tugs. Daniloys boots scu” 
the dirt against his e”orts. A darker scowl lances across jnIoys stonR face seconds 
before he shoves Danilo into the mudbrick, dislodges his stance, and throws 
him into 1agus9who grabs him with a snake—like grin dancing over his teeth. 
1agusy focus makes Danilo feel like preR.

Hestia knocks her shoulder against 1agus as she passes, looking down at him 
in distaste. -he Ticks her white—blond hair awaR from her face, ignoring Daniloys 
struggling in favour of jaston. He approaches her with a curious gaIe, and she 
throws an arm over his shoulders.
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Whe threads of Daniloys  tunic scream in 1agusy  clutches,  and while 
Hestia guides jaston into the house,  1agus forces Danilo towards the 
stairs until his ankles meet the bottom step. He falls onto it.

Daniloys  glare ticks to the knife on 1agusy belt.  jnIo looks over his 
shoulder when the paddock gate creaks behind zeina and xellert but is 
;uick to return his attention to the struggle. Whe latch clacks shut over 
their chuckling. As theR approach the stairs, zeinays face pinches. -he steps 
over Danilo, xellert behind her.

He casts his attention back to jnIo and 1agus, recoiling from Eorakys 
sudden appearance. Eorak waves to the elderlR woman and cradles a basket 
under one arm. Wurning to the house, he grimaces at 1agusy hungrR stare 
and pushes his black fringe from his blue eRes.

SCan Rou 4ust  get  the civilian inside‘q Eorak saRs with disapproval, 
shifting the basket as he shuUes closer to the stairs. Danilo scrambles aside, 
not eager to be stepped over again.

1agus grins at Eorak, shrugging nonchalantlR. Eorak frowns, shielding 
his eRes from the last sunlight to see jnIoys eBpression. jnIoys face doesnyt 
change aside from the tick of a brow. Danilo supposes Eorak understands 
because the man nods and pads past him on the staircase.

Whe sand in Daniloys clothes makes his skin itch beneath the weight of 
their stares. He moves to his feet when 1agus lunges, hands winding in 
Daniloys collar. Danilo tears the knife from 1agusy belt.

jnIo cracks him in the 4aw with his sta” and pulls 1agus back.
SDo not take arms against him9S jnIo tells 1agus, clawing the knife 

from Daniloys hands, walking him backwards to throw him into the door 
frame. S8 can attest to his skill. 8yve seen his massacres.q

1assacre. Danilo rubs his 4aw, the word Glling his mouth with bitterness.
Heyd done what was ordered. And he would do it again. Eut for his ho—

nour9his life9to be called Omassacrey bR a man with the same misdeeds... 
it breeds a vile resentment in his lungs. Daniloys glare conveRs his opinions 
on jnIoys hRpocrisR.

jnIo steps closer,  eRes hard like the xeneralys  from that fateful daR, 
and Danilo stumbles inside, blinking as he struggles to ad4ust in the dark. 
Maughter bounces o” the bare reed—wood walls  alongside the crawling 
shadows, and the Toor creaks beneath their combined weight.
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A drawing room huddles to the side of the entrance, and its old furnish—
ings deGne the purpose of such a large house in an otherwise shabbR villageL 
an abandoned brothel meant for entertaining and housing travellers. Yelvet 
lines the aged couches in Audanteiys signature red, its spongR cushions thick 
and inviting. 1atching chairs sit across from it, their colour emphasiIed bR 
the midnight blue curtains consuming the narrow wall. A chipped brick 
hearth sits in the middle of the far wall. Pnce, this room was grand.

Daniloys breath catches at the snap of a latch and he whirls his attention 
back to the eBit,  recoiling like a serpent as the frigid blue hue of jnIoys 
magic slices around the door. 1agus watches him with a smirk. His heart 
thuds in his ears9an unsteadR, hurried pace, made heavR with the cold 
weight of recognition.

He meets jnIoys steelR gaIe while the man steps down the hall to where 
giggles punch through the tension. jnIo lingers in the doorwaR to cast 
a glance at 1agus. Where is no interaction between them. And within a 
breath, jnIo shuts the door behind him.

1agus stalks Danilo with a grotes;ue fascination. WheR stare at one 
another, blank eRes versus blank eResL icR despite the heat in the air. A sharp 
sensation pricks Daniloys Gngers as theR beg to wrap around 1agusy pulse. 
1agusy lips pull wide, warring with the warm colour of his eRes. Daniloys 
skin crawls.

He takes in his surroundings with an eRe on 1agus, noting the spread 
of books and papers, the laRered carpets, and the low ceiling. And a hoard 
of candles with pooling hot waB, as if lit moments before. A single droplet 
rolls o” oneys edge. When another. He Tinches when it Tares to life.

1agus laughs9dark and 4agged with appreciation.
Danilo meets 1agusy eRe again as the man eBhales, like an attempt to 

blow the wick out from where he guards the door. All  the candles roar 
alight. Danilo recoils and 1agusy smile widens, laughter lingering in his 
breath. zecovering his dignitR,  Danilo looks between his binds and the 
open Tame before stupidlR holding the rope over the Gre. 1agus tilts his 
head, a mad grin on his face that Danilo doesnyt see.  He clenches a Gst 
and the Tames consume Daniloys wrists. Danilo hisses and hits his forearm 
against his middle to stamp out his blaIing sleeve.

Fhen heys rescued his arms from severe burns, jaston crowds 1agus. 1ousR 
locks splaR about his head. His angrR chatter doesnyt deter the Gre mageys 
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satisGed leer. Nendants and coins across his clothing chime as he saunters into 
the other room, leaving jaston in his stead. jaston turns haIR eRes onto Danilo.

Pf them all, he should be the last theR pair against the eB—Mieutenant. 
Whough, Daniloys seen jastonys eBpression on merchants whoyd learned to read 
the wants of a man. Whe accompanRing smile is knowing.

zope scrapes the reddened skin of Daniloys wrist, and he bites his tongue 
to stop from hissing. jaston Tinches, dances from foot to foot, leaps forward, 
then freeIes as if the sudden movement shocked him. Danilo appraises him but 
refuses to respond otherwise.

Whe restraints twist and Danilo grits his teeth, eBpression paling as the rope 
grows hoarR scales. 8t slackens around one wrist, coiling around the other with 
the Tick of a tail. Danilo doesnyt move, paralRIed bR the black eRes of the 
notorious white cobra. Whe snake watches him, glands Tuttering with its breath.

-oldiers would leap up from a dead sleep as if possessed were the sands to 
move beneath their bedrolls, their muddled minds ;uick to stab the ground or 
sprint from the tent in search of the nearest torch. Whe white cobrays venom 
potencR can kill twentR men9as can its lesser cousin. Eut paired with a paralRtic 
saliva, it is the largest threat to Audanteiys armies. Heys seen men die in minutes.

0ever has he been face—level with one. And it wasnyt a beast he aimed to face.
Danilo sweats, his arms shuddering when his bodR demands for air he refuses 

to release. Angered bR his shaking, the snake hisses and recoils into the strike 
position. jaston snatches it, Gngers pressing on either side of the head, acting 
before it does. WheRyre froIen aside from their trembling. jaston stares at Dani—
lo. Eut the snakeys sharp, curling fangs snare Daniloys attention. WheR retract 
when jaston forces its mouth closed, pinching the head in a tight grasp. He lifts 
the serpent free of Daniloys arm.

S6h9jnIo‘q jaston moves back into the hall, fear amplifRing his voice.
jnIo bursts through the door with Hestia and her aBe in tow. He halts at the 

sight of the white snake in jastonys hands. 8ts tongue Ticks, glands relaBed in 
jastonys clutch, placid about being handled.

S8s that9S Hestia cups a hand over her mouth when the serpent hisses at her 
volume. -he settles the aBe—head on the Toor.

jnIo toes forward, settling a palm against jastonys arm. Danilo rubs his 
burnt wrist, watching aptlR as fear graces jnIoys stoic eBpression.

SFas trRing to help,q jaston whispers, hands steadR despite the tremble in 
his voice.
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jnIo pins him with a disapproving look, faltering as the snake writhes 
in jastonys hands. He nods and turns to the open door where xellert leans 
in wait, his dark eRes Ticking between jnIo, jaston, and the snake. Fith a 
cautious sweep of his hand, jnIo waves xellert over.

SDispose of it,q jnIo saRs, hushed.
xellert weaves through them until he stands at jastonys back, placing his 

palms over jastonys shoulders to guide him to the door.
S898 didnyt mean9S jaston frowns at the cobra.
xellert taps jastonys head before sliding awaR the latch. SFe know.q
jastonys lip 4uts out before he stumbles out the door. xellert chokes, 

the skin around his eRes wrinkled in fear. He shuts the door behind him, 
and a soft  blue glow permeates the frame. jnIoys  magic weakens with 
their absence. Danilo studies it before the heat of jnIoys stare draws his 
attention. Whe man sneers and snaps his gaIe awaR.

SFatch him.q jnIo saRs to Hestia, turning on his heels.
Hestiays ponRtail snaps her cheek as she turns a glare on him. -he drops 

a hip, hands settling over them both. SAsk me.q
jnIo pivots with a raised brow, and she raises one in return. Wheir stares 

make Daniloys breath catch. Hestia is as deGant and demanding as to be 
eBpected from a 0uicallian, her strong will steadfast beneath jnIoys scowl.

Danilo received such looks from both the xeneral and jnIo. And while 
the xeneralys  presence was far more daunting, his glare failed to match 
jnIoys in intensitR.  -o when Hestia tips her chin upward and her gaIe 
narrows, Daniloys eRes widen.

jnIo sighs, tipping his head to the ceiling, and glances at Danilo from 
the corner of his eRe. SFatch him‘q

Daniloys 4aw drops.
Hestiays smile breaks across her glittering cheeks. -he nods, Ticking her 

ponRtail aside and bracing her aBe against her shoulder. jnIo hums, rolling 
his  eRes while shoving through the old,  thick door.  Danilo stares at  it, 
waiting for jnIo to return.

SFhatys in there‘q Danilo asks.
He 4umps when Hestia tsks. Her saddened eRes hover over him.
SWhe kitchen.q -he peers at the door before tilting her head to him with 

a shrug.
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Despite having eaten, his stomach rumbles. Whe stew, while deep with 
Tavor, was not heavR enough to sate his need. He doubts theR will allow 
him in while theR commune. jspeciallR since heys likelR the center of their 
discussion.

Hestia, despite her imposing aBe and powerful form, doesnyt pose much 
of a threat. -oft natured enemies are as likelR to kill as a cowardlR allR. And 
though Danilo guesses sheys a -tormthrower, sheys Ret to wield her magic. 
Danilo chances stepping into the hall to scrutiniIe the door, but she blocks 
him from seeing past her.

A staircase descends from the wall near the kitchen door. 8tys cascaded 
bR shadows, blackened bR a lack of light from below. He glances over his 
shoulder. Hestia waves at him, scratching the faded purple paint on the 
trim with her boot.  Whough it  means thereys  no chance of escape,  heys 
desperate for a moment of refuge.

Dust sparkles in the basementys dim candlelight, which Tickers from the 
wind sneaking between stone slabs. He rubs his wrist, the red skin tingling 
beneath his touch. Whree straw dummies wrapped in white fabric9a red 
target painted on their middle9sit to the side of an open platform, two 
stout steps welcoming him atop. A selection of swords decorate the wall 
behind the stage, their dull edges glittering silver.

He lifts a sword, s;ueeIing it, surprised bR its weight. 8ts blade couldnyt 
cut through still water, but itys a relief to hold a weapon. 8f he knew heyd 
lose his own on that fateful daR, heyd have kept it closer. Whe bladeys edge 
folds on itself, meant for training. 0ever designed to act on his thoughts.

WheR train like him. ’lesh and blood. PnlR here,  the punishment of 
a fumble didnyt become the stinging reminder of inevitable casualtRL the 
price of imperfection.  He hooks the sword back into its  place,  Gngers 
lingering on the cold steel.

SHeR.q Eorak stands on the stairs  with one palm braced on a beam, 
ale—mug in the other, his eRes GBed on Daniloys hand. S’ood, rest. Come.q

Danilo follows9alwaRs an obedient soldier.
Hestia sits on the Toor with her dinner, the meal half gone in her lap. 

Fith a ;uail  drumstick shoved in her mouth, she o”ers a plate to him, 
tearing meat from the bone tucked in her cheek. Danilo grimaces.

Eorak Toats down the hall, and Danilo pretends his intrigue doesnyt Ticker to 
life. Where isnyt much to notice before Eorak comes to an abrupt halt, his stance 
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set to block Danilo from going farther. He feels smaller despite seeing clearlR 
over Eorakys head. Eorak ushers him inside an open door.

Whe bedroom is small, but not cramped, teetering on the edge of coIR and 
uncomfortable. Danilo stands in its middle, clinging to the plate of food. He 
looks at the narrow path from the bed to the desk to the door. Whe room is 
simple. Eut heys had simpler.

He sits on the bed, shoulders caving from eBhaustion. 8tys feather—soft. Nlush. 
Calling to him like the song of a soldierys mistress. Whe clack of wood against 
wood snaps him from its spell. Eorak places the mug down on the bedside table, 
alert eRes gleaming with his perception.

Daniloys skin twitches as he tries to evade it with nowhere to go and chooses 
instead to inspect his plateL ;uail meat and oiled bread. Eorak straightens and 
steps out of the room.

Szest. Fouyll be let out.q Whe door clicks behind him.
A thought pulses in the back of Daniloys mind. Nlacing the plate on the bed, 

he stalks to the door. Mightning snaps o” the handle9a scornful purplish—blue 
cuts through his palm, burning and numbing as it travels through his wrist and 
up his arm. He shakes out his hand, stepping back. When he leaps at it with 
renewed fervour. 8t burns as he Ranks, and despite his tugging, it remains GBed. 
Eoth hands tremble when he releases.

Eorak is a lightning wielder.
8n that moment, he admits two thingsG heys a prisoner, and heys starving. 

Fhen the food and water are gone and sleep hums her sweet tune, heyll admit to 
a third, the thought incessant as he Gghts sleep. He became their willing prisoner 
to escape the xeneral.

And it puts him farther awaR from his pardon.
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CHAPTER E  IHT

E nzo tilts his head back with a sigh, eyes falling shut after their exhaustive 
reports. Allies and gossipers alike bore news of Audantei’s military and 

political advancements. He rubs a circular burn, obscuring the grooves of the 
golden banquet table, Tngers lolling across old wax. Bhe rub of the door marks 
Morak’s return.

Morak sits, shu“ing his chair inward and banging his knee against the table’s 
many legs with a gasp. Cagus frowns, muttering his concern as Morak waves him 
o?.

”Gan’t do any’ing about its legsI— Sellert glances at Easton, whose face 
scrunches.

”R didn’t do it on purpose. Bhe5uh5” Easton sags in his chair. ”Rt was my 
Trst time.—

Hestia’s brows dip together in confusion as she glances over the group, 
digging her elbows into the oak surface. 7he looks at -eina.

”He morphed the tables together.— -eina gestures at Easton, leaning on her 
hand.

Hestia’s eyes widen at him.
”R didn’t5” Easton Wushes, palming his brow. He sighs, and the room falls 

into silence.
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Bhe light of the brazier Wickers beneath the clay oven. 7moke rises around 
the pots and pans, escaping the room through the reed roof. Gandlelight Wickj
ers across the scarred tabletop from the breeze whistling through the narrow 
windows. Cagus’ Tngers dance over the candle in front of him, the fading black 
tattoos moving with the Wame. Enzo snaps his Tngers when its blaze cuts into 
his eyes. Cagus apologizes with a lopsided smirk.

Easton sni?s, shifting in his seat while chewing his cuticles. Hestia bumps 
her knee to Easton’s thigh, her smile soft, but her gaze pointed at his Tngers. 
Easton grits his teeth and Wexes them before sticking them under his legs. A 
silence settles over the table, all attention on Enzo. ;ith ‘anilo caged, the 
tension mounts tenfold. Aside from Easton’s squirming, the group remains 
tacitly expectant.

Enzo scratches his beard with a sigh. ”Bhe materials from the Oarota camp 
are among the Meseecher’s belongings.—

Oone of them speak. Except for Cagus, whose curse 8ars the tense air.
Easton’s eyes blow wide, his attentiveness Txed on Cagus with combined 

horror and amusement. Morak slaps the back of Cagus’ head, the suddenness 
forcing Cagus to brace against the table. Bhe room erupts into arguments. Enzo 
groans, pushing his eyes into his knuckles. He grinds his teeth together as the 
prolonged chaos further accentuates the sharp strain pulsing behind his eyes. 
Rt cracks the glass of his composure, allowing frustration to seep through the 
8agged edges onto his comradesY some more deserving of it than others. Easton 
leans forward across the table to ensure Enzo can hear him.

”7w5”
”7word included, yes, Easton.— Enzo makes a cutting motion with his hand 

in dismissal and Easton slouches. ”Rt is the least of our concerns.—
”;hat’s Fat meanI— Sellert’s nose wrinkles, and he abandons the snide rej

marks aimed at Cagus.
”R’m sure he’d elaborate if you kept your trap shut.— Cagus earns himself a 

kick to the underside of his chair from -eina, where she drapes over her own. 
”Vi.—

Morak drops a Tst to Cagus’ hand laid out on the table. ”7hut up.—
”Moth of you, shut up.— Hestia rolls her eyes, Wicking her hair over her 

shoulder.
Cagus glares back as he rubs his hand. Easton scans the table, sinks in his seat, 

and pales at Enzo’s aggravated scowl. Enzo places a palm in front of Easton from 
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across the table, watchful as he knocks the sta? on the Woor. Morak coughs at the 
panicked edge of Cagus’ face and the annoyed grimace on Hestia’s.

Enzo waits until their attention returns to him. ”Rt has awakened.—
”;hatI Bhe swor5”
”Pes. Bhe sword,— Enzo snaps, raking both hands through his hair.
Cagus clenches and releases his Tsts. Easton Tdgets, unable to carry the 

weight of the tension. Morak’s sigh snu?s out the candle before him, earning a 
nonjcommittal glare from Cagus, who Wicks his wrist to bring the Wame back 
to life.

”How does this a?ect the UifthI— Easton asks.
Sellert slides a palm over his face, grumbling ”‘oesn’t.—
”Mut5”
”Mreathe, Easton, please.—
Easton squirms, shoving his tongue into his cheek. He opens his mouth, but 

-eina cuts him o?.
”;ho’s awoken it, EnzoI— 7he pins Easton with a raised brow. ”FGause if they 

can use it5”
”Oot currently. Bhough they may try.— Enzo scratches his beard and sighs.
-eina’s green eyes Wicker. 7he squints between Enzo and the door. ”Ah.—
”FAh’ whatI— Easton shoots his eyes between them. ”;hat’s Fah’I—
”Easton5” Sellert groans, folding his mug between both hands.
”;hat’s Fah’5oh.— He settles in his chair, stare snapping toward the door. 

”Vh.—
Enzo hums.
”My the UR:E.— Cagus laughs, eyes alight at the sudden helplessness which 

scourges the group. Hestia hisses at him from taking the celestial entities titles 
in vain. Her ire, though appreciated by the rest, would not discourage him from 
saying it.

”7o, uh, what...— Easton looks to Enzo, who rubs the underside of his furj
rowed brow. ”;hat does that meanI—

”Uor whoI— Morak says.
Enzo rubs his face, loose hairs tangling into his familial ring, its pocked metal 

leaving imprints on his skin. He wiggles it freeY the motion draining the last 
reserves of his energy. Bhe others become mute when he stands.

”;e will reconvene in the morning.— He glances over his shocked companj
ions.
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Cagus groans, but the rest nod in return. Enzo hums, crossing his arms 
and trudging from the kitchen. ‘arkened halls lead to the door locked with 
lightning, mocking his apathy with a vengeful tenure. A soft, yet hastened, 
footfall passes through the doorway at his back. ‘espite himself, his tired sigh 
rattles free.

”Enzo.— -eina grabs the elbow of his sleeve, voice terse at his incredulous 
expression. ”;e should keep him here.—

”0ardonI— Enzo glares, causing her to release his sleeve.
”0lay nice.— 7he leans against the wall, glancing at the door Enzo had been 

glowering at. ”Rf we turned one of the most proliTc soldiers to our cause, it could 
beneTt us from Oiilusa to -uedinmo.—

Rt’s a riveting proposition, piquing his curiosity and ambition, but the waves 
of stronger emotions drown both.

”Anderstandable reasonings aside, R will not risk our e?orts with the hope 
that one teenager has the capacity for compassion.—

-eina walks back toward the door. ”;e both know he’s innocent5”
”Having crippled our attempts to half within the eastern regionI Ghance 

your lives, but do not ask me to do the same.— Enzo faces the hall, his quarters 
beckoning to him in the darkened shadows.

”;e’ll vote on it.— -eina places a hand on the kitchen door, glancing at Enzo 
over her shoulder. ”Rn the morning.—

Enzo grits his teeth, snide remarks trapped between them as she shu“es 
inside. ;ithout a doubt, she will have the rest of them in agreement before they 
depart for their rooms. He drives his thumb and his foreTnger into his eyes, 
pinching the bridge of his nose. His occupied mind spurs him to wander into 
the drawing room.

Bens of minutes later, the others leave the kitchen. Morak pauses to ask if he 
needs anything, eager to please despite the problems at hand. Cagus wraps an 
arm over Morak’s shoulders with a conniving grin in place, dissuading Morak 
from entertaining anything Enzo potentially said. Hestia chases them along. 
He’s left in a restless silence, pacing between the couch and chairs, mind chasing 
possibilities. Entrapped by Hestia’s boisterous argument and -eina’s logical 
standing, Enzo has very little he can say to contend against them.

Rn all means but oneB that Fboy’ is far from innocent.

CD



CHAPTER   N  E

C ompany is scarce for prisoners. Danilo knows this from years before when 
his training drst starteM. uen in solitary wovlM conOerse with themselOes 

vntil their sanity all bvt OanisheM. Tthers wovlM rather dght their cellmates than 
be ignoreM. ’he reclaimeM brothel isn,t a prisonA bvt it,s far more empty.

—fter Mays of tense wanMeringA Danilo commits himself to maintaining a 
semblance of his rovtineIovtsiMe of the month in the gvtter alleys. ’he sworMs 
in the basementA thovgh it makes his arms soreA are satisfying to wielM after his 
hiatvs. Hn a weekA Danilo works clencheM mvscles loose.

-vnger reaches from the pit of his stomach to claw at his lvngs while he,s 
Meep in another self;imposeM training sessionz a sensation recogniWeM as going 
too long between meals. Bith a sighA he replaces the training sworM anM trvMges 
vp the stairsA dsts in anticipation. -e shovlMers throvgh the kitchen MoorA anM 
sighs in relief when his gaWe Sicks oOer the empty chairs. -e shakes his hanMs 
loose before raiMing the baskets.

Danilo has neOer eaten rich. ’he solMiers, Miet was only porriMgeA eggs anM 
cornsIspiceM with the occasional kill maMe on the roaM. Rvt as he Migs into 
the qtormthrower waresA he dnMs an abvnMance of frvits anM Oegetables he,M 
only seen in the 6oyal Reseecher,s kitchens anM the -igh District ban1vets. -e 
shoOes a plvm between his teeth anM he settles his plate at the table.
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’he kitchen Moor slams into the wall. Danilo bvmps his plate o“ the lip 
of the tableA Mropping into the chair to cvrl an arm arovnM his fooM. -is 
glare falters at ”nWo,s eFpression.

ueeting eyes with ”nWo qapienti is a lethal a“airA bvt while ”nWo stares 
at  himA Danilo dnMs it  to be lacking its  vsval  heat.  HnsteaMA  he lingers 
with cvriosity on Danilo,s  MefensiOe arm. Danilo pvlls  his  plate closerA 
vnwinMing from arovnM it. -e Mrops the plvm to his plateA harMly chewing 
his movthfvl before swallowing it. ”nWo continves into the room with a 
frigiM glare on Danilo,s braceM positionA palming his hair from his face.

?’hat,s an vgly look.Y Danilo tears the Mry breaM apartA  gaWe Sicking 
between his hanMs anM ”nWo. -e,s not interesteM in eating it. ’he breaM 
will be a blanM anM tasteless thingA as it has been for weeks.

?CavseM by yovr pitifvl eFistence.Y
Danilo chokesA  hanM cvppeM beneath his  movth.  — shvMMer moOes 

throvgh him as he meets ”nWo,s Meathly glare. -e,s reminMeM that ”nWo is 
Mangerovs for his cvnningIthovgh it was a harM fact to forget when they 
colliMeM in MoorwaysA vnbiMMen worMs clashing between them.

-e wiggles his dngersA breaM clattering against the plate. ’he tension in 
his hanMs is not vnwelcome. ”nWo moOes fvrther into the roomA Oanishing 
past  Danilo,s  peripheral.  Danilo chews ovt of time with ”nWo,s  stepsA 
tracking the man withovt tvrning.

Batchfvl eyes heat the back of his heaM. NamiliarA  yet MreaMeM all  the 
same. -e grits his teeth. ?Bhen can H leaOeVY

”nWo stalks forwarMA wooM mvg in one hanM. Danilo knows the answer. 
’he vneasiness is Mve to more than leaOing his back vnprotecteM.

?jov are vnMer the arrest of the LephlaAY ”nWo grits at himA hair Sying 
in the growing winMs aboOe their heaMs. ’hen he paces towarMs the Moor. 
?ComplainA bvt H am no less thrilleM.Y

’he Lephla were sorceresses from the 6eckoning. ’heir vnparalleleM 
powers left no riOalry compareM to toMay,s qtormthrowersIor from what 
Danilo vnMerstanMs.

?qtillA yov MiMn,t haOe to Oolvnteer as watchman.Y
?2olvnteerVY qpittle lines ”nWo,s bottom lipA shovlMers sti“ anM spine 

straight when he whirls arovnM. ?Dve to inGvryA H am saMMleM with yovr 
vnfortvnate company. 3ike itA or not.Y
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Danilo assesses ”nWo,s weak knee anM shoOes to his feet to rovnM the table. 
6egarMless of whether ”nWo haM his sta“A the man was far more powerfvl 
than him. Rvt when ”nWo tensesA Danilo takes priMe in being markeM as a 
threat.

”nWo Sicks his dngers anM the swirling winMs Mrop atop Danilo. Uale 
tiMes tear at the skin of Danilo,s forearmsA where they brace against his faceA 
protecting his eyes as he pvshes throvgh the barrier. Ht tightens arovnM himA 
cvtting into his siMes anM back. Bith a shovtA he lvrches forwarMA anM the 
winM Mies away. Bater Mrips from his hair anM his clothes. -e lowers his armsA 
pantingA blinking black spots from his eyes. Tcean;blve engvlfs the eMges of 
his OisionA anM his Gaw clenchesA throat seiWing. ”nergy covrses throvgh his 
Oeins. -is eyes roll back before he collapses.

Danilo will neOer know he MiMn,t hit the Soor. Tr how ”nWo places him 
Mown before Gvmping backA dngers nvmb anM trembling. -e won,t know 
”nWo gathers magic aboOe his miMMleA or how the airborne water chvrns in a 
chaotic Svrry. Recavse ”nWo wovlM rather Mie than aMmit he saOeM him twice.

”nWo Sinches backA staring at Danilo. Bith a grimaceA he places two miM;
Mle dngers on Danilo,s foreheaM. Hgnoring how the skin feels like sanMpaperA 
”nWo ovtlines from Danilo,s temple to sternvm.

-e waitsA hopefvl when nothing happens. -e,s seen responses to magic 
from many inMiOiMvalsA anM the boy,s malnovrisheM state covlM eFplain the 
ranMom collapse... vntil Danilo,s blooM reSects the glow of ”nWo,s magic on 
the svrface of his skin. DvtifvllyA ”nWo MisregarMs the taste of MasheM hopesA 
bitter resentment dlling his movth in its wake.

’he sky;blve hveA not vnlike his ownA is faint. Ht gathers arovnM the vsval 
points fovnM on a qtormthrowerz the chestA the dngersA the Mark of Danilo,s 
vnMer;eyes. uagic gathering beneath the eyes shows an intake of Metail. —t 
the dngers means one is aMept at vsing their magic. —reas close to the heartA 
svch as the chestA are prominent on wielMers with great power anM Mim on 
any magic;bearing sovl. qelMom MiM magic gather elsewhere.

— bright anM vnvsval glow cvts throvgh gvmmy stranMs of blonM hair. 
”nWo tilts Danilo,s heaM to the siMeA brvshing stranMs o“ the prominent glow 
showcasing from Danilo,s temples. ”nWoIwhile not oOerbvrMeneM with 
knowleMgeA knows more than he will aMmitIsmothers his sovr cvriosity.

Bhen Danilo,s trembling MwinMlesA ”nWo retracts his magic. ”Oer;slow. ’he 
glow Oanishes with it. -e pvlls his hanM from Danilo,s chest anM shifts to no 
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longer kneel oOer the boy. HnsteaMA he sits on the Soor at Danilo,s siMeA rvbbing 
his brows with a sighA anM reclaims his abanMoneM wooM mvg.

-e ponMers calling on ”astonA who he,s taskeM with researching within an;
other area of the bvilMing. —fter consiMering ”aston,s history anM lack of magical 
knowleMgeA ”nWo is 1vick to Mismiss the thovght. Bith the remaining party ovt 
on assignmentA he has one option. Lot to be vseM withovt reason.

qcratching his faceA he forces the water in Danilo,s hair to gather beneath 
his palmA which hoOers oOer the boy,s foreheaM. Ht chvrns like an airborne 
maelstrom before it Misperses into the air.

”nWo chastises himself for refvsing to recogniWe signs of a sensitiOityz Danilo 
took harMer hits than most before crvmblingA his svrOiOal of ”nWo,s treatment 
at the Larota camp for oneA anM the sta“ striking to his Gaw for another. 
6epercvssions of ”nWo,s Mecision to leaOe the weapons at the Larota camp were 
vnforeseeableA anM he grimaces at the weight of his contrition. ’he reality of 
Danilo,s near;impossible svrOiOal is weakeneM by his resentment.

’his boy cavseM plenty of grief. -e covlM bear its crvshing weight.
?Bhat am H to Mo with yovVY

Danilo groansA brows fvrrowing at the onslavght of pressvre on his eyesA which 
pinch Mespite the Mim light slipping between the cracks in the brick.

?Rack to me.Y
qomething worms throvgh his stomach as it Sips back anM forth. Rack anM 

forth. Rack anM forth. Ht grows stronger as he rocks his heaMA eyes shvt anM breath 
heaOingA his nails clawing wooM Soors to dght the harM grip of vnconsciovsness.

”nWo,s heaOy hanM pvshes him Mown when he scrambles to sit. Lavsea 
pvnches his stomach into his throat. Despite the tension in his limbs from the 
qtormthrower,s presenceA he has no will to Sinch awayA eOen as ”nWo,s stalwart 
gaWe becomes tinteM with an vnMerlying frvstration.

?jovr nameVY
”nWo,s fvrroweM brows frame his incenseMA stony eyes. Rvt his tone is vn;

familiarA higher in pitch than their preOiovs conOersations. Danilo stares at 
himA increMvlovsA choking as he swallows Mown a bvrning sensation. ”nWoA 
vnappreciatiOe of the glareA shoOes Danilo,s heaM to the Soor. Danilo lies still.
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?LameVY ”nWo shifts on a kneeA braces to stanMA anM grips the hair on either 
siMe of Danilo,s heaM.

?Danilo.Y -e blinksA scovring ”nWo,s gaWe.
?Complete name.Y ”nWo MemanMs. Danilo raises a hanM to rvb his eyes. 

”nWo,s reSeFes are fasterA pinning it to the Soor with a MetermineM stare. ?—n;
swer.Y

?—ltamvra.Y Danilo tvgs his wristA bvt ”nWo holMs drm.
— brilliant bvrst of amethyst anM sapphire Sares aboOe Danilo,s miMMleA anM 

he recoils into the Soor. Ht shifts like a gathering storm. Danilo MoMges ”nWo,s 
hanMA eyes glveM to the clovM of colovr. ”nWo Sicks it awayA anM it Misperses in 
the air. Danilo Gvmps in ”nWo,s holM. Bhen ”nWo moOes to coOer his eyesA he 
snatches ”nWo,s wrist with his free hanMA eyes searching the empty space aboOe 
him. ”nWo,s sigh rattles behinM clencheM teeth.

?Tn yovr feet.Y ”nWo pvlls on the shovlMer of Danilo,s shirtA Mragging him 
vp mercilessly.

Danilo attempts to hiMe the 1viOer of his knees bvt crashes into ”nWoA who 
shoOes him vpright into the wall. —fter fvmbling for a Mecent holMA he braces 
himself. UaWing oOer the kitchen MiWWilyA he dnMs ”nWo holMing the kitchen Moor 
open with an eFpectant stare.

’he Mistance between the Moor frame anM the room Danilo occvpies is 
mocking. Neeble breaths rake from him as he gathers the gvmption to stvmble 
across the hall.

?Lo.Y ”nWo winMs his hanM in Danilo,s collar anM Mrags him to the Mrawing 
room.

-e,s MepositeM on the covches to watch ”nWo linger in the open front MoorA 
faOovring one knee once he stvmbles beyonM. Pnlike the drst time Danilo sat on 
the ornate covchesA the scratchy fabric anM lvmpy cvshions absorb him. Dani;
lo,s hearM certain materials remember magic7 changing with magic,s memory 
anM strength.

-e shifts between alert anM the thresholM of sleepA enGoying the peace. qvn;
light cascaMes throvgh the crack of the cvrtains anM heats his face. Ht Mances on 
the wall aboOe the mantleA a soft pattern his dngers mimic on his sleeOe. Bith 
heaOy eyes anM blanketeM by warmthA he tilts his heaM backA breathing a gentle 
tvne.

3ight dlters grey throvgh the winMowsA as if a heaOy fog has settleM ovtsiMe. 
Ulass in the chanMelier oOerheaM reSect a Mangerovs array of blve anM pvrpleA the 
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canMles bvrsting alight before snv9ng ovt a seconM later.  ’he charge is 
inOisible to the eye bvt electric to the skin. ’he air bvrns within his lvngs.

Ht smells like snow.
qhe enters the roomA anM he vnMerstanMs. Dower eFvMes from herA rvn;

ning throvgh him like a spear. -er hair cascaMes oOer her shovlMerA fvll anM 
pale grey. -er skin glistens like carOeM marble. Dale blve lace clings to her 
bvstA the same shaMe of chi“on MrapeM arovnM her waistA splitting oOer both 
her thighs to reOeal more of her legs than it shovlM. Despite her towering 
heightA most men wovlM dnM her allvring.

Danilo sees her for what she is.
qorceresses from the 6eckoning wipeM ovt entire armies with nothing 

more than a svltry eFhale. ’hey were capable of benMing men to their knees 
in wonMer anM awe before their necks were seOereM. Danilo is aware meeting 
her eye will open the Moor to his thovghts. —nM if she,s svrOiOeM this long 
after the mass eFecvtionsA she,s not to be trvsteM.

Rvt she,s not to be MisrespecteM.
-is shallow breaths leaOe him colMA bvt his hanMs are Mamp. -e watches 

her bare feet as she moOes into the roomA following behinM ”nWo.
?—ltamvra.Y Danilo,s eyes snap to ”nWo anM he strains to keep them 

there. ?Calista CassiopeiaI?
?3ast of the Lephla.Y ’here,s a smile in her OoiceA anM it rings like one 

wovlM eFpect of an ancient celestial.
?H wish yov wovlM Mesist from annovncingI? ”nWo starts.
?— pleasvre to haOe met in the SeshA Danilo.Y qhe places a hanM to ”nWo,s 

chestA preening at his sighA thovgh her eFpression lacks a smile.
-is knees tremor as he stanMsz feet planteMA shovlMers s1vareMA anM heaM 

boweM. -e keeps his eyes on her broken toenail.
?jov know my nameVY Danilo asks.
qhe makes a MismissiOe gestvre before pacing Meeper into the room. ?jov 

haOe been the more... challenging opponent my aMOance has faceM.Y
Danilo glances at ”nWoA refvsing to meet the man,s eyes with animosity.
?”nWo sent a message of Mistress.Y ’he Lephla stops behinM Danilo 

anM his breath falters. -e leans to hear her. ?H assvmeM yov were haOing 
an altercation oOer past Mi“erences.  Brong of me. Roth of yov seem in 
Oalorovs health.Y

”nWo,s sneer is grovnMing.
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qhe Mrops into the chair across from DaniloA gestvring ”nWo to sit on the 
covch. ”nWo glares at Danilo anMA with a sni“A sits in the chair neFt to her. 
qhe watches Danilo lower.

?NortvnatelyA H was on my way.Y -er hair rolls oOer her poiseM shovlMers. 
?H release yov from the arrest placeM vnMer my name. jov may leaOe.Y

?CalistaVY ”nWo chokes.
?-e,s a man wanteM more than yov haOe maMe yovrselfA my Mear ”nWo.Y 

qhe places a hanM atop hisA anM he noMsA brows cvrling inwarM. ?H cannot 
allow him to Mraw attention. -is Oestige is great. —nM we are not far enovgh 
from —vMantei to be withovt concern.Y

—t —vMantei,s nameA a rvsh of memories assavlt Daniloz tears roll o“ 
a frown;marreM faceA blonM hair Svttering in the breeWeA the shovt of the 
Ueneral as he chargesA anM a potent stench of sweat. ’hen came the bvrMen 
of braWen angerA of reOengeA of sorrow. —nM with itA the chance of Meathz 
anM solMiers rvnning to follow a commanMA arrows whiWWing past his eyesA 
of Seeing with —vMantei,s most wanteM magic;wielMer.

?H o“er svppliesA robesA a horseA avght yov may neeM. H am nothing of 
vnreasonable.Y Calista mvrmvrsA roOing oOer Danilo,s prodle.

Danilo Gvmps when his gaWe Mrags vpwarM.
?H will prepareI? ”nWo startsA moOing to stanM.
?H neeM yovr help.Y Danilo Moesn,t recogniWe the worMs that fall from 

his lips vntil he watches ”nWo,s eFpression tvrn mvrMerovsA eyes MarkeneM 
with an angry promise.

?Continve.Y Calista,s  smooth Ooice chafes against Danilo,s  crawling 
skinIan olM commanM echoing behinM his ear.

-e rvbs his heel oOer his ankle.
?HA vhA H Mon,t knowA ”nI? Danilo swallows any worMs he may haOe been 

able to dnM. -is shovlMers become a tense line at the mvrMerovs eFpression 
on ”nWo,s faceA a look which mirroreM the Ueneral in eOery way.

”nWo,s sneer fractvres anM Danilo shrinks into himself. 
”nWo sighs as Calista shifts her attention to him. ?-e has a sensitiOity.Y
Calista hvms anM the silence following absorbs into Danilo,s Sesh. ’heir 

combineM focvs makes him retreat into the covch cvshionsA dsts rvbbing 
on his pant legs.

?2olatile responseVY she asks.
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Danilo chances looking vp. ”nWo,s glare tightensA more in assessment than 
anger. —nM while Danilo Moesn,t care for itA he prefers it to ”nWo,s cvstomary 
GvMgment.

?PnMerstateM.Y ”nWo says.
Calista raises her hanM anM Danilo,s hearing mvFes as if vnMer the cvrrent 

of an vntameM ocean. -er worMs crash against the svrface of his consciovsA 
becoming mvteM as she pvlls him Meeper. ?Rlocking the natvral SowVY

?LoAY ”nWo Sicks his hanM at herA ?as if he has none.Y
qhe Mrops her hanM to rvb the neckline of her gown in thovght. Danilo shakes 

his heaM anM rvbs his brow as his hearing grows normal. -is nails Mig into the 
rovghA faMeM cvshion eMge at the hve in his peripheral.

?jov may stay.Y ’he split of her skirt falls open when she crosses her legs anM 
the reOealeM skin glitters like starMvst. ?”nWo will oOersee yov.Y

?jesA 3aMy.Y Danilo Mips his heaM.
”nWo shifts forwarMA anM her hanM rvshes towarM himA Danilo,s gaWe moOing 

to her instinctiOely. qhe tilts her chin as they meet eyes. — shimmering mist of 
pastels oOerlay her blve irisesA the power of her magic shifting throvgh them.

-er lips cvrlA patient anM frienMlyA bvt warning enovgh.

”nWo will not aMmit he,s agingA bvt the white hairs hiMMen among his greying 
temples say more than the ache of his healeM knee.

-e anM Calista enGoyeM ten minvtes of silenceIa mere blink of time for a 
LephlaIonce Danilo leftA with the obeMience anM honovr of a solMier eOiMent 
as he heeMeM Calista,s Mismissalz not a sign of Misrespect or anger within him.

Refore ”nWo is prepareMA Calista speaks his name. — soft anM wary sovnM 
warns him of her hesitance more than the tone of her worMs.

?H gather from his ageA the ovt;lash was intense.Y -er eyes glisten with cv;
riosity.

”nWo shrvgs.
qhe hv“s. ?ComeA ”nWoA yov,Oe an answer. Bill yovr bitterness best yovr 

GvMgmentVY
?jes.Y -e rolls his eyes at her glare. ?H haOe no basis. -e likely haM an ovtlet 

before. Tne he,s been withovt.Y
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qhe hvms at thatA a small smile 1virking at a proper response. ”nWo sneersA 
looking away. ?’hank yov.Y

-e grvmbles anM scratches his bearM.
?Do yov belieOe it is a sensitiOityV Tr is there a possibility of moreVY
?H MovbtA with my entiretyA that boy has more in him than the skimp he has 

to become an annoyance.Y
?”nWo.Y
”nWo swats his hanM in the air. ?H will attenM to his sensitiOity. Do not eFpect 

more from me.Y -is nails Mig into the arm of the chair.
Calista chvckles. ?jov haOe shown yovrself to be 1vite ambitiovs.Y
?’his is one sitvation where yov will notice a lack of enthvsiastic commit;

ment.Y ”nWo says.
?Be,ll tell in time.Y -er hair glistens a yellow;white in the svnlight as she 

stanMs. ?Bill we notVY
-e shakes his heaMA stanMing to escort her. ’he Mismissal is as abrvpt as 

eOery other. qhe aOoiMs prolongeM gooMbyesA past hvrts stinging her heart. -e 
imagines if he liOeM as long as sheA he wovlM svbmit to abrvptness.

?Pntil neFt we meetAY she saysA patting his chest.
?Pntil neFt we meet.Y
-e watches her MescenM the stairsA a Oigilant habit oOerpowering reason. ’he 

bright Sare forces him to look away. Bhen he glances backA she,s gone along 
with it. Tnly pastel stains across the sanM hint at her preOiovs presence.

Ht leaOes him saMMleM with MiscoOering the origin of Danilo,s sensitiOity alone. 
Bith the Wones of combvstion proFimate to one anotherA it is an imperatiOe task. 
”specially now that Danilo,s svrOiOal is on his shovlMers. -e covlM haOe refvseM. 
Rvt when Danilo glanceM at himA his stare haM been SaOovrfvl in fear. -onest 
anM striking. Lot like the past Sickering sense he,M seen in passing.

—nM Mespite the boy being the son to his greatest enemyA that look is not one 
he,s keen to see again.
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CHAPTER TE  

B reakfast is a demanding a.airA hs it bas oeen fxr siy daws Eitb zn’xps 
irritating cresenDeA

laniux graos tbe dried rxuu frxm bis cuate and smears bxnew aDrxss tbe txc 
oefxre cuHnging it in bis mxHtbA ,e uiDks at tbe Dxrner xf bis uicsv HnsHDDessfHu 
in bis attemct tx free it xf stiDkinessA zn’x grxEus in frHstratixnv deuWing intx 
tbe cbwsiDau detaius xf sensitiWitw and ouxxduines EbiDb laniux Ebxuebearteduw 
ignxresA Obere laniux Eas DxnDernedv tbere DxHud xnuw oe xne side xf bis famiuw 
Ebere magiD DxHud baWe oeen cresentA Gr tbe jenerau ExHud baWe banged wears 
agxA

,xnew xx’es xntx bis qngers Ebiue be maEs at tbe rxuu and be suHrcs it 
frxm oetEeen tbemv tbxrxHgbuw en—xwing tbe disgHst darkening zn’xps featHresA 
h smirk -Hirks laniuxps uic and a reDxgni’aoue anger“xne quued Eitb in—HsC
tiDe“strikes tbrxHgb tbe sbadxEs xf zn’xps guareA

?”an wxH trwI7 zn’x suams bis bands dxEn xn tbe kitDben taouev bair fra’’ued 
frxm rHnning bis qngernaius aDrxss bis sDaucA

?0 amA 0 dxnpt knxE Ebat tx teuu wxHA7 laniux sbrHgs ua’iuwv ceeuing mHuticue 
graces frxm tbeir dried Wines and cxccing tbem inside bis DbeekA

zn’xps sneer fxuds deecer as be traDes tbe mxWementv bis xEn cxrridge dricC
cing frxm bis scxxn oefxre be recuaDes it in tbe oxEu and fxuds bis bands xWer 
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bis uacA ?TxHr uaDk xf xoserWatixn ama’es me Eben 0 Dxnsider wxH baWe managed 
tx staw auiWe tbis uxngA7

?UbxWe itA7 laniux rxuus bis ewesA
?0 Eiuu dx mxre if wxH insist xn giWing me baufCtbxHgbt ansEersA7 zn’x oites 

tbe inside xf bis Dbeek and cxinteduw stares at tbe fHrtbest EauuA
laniux rxDks bis Eeigbted ankue against a ueg xf tbe taouev ignxring zn’xps 

guare Eben tbe aDtixn sbifts tbe Dxntents aDrxss its sHrfaDeA laniux cHsbes bair 
frxm bis ewesv and Dxud metau oxHnDes against bis skinA hfter wearsv be barduw 
tbinks anwtbing xf tbe ringsp Eeigbtsv and Eben zn’x guares at tbemv be aDDects 
it EitbxHt a tbxHgbtA Jbew Eere uifted frxm UtxrmtbrxEersA ,eps nxt sbxDked 
ow zn’xps reaDtixnA

?Oe bad a rxHtine“? laniux saidv suHmcing against bis DbairA
?OeI7
?hHdanteips sxudiers“? be EinDesv DatDbing bis txngHe Eitb bis DuenDbed 

teetbv ?“bad a rxHtineA Oake Hcv trainv eatv trainv sueecA Brxken Hc ow xrdersv 
missixnsv assignmentsv tbe uikeA7

zn’x sigbs frxm bis nxsev teetb grinding as be sawsv ?Jben wxHr trainingA7
?zyDect wxHpWe bad me training dxEnstairs Hntiu nigbtfauu fxr dawsv and Ee 

dxnpt knxE Ebetber itps ExrkingA7
ObiDb is tbe trHtbA laniux bas scent tbe oetter cart xf tbe cast Eeek DbicC

cing tbe ouades frxm tbe oasement xn tbe straE dHmmiesA hnd Ebiue be bad 
nx inDuinatixn xr Earning xf a sensitiWitw oefxre tbe attaDkv be stiuu senses bis 
e.xrts arenpt enxHgbA ”xnqrmed Eben zn’x bad Dxme dxEn westerdawv cuaDed 
a oegrHdging band xWer laniuxps Dbestv and sDxEuedA

?0tps nxtA TetA7 zn’xps naius ueaWe traius xf red marks in bis oeardA ?TxH sHrWiWed 
tbe streets fxr Eeeks oefxre wxHr sensitiWitw erHctedA Nntiu Ee disDxWer tbe DaHsev 
train as wxH bad oeenA7

zn’x standsv dismissing bimseuf and laniuxps argHmentA 1Hst as Eeuu oeDaHse 
laniuxps bead bas tbrxooed sinDe be aExkev and fxxd badnpt beucedA laniux 
EatDbes tbe man gxv tEisting bis rings minduessuw Eben tbe dxxr knxDks against 
tbe mHdCoriDk frameA

Jxdaw Exnpt oe tbe samev be crxmises bimseufA ,is HrgenDw fxr freedxm 
xWersbadxEs bis annxwanDe Eitb tbe sitHatixn at bandA

Oben laniux free’es at tbe oxttxm xf tbe tbirdCueWeu stairDasev oreatbing 
steadw tx oraWe tbe magiDauuw frigid air oiuuxEing against bimv eaDb stec fxreoxdes 
xf cxtentiau deatbA ;xt xne xf zn’xps feuuxE UtxrmtbrxEers bas oeen in tbe 
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oHiuding sinDe tbe magiD in bis Weins tbreatened tx sbred tbrxHgb bimA JbxHgb 
itps Hnuikeuw tbew ExHud stxc zn’x frxm kiuuing bimA

h ouaDk oanister diWides bim frxm tbe eycanding rxxm drenDbed in sbimC
mering caue uigbtv tHrned ceriEinkue ow tbe sbeer DHrtainsA 0tps an xcen scaDev 
sHccxrted ow darkExxd oeams2 an xud Exxd natiWe tx tbe Nntamed ;xrtbv 
natHrauuw darkA Jbe sHccxrts sit Ebere mxre oedrxxms bad xnDe eyistedA 0n 
tbeir cuaDe is a uiorarw Eitb xWerPxEing oxxksbeuWes uining eWerw Eauuv diWided 
xnuw ow EindxEsA laniux Dannxt see zn’xv oHt be knxEs tbe man is berev as be 
reDxgni’es tbe sDratDb xf a -Hiuu against cacerA

0tps aonxrmau fxr tbe jentued zast2 a cuaDe made Hc xf oriDks and beatA 
Oxxd is an eycensiWe resxHrDe in tbe regixnv oetEeen tbe criDe xf imcxrting and 
tbe Dxsts xf uaoxHrersA Jbe Eide oxxksbeuWes and dense Exxd Eauus are Exrtb 
tbxHsands xf serxtsA hnd fxHr xf tbe jentued zastps serxts are e-Hau tx xne xf 
tbe Nntamed ;xrtbps Dxins“a tHiuxA

,eps nxt a readerA ;xt oeDaHse be Danpt see tbe oeneqtA BHt oeDaHse it oxres 
bimA 0t is a task fxr sDbxuars and cxuitiDsA hfter bis aimuess Eandering“dHring 
EbiDb be bad stHmoued aDrxss zn’xv and Ebiue tbe man Eas xoWixHsuw xrnerw 
aoxHt tbe interrHctixnv be said nxtbing“laniux fxHnd a feE oxxks frxm a 
DxuueDtixn xf tbxHsands EbiDb maw oe xf Hse tx bimA

Uti. Exxd Dbairs uine tbe taoue edge Ebere laniux settuesA ,epd oeDxme Hsed 
tx tbe ExWen seats xf tbxse in tbe kitDben2 tbesev bxEeWerv Eerenpt as frienduw 
Eitb bis oaDkA hs a sxudierv be xften sat xn tbe grxHnd tx eatv tx reWieE taDtiDs 
Eitb bis menv xr fxr dxEn timeA Gn tbe xDDasixns be Eas sent Eitb tbe jenerau 
at tbe BeseeDberps re-Hestv be neWer sat in a Dbair fxr uxnger tban neDessarwA hfter 
an bxHr xf stHdwv be searDbes fxr a cuaDe sxfter tban tbe Pat ExxdA

zastxn mxWes DuHmsiuw intx tbe rxxmv traicsing arxHnd tbe oanister and 
beading fxr zn’xA ,e mHtters tx bimseufv cHuuing at bis sueeWev nxt nxtiDing be 
bas tx cass laniux tx dx sxA

?1Hst Eben tbe missixn gets gxxdA7 Fxxking Hcv be skids tx a bautA ?GbAAA xbv 
biA7

laniux nxdsv Piccing tx tbe neyt Dbacterv ewes skimming tbe cages Hntiu be 
Dan make sense xf tbe ExrdsA Oxxd grinds against ExxdA laniux uxxks Hc tx 
meet zastxnps ga’eA zastxn reDxius at tbe ferxDitw xf laniuxps dark uxxkv DuenDbing 
tbe oaDk xf tbe Dbair in bis bandsv and deDides tx cress xnEardv regarduessA

?TxHv wxH arenpt tbat xudAAA are wxHI7 ,e stHmoues xWer tbe Exrds be cresses 
xHt arxHnd tbe qngers be DbeEs xnA
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laniux sits straigbterv sbxWes bis euoxEs intx tbe oxxkv and DactHres zastxnps 
ewes tx grxEuv ?RardxnI7

zastxn PinDbes oaDkv ba’eu ewes ouxEn Eide as be stHttersA ,is qngers PiDk 
xWer tbe taoue as if beps trwing tx grxHnd bimseufA ?0“meant nxtbing ow itA 1Hst 
tbxHgbt EepWe“Eepre Duxse in ageA7

laniux s-Hints at bimv txngHe txHDbing tbe sDar xn bis uicA ?,xE xud are 
wxHI7

?0“? zastxn s-Hirms in bis seatv faDe gxing ouxtDbwA ?0pm tEe“aumxst tEenC
twCtExA7

laniux staresv Dxnsidering ueaWing it at tbatA BHt tbe uxnger tbe siuenDe dragsv 
tbe mxre zastxnps qngers sDrace against tbe taoue and snac at tbe tbin Dxrds xf 
bis catienDeA

?MiWe wears xuderA7 laniux admitsA
,e traDes xWer tbe creWixHs tEx sentenDes in bis oxxk Ebiue zastxn ramouesA 

Jben be dxes it againA hnd againA
?“bxE DxHud wxH oev Eitb auu tbe stxries xf wxHr sHDDessI7 zastxn sawsA
laniux snacs tbe oxxk sbHtA zastxnps ewes discuaw ouxxdsbxt Dxrnersv emcbaC

si’ed ow tbe sExuuen green oags oeneatbA zastxn rHos frxm bis ewe tx bis temcuev 
Dreating anxtber DxEuiDk amxng tbe scuawing uxDksA h streak xf ink smHdges 
uigbtuw xWer bis ouemisbedv freDkued skinA

laniux Eitbbxuds a grin at bis xoWixHs disDxmfxrtA ?Obat stxriesI7
Oben zastxn PinDbes at bis HndiWided attentixnv it makes nx di.erenDe tx 

bimA ,e greE Hsed tx tbe simcue intimidatixn be DxHud cress intx a cersxnA 
,xuding tx baoitv laniux fxuds bis arms against tbe oxxkA Jbe smauu aDtixn 
cresses bis sbxHuders Eider and zastxn tEitDbesv ewes frx’en xn laniuxps bard 
faDeA

?hv Hbv a nHmoerAAA7 zastxn sDratDbes tbe catDbw bairs xn bis sEeecing —aEv 
?AAAxf tbemI7

laniux raises bis orxEA ?Jeuu me wxHr faWxHriteA7
zastxn sEauuxEsv ewes tiDking xWer tbe rxxmv nxt settuing xn anw detaiuA
?h“hccarentuw wxHv Hbv txxk xHt eigbteen menA UingueCbandeduwA htAAA sx

meAAA7 zastxn cuaDes oxtb bands xn tbe taouev qngers scread xHt Eidev ?a nxoueps 
cartwA7

?Been assigned gHard dHtw a uxtA Oere wxH tbereI7
?;xA ;xA Nbv nxA7 zastxn EinDesA ?BHt 0 beard oeDaHse 0 Easv Eas traDking 

tbe ,igb ”xmmanderA7
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?,igb ”xmmanderI7 laniux smirksA
?0tv Hb“itps nx“? zastxn sbrinks in tbe Dbairv gascing fxr oreatb arxHnd bis 

stHtteringA
?;xt nxtbingA7
?NbAAA itpsv Hbv Ebat Ee Dauu bimA7 ,e admitsA
laniux bHms and uets tbe siuenDe eDbxv ueaning oaDk tx suxHDb in tbe DbairA 

zastxn uiDks at bis uicsv sEeat sceDkuing bis ouxtDbw red faDeA
?Jbereps neWer xne gHard assigned tx tbe 4xwau BeseeDberA BHt if wxH Eere 

traDking bimv wxH knxE tbatA7 hHdanteian sxudiers DxntraDt xHt tx tbe ,igb 
listriDtps sxDiauitesA Jbe sHDDessfHu traders amxng tbem Eere giWen tbe oestA 
?BHt 0 knxE EbiDb xne wxH meanA7

0nterest gueams in zastxnps DHrixHs ewesA laniuxps sDxEu fauus deecerA
?Uxme wxHng nxoueA 0pd oeen ber uxne gHardA hccarentuwv ber fatber made a 

trade bis cartner bad oeen uess tban tbriuued aoxHtA Jberepd oeen eigbt menv nxt 
eigbteenA Meut uike itA7

?hnd wxH stxcced tbem auuI7 zastxnps qngers DHrued against tbe taouetxcA
?;xv 0 kiuued tbemA7 laniuxps smiue DHrusv fause and dirtwA
zastxn PinDbes oaDkv and laniux knxEs tbe entertainment diedA Rexcue auC

Eaws Eant bim tx reuiWe bis aDtixnsCCtx reWeau bis bistxrwA 0t badnpt oeen guamC
xrxHsA ,adnpt oeen a Earrixrps eciD taueA Jbere Eas ouxxd and deatb and kiuuing 
oefxre be gxt kiuuedA

?zastern 4aWagers dxnpt qgbt tx oe stxccedA Jbew qgbt tx dieA 0 bad nx 
DbxiDeA 5awoe itps Ebw wxHr teammates sent wxH oaDkA7

?Jbew badnpt“?
?,aWe wxH kiuued sxmexneI7 laniux rxuus bis sbxHudersv cuaDing bis feet beaWC

iuw xn tbe manw xWeruaccing Darcets oeneatb tbe taoueA
?;xA7 zastxn sawsv oiting dxEn xn bis txngHeA
?Jben dxnpt saw xtberEiseA7 laniux txngHes bis sDar Eben be grimaDesv tben 

rHos it Eben tbe uigbt txHDb dxesnpt deter tbe tinguingA ?Jbereps nx DbxiDe in 
EarA7

,e bxces it Hcends zastxnps interest in bimA ,xces it makes bim distantA 
OarwA laniuxps naius snag tbe DxWer xf tbe oxxk oaDk xcenv Piccing tx a randxm 
scxt Duxse tx Ebere bepd cerHsedA 0tps oetter tx oe feared tban tx oe oefriendedA

0tps oetterA
?0s tbat EbwI7 zastxnps ewes narrxEA ?TxHv Hbv Eiced xHt a txEn oeDaHse xfAAA 

oeDaHse a rHmxHr and Ktbereps nx DbxiDe in EarpI7
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?ObiDb txEnI7 laniux cHsbes cast gritted teetbA
?KObiDb txEnpv7 zastxn sDx.sA ?5w txEnA 1Htsi-HeA7
laniuxps qngers Peyv tbe rings xn bis bands s-Hee’ingA
1Htsi-He is a smauu txEn xf xnuw a DxHcue bHndredv settued xn tbe oxrder oeC

tEeen 5erkidia and ;aamestA hn Hnimcxrtant uandmark in hHdanteips sigbtsA 
Jbe eradiDatixn xf 1Htsi-He Eas HnneDessarw and HnfxrtHnateA

?0 Eas Hnder xrdersA 0 made mw recxrts and cresented tbe eWidenDeA Oben 
tbew Dxmoed tbrxHgb 1Htsi-Hev 0 Easnpt tbereA7 zaDb Exrd feeus measHredA 
?Uxme tbings 0pm nxt aDDxHntaoue fxrA lescite mw recHtatixnA7

zastxn nxdsv dePatedA laniux Pattens bis bands against tbe oxxk and makes 
tx standA zastxn ueacs tx bis feet Eitb a sbarc intake xf oreatbv qngers tremouing 
as be rHos bis nxseA

?;Cnxv 0puu“Hbv 0puu gxA7 ,e trics aEawA ?5eant txAAA tx meet zn’xA7
laniux EatDbes bim ueaWev nxtiDing Dxat cxDkets stH.ed fHuu xf rxuued carDbC

ment and tbe ouaDk ink stain xn tbe oxttxm Dxrner xf a frawed ueatber oagA 
5atDbing ink scxts deDxrate tbe oaDk xf zastxnps ExrnCtbin DxatA ,is EatDbing 
DxntinHes Hntiu tbe famiuiarv intxueraoue Eeigbt xf a stare beats bis oaDkA

zn’x ueans against a oxxksbeufv bis ewes rePeDting a dangerxHs frigid bHe in 
tbe dHsk uigbtA laniux tHrns tx DxntinHe readingv sbxHuders set in stHooxHrn 
EiuuA 0f zn’x Eanted bim xHtv bepd baWe tx remxWe bimA

,xHrs dric owA hnd eWerw Exrd drags xnA
zn’x neWer oxtbers tbrxEing bim xHtA

The Artifacts of Renowned Tales have become mere myth, even among powerful 
magic kind circles. As of current understandings, these mythological items contin-
uously circulate throughout man and magic kind tellings.

The oldest records refer to the first Artifact, with rough translation, as the ‘Book 
of Veracity’. There have been no confirmed sightings or evidence of its rumoured 
existence. Its contents are unknown. Older documents indicate it existed before the 
era of The Reckoning.

Recordings refer to the second oldest Artifact as the ‘Shield of Conviction’. 
Though it’s said to have been the strongest of Artifacts from Before, it has lost the 
title.
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Tales of victorious battles claimed the Shield to have a magical strength. 
It’s described as sentient, but from our understanding of magic sensitivities 
with incredible strength,  the Shield would have become an outreach of  a 
natural flow. Descriptions state it to be made of “glittering silver etched with 
a Pegasus”.

The ‘Twin Daggers’ were claimed to be forged by the High Murisse Klo-
mata, a talented and powerful blacksmith who harnessed magic as the source 
of her craft. They’re the first Artifact forged in such a way. Rumour alone 
attests to their power or their creation, as they vanished along with Klomata.

The ‘Helmet of Deliverance’ came to be from a magic-user dying from a 
battle wound during the ending era of The Reckoning. He placed his magic 
into his  helmet and his Second delivered it  to his  daughter,  to protect her 
beyond death. It remains safely hidden in the depths of the Untamed North.

While all have the potential to be incredible weapons, and many more 
are rumoured to exist, there is one fact that remains: Artifacts are a source of 
destruction, chaos, and ruin.

;imoue qngers tEist arxHnd tbe oraids bidden in Exswmx jHerraps oeardA 
Jbe Exmanps smiue Eidens as tbeir orxEn bair tangues txgetberv ber Eeigbt 
crxcced xn bis DbestA Oitb bis arms tHDked oebind bis beadv be eyHdes tbe 
tran-Hiuitw a BeseeDber neWer sbxEs tx tbe Ditw xr bis sxudiersA

?TpknxEv7 sbe tHDks ber Dbin against bis oreastoxne and cuaDes a band 
xWer tbe bair tiDkuing ber skinv ?tbe xtber girus dxnpt oeuieWe meA7

,is Dbest oxHnDesA
?0pm nxt sHrcrisedA7 Jbe suac xf bis  caum against ber HnWeiued tbigb 

Darries tbrxHgb tbe siuent rxxmA Ube gascs at  tbe stingA  ?TxH oxast txx 
uxHduw fxr it tx oe oeuieWaoueA7

h sDxEu mars ber featHres auxngside tbe smear xf red caintA
?Gbv bxE ExHud wxH knxEI7 Jbe oauu xf ber fxxt driWes intx bis kneev 

oHt bis band is fast arxHnd ber ankue oefxre sbe Dan dx it againA ?TxH dxnpt 
see me Eitb tbe girusA7

?0 dxnpt baWe txA TxH s-HaEk nx matter Ebx wxHpre EitbA7
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Ube sDx.sv rxuuing in a fan xf orxEn bair and red ouanketsA Exswmx graos 
after berv baHuing ber oaDk tx bis DbestA h —xWiau DbHDkue sbakes ber in bis armsA 
”Hrsingv sbe rxuus tx faDe bimv a smiue stretDbing ber tbin uicsA

Exswmxps dark ewes are distantv a frxEn cHuuing tbe Erinkues aoxWe bis orxEA 
,er smiue fauusA ,e EatDbes tbe uigbt aDrxss tbe Deiuingv ber orxEn ewes PiDking 
oetEeen bis frxm bis cericberauA

?Utiuu tbinking aoxHt bxE tbe jeneraups oeen taukingI7
,e bHmsv qngers rHnning tbrxHgb ber bairA UbadxEs danDe xWer tbe dark 

Deiuing as a qre rxars in tbe beartbA ,er sigb gbxsts aDrxss bis sbxHuder and sbe 
rHos ber uics xWer tbe sDarred skinA

?0tps sadAAA7 sbe sawsv uawing ber Dbeek xn bis sbxHuderA ?0 imagine beps 
sad“oetrawed ow bis xEn sxnA Rrxoaouw oe tbe same as me oetrawing wxHA7

,e guanDes at ber Eitb a sigbA
?OepWe knxEn eaDb xtber uxnger tban 0pWe oeen tbe BeseeDberA Fxnger tban 

0pWe oeen in hHdanteiA 0tpd oe di.erentA7 ,is tbHmo traDes xWer tbe scuattering 
xf mxues xn ber rigbt Dbeekv ewes sxftA ?TxH baWenpt agedA7

h misDbieWxHs grin reWeaus ber teetbA ?TxH baWeA7
,e Dbxkes xn a DbHDkuev bis eweorxEs bigb xn bis fxrebeadv feigning sbxDk 

tx DrHsb bis smiueA ?0 take x.ense tx tbatA7
?;xAAA7 Ube sxoersv sbxWing bis DbestA ?TxHpre —HstAAA wxHpre xuderA7
,is dwing uaHgbter ciDks HcA ?Jbatps nxt anw oetterA7
?OiserA7 Ube smaDks bim Eitb an inDredHuxHs smiueA ?Utxc oeing smartA7
,e s-HintsA ?TxHpre stiuu Dauuing me xudA7
?0 am xuderv txxA Utxc oeing x.endedA7
?RredatxrA7
Ube suacs an xcen caum against bis oare stxmaDb Eitb a sbrieking gascA
Mrxm tbe xtber side xf tbe rxxmv a Eaiu rises intx tbe raftersA Exswmxps grin 

tEists intx a sneerv bis meatw band DuHtDbing bis aoandxned oreastcuate and 
beaWing it aDrxss tbe rxxmA BetEeen tbe beaWw item and tbe searing guarev tbe 
bigbCcitDbed sxooing xf bis crisxner siuenDesA

?Exswmxv7 sbe sDxudsA
?ObatI7 ht tbe sbarc txnev sbe grics bis —aE and fxrDes bim tx meet ber ga’eA
,e grits bis teetbA
?0pm nxt Exrried aoxHt tbe jenerauA7 Exswmx graos ber fxrearm and cHuus 

ber band aEawA ?0pm Exrried aoxHt bis sxnA7
?Jbe FieHtenantI7
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,HGngv be uaws oaDkA Ube fauus Eitb bimA ?,eps wxHngv easw tx manicHuateA 
;x teuuing Ebat tbew DxHud make bim oeuieWeA7

?hndI ,eps xstraDi’edA ;xtbing mxre tx Exrrw aoxHt xtber tban tbe jenerau 
gxing mad trwing tx kiuu bimA7 Ube tHgs tbe sbeet oaDk xWer tbemv smxxtbing xHt 
tbe satinA

?BHt wxH said“?
?0 said Ebat 0 didv7 sbe guares at bimv rHnning ber qngers xWer bis Dbestv ?oHt 

itps nxt mw —xo tx rHn tbis DitwA7
,e grHntsv EatDbing tbe Pames txw Eitb tbe sbadxEs aoxWeA zaDb beaWw DraDk 

xf tbe qre drxEns xHt ber bHmmingA ,er qngers traDe xWer tbe uines xf Exswmxps 
Hmoer skinA Rressing a kiss tx ber qngersv be sDxxcs Hc ber Eristv traDing a catb 
xWer ber Eitb bis uicsA Jbe smeuu xf smxke sHrrxHnds bimA

?0f tbe jenerau qnds bimI7 Ube asksA
hfter Eaiting fxr bis rescxnsev sbe cuaDes an indey qnger xn bis Dbin and 

cHsbes dxEn Hntiu be meets ber ewesA
?0f tbe jenerau qnds bimv 0puu aDt as hHdanteips rHuerA7 Exswmxps orxEn ewes 

barden uike tbe guaDiers in tbe Mrx’en UxHtbps seasA
?jxxdA7
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CHAPTER E  ELEV

D anilo glares at each word with grotesque curiosity.  The extensive 
book,  though it  says  little  about sensitivities,  speaks about the 

Stormthrower Artifacts. Four days earlier, when it had mentioned them 
among a vague historical accounts, he risked confronting one of his captors.

Hestia wasn’t around—hadn’t been since he stumbled upon a rather 
boisterous round of ‘Hunter’s Bridge’; a card game the soldiers were de-
termined to Rght and bet over, though Danilo never took part. After his 
fourth round of the building, zeina’s keen eyes softened. Danilo would 
have preferred Hestia’s tender approach, but he would accept zeina’s blunt 
delivery.

They’d discussed the Artifacts as tools which absorb a Stormthrower’s 
signature, and the type of power ancients wielded them with. Danilo froWe 
when Borak cut in;  rambling about mass slaughter from the very force 
which created them. zeina had nodded, uttering ‘unbridled’, and watched 
Danilo’s expression harden.

Mhen “agus collected Borak, citing a problem in their eastern a”airs, 
zeina had waited for them to leave before continuing.

OThey’re accidental.  From an older era of magic,7 she’d said, sad and 
distant as she stared over his shoulder. O9ur predecessors weren’t all good.7
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Danilo took the answer and hadn’t pressed. The sorrow over her features 
deterring his intrigue.

Mhile the text before him calls them ‘mere myth’, the Stormthrowers act as 
if they are more.

KnWo clears his throat from his makeshift study, hidden by full bookshelves. 
Danilo Rxes a glare at the books in KnWo’s general direction. After KnWo toed 
in during Danilo’s training, both nearly killing each other in the moment, they 
had taken an approach of strict avoidance to keep from staining the walls red.

Books clatter to the Loor as Kaston rounds the shelves, followed by a large 
roll of parchment. Kaston’s eyes Lick between the roll and him, another falling 
from his grasp as he reaches for it. Then again, as he stands. Danilo notices the 
tremble in Kaston’s hands. KnWo stops behind him, his stare set on Danilo.

Kaston stumbles over the leg of a chair, dumping an armload of scripts on the 
table across from Danilo’s.

ON fail to understand this heinous transfer.7 KnWo sets down a book, eyes Rxed 
on Kaston, trying to gather the rolling papers.

OBecause N,7 Kaston nearly leaps over the table to snatch the parchment 
teetering on the edge, ON need to spread out... to think.7

Danilo surveys their attempts to pin the curling corners of the papers, his 
Rngers running over the edge of his book’s pages, cheek planted heavily in his 
Rst. Their bickering is amusing until KnWo senses his stare.

ONf you are, by any means, intelligent, you will deRne discretion and fore-
warning the same.7 KnWo’s eyes darken at Danilo’s confusion. Ojeep from 
private matters, Yieutenant. Klse N make it clearer.7

Danilo delivers a curt nod before turning to the book.
O?o.7 KnWo stomps, shoulders Cerking as he moves to Danilo. O?ot enough.7
Danilo pushes deeper into his chair, back Lush to the wood. KnWo leans 

into his face, a hand splayed on the edge of the table. O8ou will never—and 
N mean never—review plans detailed by any member of this company. Am N 
understood07

OGlearly.7 Danilo snarls.
KnWo straightens with the barest of nods. Kaston’s owlish eyes blink upon 

KnWo’s return, twitching Rngers pull at the soft edges of a feathered quill, in-
creasing in frequency as KnWo comes nearer to their table. Danilo watches the 
deliberate slow drag of KnWo’s weathered hands, cautious and gentle as he shifts 
papers and quills across the table’s surface.
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He drags the book closer, unable to commit the words to memory. ?ot 
with KnWo’s harsh presence and Kaston’s repetitive Linching.

Danilo doesn’t note Kaston’s fear,  ignoring the enemy, enemy, enemy 
that rattles in his mind. ?or does he unfurl from against the hard edge 
of the chair’s  backrest.  He twists  his  rings over the phantom sensation 
of dislocated Rngers—ones he set himself only to re-set again hours later. 
There is a hot drop of shame in his abdomen.

A trembling, ill-kept sigh rises from KnWo at the other table. Danilo peers 
over. KnWo scrubs his beard with his nails, leaving red tracks on his skin. 
OMe will reconvene momentarily.7

Kaston gives a clenched and vibrating nod, to which KnWo hesitates. 
9nce Kaston meets his eye, a second passing between them in an agreement 
Danilo can’t catch, KnWo hustles down the stairs.

A misty expression darkens Kaston’s blank face, passing through Danilo 
similar to the distant glaWe of a soldier after witnessing his Rrst death. Kas-
ton Lushes when he realiWes Danilo stares back. They blink at one another 
before Kaston stands on knobby knees and wobbles over to Danilo’s table.

Danilo is  silent  as  Kaston sits  across  from him, unable  to Rnd the 
strength he poured into chasing him away before. ?ot when the muted, 
haunted colour in Kaston’s eyes bores into him, caging his anger. Kaston 
Rxes his attention on Danilo’s thumb pushing the rings around his Rngers.

OMhat are your rings for07 Kaston clears his throat, wrapping his arms 
around himself.

Danilo trains his eyes to the ink stains on Kaston’s left hand where his 
foreRnger and thumb dance in a silent pattern.

OThey’re rings.7 He says.
O2ot a lot of them.7 Kaston leans back, shoulders loose, Rngers increas-

ing their tempo.
OA lot of people tried to kill me.7 Danilo stares down at his hands.
zings were Rtting. A constant reminder of the acts he committed. Their 

weight like manacles, clenched around his Rngers. Kaston is silent, but as 
he leans against the table, his eyes scan each with unmovable interest.

OSeven... killed—uh, over seven.7 Kaston’s squint Lickers with recogni-
tion, making the hair on Danilo’s arms stand. OThey’re souvenirs.7
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Danilo sighs, recogniWing the manipulative gleam in Kaston’s eye—the same 
as the day he watched Kaston turn the rope into a living snake. Kaston wants 
an answer, with minor consideration for the outcome. He won’t like what he 
Rnds.

OKnWo—uh, KnWo has... one similar to you.7
Danilo hopes Kaston is as smart as he appears. ?o story Danilo has lived will 

entertain him. Bloodshed isn’t glamorous. Kaston should understand compan-
ionship isn’t a service he o”ers. And unless Kaston needs a hired bodyguard, 
Danilo should be the last he crawls towards for company.

OMell... no, N guess.7 Kaston’s brows furrow as he stares at the rings. ON guess 
not. A few have as much detail but... KnWo has this stone. Yooks like the ocean... 
blue and green. “etal tentacles... yeah—O

Danilo clenches his Rngers, feeling the bands squeeWe.
ONt’s... it’s a family ring. Apparently from a, uh, a pirate. He’ll give it to...7 

There’s a brief pause in Kaston’s breakneck speed that hints of regret slurring 
his busy mind. ONs that how you got any of yours0 8ou’ve, uh, worked with your 
father, and he no doubt has family among the ranks elsewhere—anyway, that’s 
where you got one of them, right07

O?o. ?o, none of mine are from that.7 Disappointment grips Danilo’s chest.
He never felt it was safe to talk family with the 2eneral. So he never did. 

?ever knew if either of his parents had siblings; doesn’t know if he has uncles or 
aunts who feel the same ache in their bones at the loss of his mother. 4robably 
not. They’d hang as accomplices to a crime the public would never know. 
Because even if they lived far from Audantei, its reaches through the 2entled 
Kast would have ensnared them.

OSo, they’re... all from, uh, kills07 Danilo struggles to swallow, the hurt clear 
in Kaston’s whiny tone.

OMhy07 Danilo asks, his aggravation rising from his shoulders like a physical 
heat.

Kaston’s Rngers become still at the glare he receives. Danilo squints when 
Kaston doesn’t Linch. His Rngers move again and his eyes land on the ring 
encompassing Danilo’s middle Rnger. The one that started the collection.

OThat—uh,7 Kaston points determinedly. OThat one is KnWo’s mother’s.7
Nt’s braided silver. The forger’s stamp faded beyond recognition.
Danilo remembers her. She was heavier, with dark hair tinted by age. Her 

eyes had been kind, but horror had etched the wrinkled skin between her brows.
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A scout knows the cost of being caught. He hadn’t expected her kindness. 
Mhen she stumbled over him, recognition marred her faded blue eyes. Still, 
she o”ered her hand, promising things he never realiWed he needed. Her stare 
trapped him when an alarm sounded. As the angry hollers of war began, he 
tried to run. She predicted it and grabbed him.

Despite the chaos, he stayed as she bled; thick, rough Rngers stroking his 
face while she apologiWed as if he’d been the one bleeding out.

Her death hadn’t been the Rrst he mourned in secret, but she was the Rrst 
he’d taken from. The ring had been larger than his Rnger then. He kept it on 
a chain until someone tried to strangle him with it. Mith every substantial 
kill he carried out, he added to the collection. He didn’t have a lot of space 
left when he became lieutenant.

Kaston calls them souvenirs. They are. 9f agony; never allowing him to 
forget the truth of his existence. He brings wreckage in his wake, and he’s 
not worth more than another completed mission.

Kaston nods when he refuses to answer or meet his unrelenting gaWe.
OHe knows.7 Kaston’s eyes fall to his twitching Rngers pressed Lat on the 

table. OBut, N—N don’t think he wants to say as much.7
Danilo and KnWo are intrinsically tied together. From Danilo’s begin-

ning, he was condemned to KnWo’s ire. Mith the man’s record of observation 
and cunning, he’d undoubtedly noticed the ring long ago.

The chain of Danilo’s Cade tags spins as he busies his Rngers. Kaston’s eyes 
track the motion, observing its etched ridges and Lawed edges. The deep 
emerald rectangle lost its sharp edges over the years, from Danilo’s persistent 
Rddling and the action it witnessed. 9ne engraved face announces his rank 
in a throng of stars, the other is scored with his name. He becomes aware of 
it only after it’s fondled into his palm, encased in his Rst, out of direct sight.

Danilo’s half-present stare meets Kaston’s growing smirk, alert eyes cat-
egoriWing the mindless movement. His words stumble from his lips, trying 
to deter Kaston’s wit from noticing his stupor, and his current desire an-
nounces itself.

OMhat do you know of sensitivities07 He blurts.
Kaston pushes at  the edge of Danilo’s  small  stack of books,  a  smile 

creeping across his face as their titles come into his view.
OSensitivity, huh07
Danilo nods, gaWe slitted at Kaston’s change in demeanor.
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OThey’ve—have the potential to be dastardly...7 Kaston’s Rngers thrum again, 
Owhat do you want to know07

OKverything.7
OKverything07 Kaston crosses and uncrosses his arms, shrugging, and meets 

Danilo’s eyes with conRdence. O8ou don’t have time for everything.7
OThen what’s important.7
Kaston’s lip quirks into a smile. Too akin to a grimace. Danilo knows Kaston 

isn’t a Rghter—he’s armed with a single half-sharpened knife, and he doesn’t re-
member its existence. But the look in his eyes is preparation for battle. Mhatever 
Kaston braces for, Danilo is woefully unready.

ONt’s the... the trace of magic. ?ot the presence of magic. A sensitivity bends 
and shifts to accommodate what you sense.7 The silence drops like a physical 
weight on Danilo’s shoulders when Kaston’s knee stops bouncing and he tenses. 
Kaston notices. ON’ve heard it can be trained—harnessed, maybe—into magic. 
?ot strong magic, but...7

Kaston tries reading him, his eyes hooded beneath his brows. A bright red 
glow coils around his Rngers, swirling with the Luid movements when a coin 
appears in its place. He dances it across the tops of his knuckles. Danilo leans 
back in his chair. They’re locked in a stando”; an impasse opposite to the one 
from days before. Kaston isn’t mean, but he has all the potential to be, making 
him a man to be wary of.

Something in him wound tighter than the portcullis of the Black 2ate. The 
uneasy sensation makes him claustrophobic.

He needs out.
Danilo Cumps to his feet and presses forward beyond his volition. The tight-

ness continues up the left side of his head, an inch underneath his ear.
OAltamura, wait.7 Kaston’s chair cracks against the table behind it.
ODon’t call me that.7 Danilo barks.
He nears the banister and collapses against it, rubbing his Rngers into his eyes. 

He takes a steadying breath. And another. After a handful more, he notices the 
numbness in his legs and the distant feeling in his hands.

ODanilo, hey, w—O
Danilo stumbles o” the handrail to escape Kaston’s close voice and Rnds an 

arm cages his back against the spindles. O8ou’re okay.7
Kaston’s words don’t provide comfort. Kspecially when the tightness feels 

like knives. He opens his eyes to snap at Kaston, to chase away the ‘help’ on his 
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lips, and his remaining breath blasts from his lungs at the blue hue fogging the 
corners of his vision.

O9kay, all right, uh...7 Kaston—though warm in character—is chilling to the 
touch. zed contaminates his sight as Kaston’s hands hover at either side of his 
head. ON-N’m not strong—K?E9.7

Danilo loses time because when he opens his eyes, KnWo has replaced him. 
Frigid blue replaces the blood hue dancing in the air. KnWo’s hand is heavy over 
Danilo’s eyes, squeeWing his temples with his thumb and middle Rnger. The 
contrast between them makes Danilo gasp. KnWo—who’s composed of striking 
greys and chilly glares—is warm enough to rival the desert heat.

O8ou are lucky.7
Danilo doesn’t respond, no matter how strong the groan of agreement begs 

to be released. He’ll keep his grateful silence to himself.
His muscles unravel from their taunt hold and KnWo’s hand follows his head 

as he relaxes against the spindles. Kaston pants and mutters to KnWo. They engage 
in soft discussion, but it’s Rller to him; soft murmurs and the drag of clothing 
against skin. Mithout energy, he’s not keen on eavesdropping. ?ot with this 
fragile serenity. Kxhaustion pulls his breath out, deep and even in the tense 
atmosphere.

OHey.7 KnWo’s baritone voice Cars him into action.
Before KnWo can use his unoccupied hand to smack his shoulder, Danilo’s 

wrist Lies up to block it, and he drives his elbow into the wrist of the hand 
gripping over his eyes. He launches forward to smother KnWo’s open neck.

KnWo hadn’t been at war to be strangled by a teenager. He catches Danilo’s 
hand and squeeWes his Rngers. OKasy.7

KnWo remains steadfast. Solid. The pressure around Danilo’s palm is unyield-
ing. And a weight settles atop his chest when he tries to push o” the banister. 
Kaston falls silent. KnWo’s grip tightens, waiting for the discomfort of his grasp 
to register.

Danilo tugs on his hand, slumping when KnWo relaxes but doesn’t release. He 
tilts his head back, trying to breathe past the wild thump of his heart. His hands 
shake in KnWo’s hold from the sudden drop of excitement.

OYook to me.7 Danilo scrunches his face, deciding to ignore KnWo in favour 
of befriending the silence again. OAh-ah, no. Yook to me.7

Danilo drags himself upright with a half-hearted scowl. KnWo drops his hand, 
grasping the fabric of Danilo’s elbow, and drags the stumbling boy to follow.
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OKaston, retrieve the items from the study07 Kaston’s wide eyes remain un-
moving. KnWo Licks his wrist at him and he sprints into action.

Danilo moans at the steep staircase and KnWo silences it with a constricting 
tug that wrenches them both down the Rrst steps. He attempts to tear from 
KnWo’s grasp. The man pitches him into the wall by his elbow. Nt nearly tips 
him down the remaining stairs. Despite the anger within him, he settles for 
following, his willpower sliding between his Rngers like sand. Mhen they reach 
the bottom, Danilo’s eager for the bed he’s been occupying.

O?o.7 KnWo tugs him away when he leans toward the door as they pass. ON will 
not sit in there. ?ot with you.7

KnWo glances over, expecting Danilo to struggle against his instruction as he 
has been the preceding days. Danilo’s certain he Rnds the heavy presence of his 
fatigue in the valleys of his face as KnWo’s brow quirks soon after.

He allows himself to be pulled along and deposited harshly onto the drawing 
room couch. Deep red Rlls his vision as he tilts his head against the cushion, 
listening to KnWo’s retreating steps. The silence echoes in his ears, leaving him 
with muted thoughts and deepening breaths.

Danilo Linches when a hand settles on his shoulder. His eyes snap open, and 
he Rsts KnWo’s shirt. Their proximity makes his throat tight with fear. 9n reLex, 
he tries sitting up. KnWo keeps strong, pushing down until Danilo’s head hits a 
pillow.

He falls into exhaustion, his resentment a dying light in his mental forges, 
snu”ed out by the constant Lick of pages and the beat of a quill on thick paper. 
“inutes pass before Danilo sags into the couch, leaving KnWo to work in nothing 
but his own silence.
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CHAPTER T  EWLE

D anilo grunts as he drives a sword into the shoulder of the dummy. The 
metal strikes with a dull thud. After persistent tugging, Danilo releases 

the hilt, glaring at its mocking gleam. His control wanes and bends with every 
shift of tension in the room.

Days ago, when he woke with thready breath and weak Engers, znIo was 
gone. -n his absence, moisture lingered in the air, the ceiling haIy with evapo’
rating clouds. -t dampened Danilojs sleep’warmed skin. He froIe, waiting for 
znIojs magic to strike against him, Gust as it had in the sewer. And though it 
never did, he couldnjt shake the imminence hovering over him.

Hejs grateful for the privacy of the old training room, and doesnjt dare 
complain about the creaky ring or bagged straw dummies. The dull, tarnished 
swords canjt cut through butter, but they are better than resorting to sparring 
with his split knuckles. -t allows him to haphaIardly pull the seams of his 
self’control together.

Dim sunlight strokes the sweat rolling oS his forehead through the founda’
tionjs cracks. He shakes out his wrists, grips the training sword in one hand. 
8ritting his teeth and placing a foot on the dummyjs chest, he grips the hilt 
with both hands and tears it from the dummyjs shoulder, drawing across its 
center. 7traw spews to the ‘oor, the cloth hanging similar to the ‘uttering blond 

L:



hair of his sister. “”ieutenantj hisses in his mind before it morphs into a ringing 
reminder of his new titlesY thief, traitor, prisoner.

He swings, scoqng when the swordjs folded edge cannot cut the dangling 
fabric. -t clatters against the ground. Danilo winds the limp fabric around 
his palm and pulls. The cloth screams before leaving Danilojs Gagged breaths 
echoing in the empty room.

Turning up the stairs, he ignores the sharp pain of loss that chases him. He 
grinds his teeth together when he trudges into the kitchen and stares down the 
subGect of his ire.

znIo glares at him over a pile of chaotic scribbles and splayed books, his cold 
eyes ‘icking down to the white rag in Danilojs clenched Est. Danilo sneers, 
lip, nose, and brow scrunching with a hostility hejs received from noose’bound 
prisoners. He dunks an ale’mug into the water bucket. The silence in the air 
rattles inside Danilojs head until it causes him to speak without thinking.

R”et me go.x Danilo swings around, hair sticking to his sweaty forehead. R?ou 
donjt want me here. ”et me go.x

znIo Cuirks a brow at him, staring with a tilted head as if he could strip 
Danilo with a glance.

RNegardless of what ill thoughts you concede with that statement, you are 
not incarcerated here. ?ou may leave.x znIo rolls his Cuill between his Engers.

The fact that he can look relaFed while Danilo is present drives him into 
further action.

RThen why do - still feel like a prisonerPx Danilo Gabs the mug in znIojs 
direction, the motion spraying water across the ground. He clenches the mug 
tighter to ignore the tremor in his hand. RThat - have to pay penance for living 
in your vicinityPx

RKonsult your conscience.x znIo continues to write without a glance in his 
direction.

ROo, -jm taking it up with you.x
Danilo drops his mug on the opposing end of the table, earning himself a 

glare. The man shifts, sets his Cuill on his paper, and observes Danilojs petulant 
scowl. RWor what reason, other than to veF mePx

R- asked for help.x
RUlease, ”ieutenant. ?our plea was meant to absolve you from the Ere —osy’

mo 8uerra has set. -jve done my utmost to keep you alive,x znIo drawls.
RMne would think your “utmostj is to helping me stay alive so - can leave.x
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R?our ignorance, in which youjve lived, is what keeps you from understand’
ing basic concepts.x He sneers down his nose. R?ou have no means with which 
to fault me.x

RHard not to when you donjt help.x
R-jve given you a deEnition. 9hether you are too far beyond stupid to apply 

it is a problem - need not concern myself with.x
RThere is no way you are this arrogant all the time,x Danilo hisses between 

his teeth, hands clenching and releasing.
znIojs eyes travel to his hands. Bnder the weight of his stare, Danilo ‘eFes his 

hands and pushes the hair from the drying skin of his tacky forehead. As if in 
understanding, znIo hums and returns his attention to his pages.

Danilo growls, drawing znIojs terse brow to him. RDo prove how rash 
decision controls your better Gudgment.x

Though znIo doesnjt smirk, Danilo watches the lines beside znIojs eyes 
crease. Danilo swallows the urge to throw the mug at znIojs head. znIo knows 
how to provoke him, but by hell, he started the Eght, and he wasnjt about to let 
znIo Enish it.

RAs if you arenjt capable of the same.x Danilo slams his Est atop the table and 
znIo tenses.

R-;in fact;am not.x znIo shuts his book, standing to round the edge of 
the table. R0y impulses are not so beyond my control to be brought down by a 
teenager.x

Danilo paces forward, baring his teeth. R9e both know that isnjt true.x
0emories war through their eyes. Danilo vibrates, waiting for znIo to make 

the Erst move. znIojs brows relaF, awareness lancing through his eyes, and his 
shoulders de‘ate as he backs towards his chair.

RDonjt mistake my loyalty to the Oephla for kindness, boy,x znIo says, 
punctuating “boyj much like the 8eneral would. R-jm not a man of idle threats.x

Danilojs shoulders rise, and before he can think of the conseCuences, he lifts a 
foot and buries a hand inside his boot, graIing the poorly wrapped knife around 
his ankle. He withdraws the piddly weapon as if he were to plunge it within 
znIojs chest. 9hen Danilo steps forward, znIo thrusts out his arm. A wave 
crashes against Danilojs knees and solidiEes into ice. Danilo ignores the urge to 
shiver, twisting his knife laIily.

R-f - wanted you dead, you wouldjve been dead,x Danilo says, slamming the 
weapon down on the table.
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He doesnjt have to look to know itjs a plain and unassuming item;its dull 
colour stained with blood and dirt eFcept for where it got polished against his 
skin. Audanteijs military ingrained it in him to keep it secure and hidden. To 
never give it away. The second it left his hand, abandoned on the edge of the 
scored wood, he knows itjs gone. -t was his lifeline;his saving grace;at his side 
when none of his soldiers were.

The kitchen door whines open.
R- fou’und, uh,x zaston ‘icks his gaIe between the melting ice and znIojs 

scorching stare on Danilojs knife, and swallows audibly, R-jve, uhm, -jve found 
nothing, -;-jll Gust’’R

The door rubs against the mud’brick, and theyjre alone again. Danilo counts 
out the silence with his own heart, only speaking when znIo lifts the knife from 
the table, removing it from Danilojs reach and securing it beneath his belt with 
narrowed eyes.

RHe didnjt come to your aid.x Danilo Gerks one of his knees, toes wiggling in 
his boots, and Ends hejs unable to move beyond that. R9hy should - worryPx

R?ou are not the one hejs seen Eght.x znIo steps into Danilojs space, glaring 
down his nose. RHe has no reason to fear you.x

R2ut - have every reason to be afraid, donjt -Px Danilojs sneer turns to a 
grin, watching znIojs rage strike through the depths of his grey eyes. ”ightning 
within a hurricane.

A growl pushes past znIojs teeth, and he raises the back of his hand mere 
inches from Danilojs face. Danilo doesnjt move. Hejs learned responding ig’
nites a larger angerB brings about a larger beating. And while he baited znIojs 
response, humility irritates his stomach.

znIo freeIes, the back of his hand skimming the surface of Danilojs cheek. 
The ice around Danilojs ankles cracks and sinks into the ‘oor as fast as znIo 
darts from the room. Danilo, though his head spins from the suddenness, chases 
after him, hollering and cussing. 7oggy leather slurps around his feet.

He follows znIo until the door slams shut on his sleeping Cuarters. His 
forearm slams into the unmoving door, and blue ripples from the impact. He 
doesnjt bother struggling to open it.

The Eres of his anger scorch his control, and re‘ecting oS the halls in a violent 
volume of unintelligible threats. 7ilence thins its edge. Klarity ebbs the heat. 
9hatever sparks remain in the dimming embers is snuSed out by a surprising 
realiIation. Therejs a lack of damage in the wake of their argument.
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Their relationship changed;despite what either of them wanted. And 
though it scares him, itjs not as much as he knows it should. Oot as much as 
the reluctant knowledge that while znIo isnjt a friend;or even an ally;he 
isnjt an adversary. 9hich leaves him with the same trembling fear, without 
the anger to hide it behind.

znIo trips into his Cuarters, dropping in the darkwood chair at his desk. A 
faint breeIe wades the heavy curtains from side to side, sneaking light into 
the dark room. He massages his temples, then drags his nails through his 
beard. The leather strips peeking from between the pages of wide books 
speak of his  intentions to continue his  work.  -nstead,  he stares  at  the 
pocked scars on his knuckles which frame his heirloom.

The ring on his Enger re‘ects the water of his old townB cerulean and 
mint, moving and darkening with its reoccurring storms. Hard skin on his 
palms refuses to soften, despite the infreCuency he uses the weapons rather 
than tools. His nails scrape down the sides of his thumb.

znIojs agoniIing childhood, spent alone on the Eshersj wharves on the 
open sea rather than the waterfalljs edge near their cove, had made his hands 
coarse. As it did his heart.

Danilo had refused to ‘inch when znIojs hand raised. 2ut the poised 
place neFt to a cheek weathered by eFhaustion forced znIo to sCuelch the 
rising memories. His hands resembled a mass of men from when Decarii 
homed him. Oever did he desire to see a re‘ection of them in his actions. 
2ut hejd been a mere moment from striking a boy. Oot the man he posed 
to be.

R”isten “ere;R zven as a child, he should have known better than to ac’
knowledge the youngest of his motherjs earliest boyfriends, R;this disease 
you carry. “ide it.x

The Esh he gutted had slid from his small Engers, regardless of his best 
eSorts to cling to the oily scales.

RMtjerwise, youjll get killed for it.x The man gave a forceful sCueeIe to his 
narrow shoulders, his accompanying breath reeking worse than the innards 
tossed aside. RAnd youjd be lucky if it were by my “and.x
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znIo crumbled beneath the force of the manjs skinny hand. As his elbows 
collided with the deck, he came precariously close to driving the gutting knife 
into his own eye. He stared at the hooked point, then to the disgust on the manjs 
face.

At that moment, znIo understood not to trust anyone. Bnderstood to pro’
tect the secret hejd promised his mother to keep. 9hen the man left their life, 
znIo waited for the armored soldiers to drag him away. The apprehension of 
every oqcer he passed made him ill with fear.

-t wasnjt until he grew older that he realiIed how felonious Decarii had been. 
Negardless of his magic.

znIo resolved not to cower in society, and he began with tossing out his 
motherjs last parasite of a partner. 7hejd been his supporting grace, following 
wherever he went, learning to Eght despite her lack of magic. His commitment 
to the Oephla solidiEed ten times over when magic’kind welcomed her as an 
eCual.

That old Eshersj wharf birthed his understandingB all else fell in after. The 
non’magic world would bring ruin to them.

Danilo is young and uninformed. 2ut uninformed men sank their lines into 
the waters of his life. He wonjt snare on their hooks.
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CHAPTER TH  RTEEI

E aston started avoiding him after his sensitivity ,aredw chiDhw lani.o 
had .earnedw Easton triggeredH ’e didnut notiDe knti. the morning he 

spi——ed his kska. trainingba rokgh s.ee— ceighing docn his .imzsband 
Easton inha.ed shar—.yw ,inDhing as he entered the .izraryH EnIo had .aid 
a hand aDross Eastonus shok.derH xt had pe—t him from Tdgeting knti. the 
dim grey .ight s—.ashing throkgh the cindocs tkrned go.denw its zright hke 
Drac.ing aDross the taz.e and .iDping the Dorners of Eastonus sDrizz.ed —agesH 
Easton sDramz.ed from the room cithokt eA—.anation and zoth lani.o 
and EnIo stared after himw .eaving lani.o a.one cith EnIo to stec in the 
shoDping Domfort of their si.enDeH

-hat had zeen days agoH
9s the tension of Eastonus DhaotiD eADkses .essenedw EnIo moved o—en 

zoops to s—read aDross lani.ous taz.eH ’e refksed to sitw o—ting to cander 
zetceenw s—aring g.ares at lani.oH xn retkrnw lani.o o3ered eA—.anations 
and skggestions for the amzksh strategies EnIo grkmz.ed overH 9nd heud 
done it  pnocing it  cok.d ze ksed against 9kdanteius  forDesH  EnIous an;
scering hkm shoop the roomw and it fe.. into a steady si.enDeH

-ime inDhes zy on a dim morningw mkDh .ipe the one Easton started his 
avoidanDe onw lani.ous e.zoc —ro——ed in the midd.e of his zoop chi.e he stares 
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okt an o—en cindocH 9 Dhi.. ,k3s his z.ond Dkr.sH -he z.aDp teaus fragranDe is 
—rominent over his taz.e from the a.e;mkg sitting aDross from himH

EnIo amz.es overw si——ing as he .oops zetceen his —agesH lani.o catDhesw 
tkrning zaDp to the zoop chen EnIo tkrns himH xtus disarming to trkst the man 
not to stripe himH ’e reads Tve .ines zefore rea.iIing EnIo hasnut movedH ’e 
reDoi.s at EnIous stareN hardenedw cithokt the intrksive airH lani.o tries to remain 
sti.. zeneath itH

-he heat of EnIous ozservation isnut knfami.iarw zkt heus .earned itus not often 
goodH EnIous ever;—resent sDoc. fkrrocs in antiDi—ationw so.idifying lani.ous 
nervoksnessH

Fx have a —re—ositionH? EnIo is —atient chi.e he caits for lani.ous res—onsew 
des—ite the crinp.e of his nose and Drossed arms chiDh say otherciseH

F9.. rightH? lani.o sits straighterw resting his forearms on the o—en tomeH
EnIo grimaDesw maping a gestkre im—.ying lani.o shok.d move the zoopH 

Wot zothering to marp the —agew he s.ides it docn the taz.eH xt doesnut move farH 
-he man shiftsw hk3sw and —k..s okt the Dhair aDross from lani.oH

Fxbthere may ze a seDondary methodH? EnIo inter.oDps his Tngersw resting 
his Dhin on the to—s of his handsH

Fjor chatB?
FWarrocing the origin of yokr sensitivityH 9.ong cith the okt.etH?
lani.o straightens zefore the Donversationus im—.iDation —ierDes his ho—eH 

FUhy havenut yok mentioned this zeforeB?
EnIo sighsw zreaping eye DontaDt as he Tsts his hands together and ho.ds them 

in front of his mokthH lani.o catDhes the stone on EnIous ring and hoc the 
Do.okrs Drash togetherH Fxt cok.d grant me direDt aDDess to yokr mindH?

lani.o staresw Mac .oceredH FxHHH?
’e tries to ana.yIe EnIow as the man is ana.yIing himH 4kt EnIous stoiD and 

Da.mH Sn.ipe the storm in his eyesH
FWeither of ks cere ready to disDkss that methodw? EnIo saysH
xtus an knderstatementH
Ponths agow k—on meeting the otherw z.ood cok.d s—i.. cith no regard for 

DostH Uithin the month of his dismissa.w lani.o cok.d never trybthere cere 
more daknting threatsH 9nd sinDe he no .onger has to corry azokt his skrviva.w 
it had tapen this .ong to to.erate EnIous eAistenDeH 9 faDt lani.o pnocs to ze 
mktka.H

F4kt yokure te..ing me nocB? lani.o ti—s his Dhin docncardH
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Fx am acare yok may ze more reDe—tive to skggestionsH?
EnIo qa—ienti is a Dom—.eA manH Lresenting as an enemyw strategistw and 

Drimina. zefore —roving to ze hkmanH lani.o had forgottenw on.y noc notiDing 
the eAhakstion .ines aroknd his eyesw the ceary ceight of .ife gathered aDross his 
foreheadw the sti3ness in his shok.ders from the zkrdens of carw and the dk.. 
zrocn caves .im— from a .aDp of DareH -hereus no hate —resent in EnIous eyesw 
Mkst a tired Dkriosity in its —.aDeH

’eus o3eringH
F’bhoc cok.d yok go azokt itB? lani.o zites the inside of his .i— and the 

D.eft tightens knDomfortaz.yH
EnIo ti.ts his headw and it mapes lani.ous spin Drac.H ’e ho.ds sti..w aDDe—tingH
F-he mind is made k— of caterH? lani.o sca..ocsw rememzering men cho 

faDed cave;eaters that foknd their zodies okt of their Dontro.H FCok cok.d .et 
the memories ,ocH x cok.d zring forth yokr sensitivityw? a dkst of z.ke ,ocs 
zetceen EnIous hands as he stretDhes them a—artw Fand the DorreDt memory 
cok.d —resent itse.fH?

lani.o sOkintsH -he o3er had an k.terior motiveN a DhanDe to get into the 
mind of the 5iektenant GommanderH EnIo notiDesw his Dhin .ifting in o3enseH

Fxud not o3er if —ast di3erenDes Dok.d not ze over.oopedH? EnIo .oops over the 
.izrary cith a sneerH F6nDe the sokrDe is identiTedw x Dan ze .izerated of yokH?

lani.o ignores the shar— sting of zetraya. at the .aDp of Mest or .ightheart;
edness in EnIous voiDeH EnIous smkg eA—ression s—eaps .okder than any cordsN 
ho—ing for a res—onsew vo.ati.e or notH lani.o ,kshes and his Mac D.enDhesw zkt 
for onDew heus eager to disa——ointH

FUhat do x have .eft to .oseH? xt shok.d ze a Okestionbhe shok.d ze nervoks 
azokt the DonseOkenDesH

4kt hasnut he .ost everything a.readyB
EnIous gaIe sna—s to hisw .oDping them in a heated stareH xtus D.ear heud eA—eDted 

lani.o to reMeDt the o3erH Lerha—s heud even emzraDed that DhanDeH -heyure zoth 
set on ho.ding their z.k3sw caiting for the other to fo.dH EnIo .eans forcardw 
e.zocs zraDedH -he z.ke g.oc zetceen his hands OkiversH

FWocB? lani.o shoots zaDp against the DhairH
EnIous eA—eDtant stare heats his DheepsH
Fxf yok are readyH? EnIous Mac D.enDhesw his —atienDe feignedH
lani.ous eyes .inger on the z.ke hke danDing aroknd EnIous TngersH Poistkre 

—ermeates the hot air chen he .eans tocard EnIous caiting —a.msH ’e tries to 
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ease his anAieties zy Tsting his handsw driving his zropen nai.s into his —a.mH 
EnIous hands .ocer to ze .eve. cith lani.ous tem—.esH 9s z.ke gathers in lani.ous 
—eri—hera.w he tkrns to .oopw and EnIo shoves his head zaDp into —.aDeH

EnIous foDksed eyes and fkrroced zrocs annoknDe his frkstrationH lani.o 
thinps itus the Trst heus seen them free of anger chen ksing his magiDH

FG.ose yokr eyesH? -he grkmz.e mapes him Mkm—w zkt heus OkiDp to fo..oc 
ordersw ,inDhing chen Tngers zrksh the air acay from the tender s—ots ze.oc 
his tem—.eH

EnIo Tnds lani.ous eyes soften every dayH 4kt as they g.anDe at the gathering 
magiD zy his tem—.esw thereus a fami.iar edgeH ’eus zraDed for the corstH

FG.ose yokr eyesw? EnIo saysH
4eci.derment skrges in his Dhest at lani.ous ra—id ozedienDew re—.aDed zy 

DyniDism chen lani.o reDoi.s in the neAt zreathH
EnIo tam—ers his emotions chi.e entering lani.ous mind to cithho.dw im;

—ressing his sentimentsbzoth negative and —ositive a.ipebk—on the memories 
he ozservesH 9 Da.amity of emotions and images Do..ide against his DonsDioksH 
EaDh memory hosts the ‘enera.H

xtus azrk—t to catDh lani.ous father age knder 9kdanteius harsh .ightH -hereus 
a fami.iarity in the D.anging cea—onsN a simi.ar and distant heart;D.enDhing fear 
to leDarii in the atmos—hereH -he distinDt sDents of z.ood and sceat Dree— at the 
edge of his sensesH

’e stares docn at a zoy notaz.y sma.. for his agew reDogniIaz.e z.ke eyes 
teary from eAertionH lani.ous knrk.y z.ond Dkr.s have an kneven mi.itary DktH 
Uhi.e stretDhing for a scord zeyond his reaDhw go.den dkst sett.es in the shadoc 
Donskming his frameH les—ite his roknded featkresw lani.ous eyes sti.. shine cith 
the same determinationH

Pemories are TniDa. and Da—riDioksH 9nd more so for the third —artyw dke 
to zeing Drafted zy those re.iving themH PagiD;pind se.dom resorted to —eering 
throkgh memoriesH qkDh a thing is to ze saved for dire DirDkmstanDeH

-hereforew chen EnIo —erDeives the zi.e of anger direDted tocard the ‘en;
era.w he Dannot arzitrate chether it originates from lani.o or himse.fH 9s the 
man s—eapsw he Tnds he doesnut DareH
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6ktside the memoryw he sOkeeIes lani.ous tem—.es tighterH
FCok ci.. move .ipe themH? 5.odis 9.tamkra scings his scordw and it 

Do..ides cith the groknd chere one of lani.ous sma.. pnees had zeenH Fxtus 
harder to Tght an enemy that moves the same as yokH ’arder to Doknterat;
taDpH ’arder to attaDpH ’arder to defeatH?

Even as yokng as he isw the Dkrt nod is ce.. —raDtiDedH lani.ous res—onse 
is Dkt short as he dives acay from another emze..ished scingH lisgkst rises 
in EnIoH -he zoy moves cith a smooth —reDision kn.ipe any Dhi.d heus 
seenbdodging scords and pnivesH EnIo is inD.ined to ze.ieve heus dodged 
shar— things for many —ro.onged yearsH

9 zrkta. piDp to the Dhest fo..ocs lani.o to the grokndH EnIo sti3ens as 
the man .eans on the sOkirming Dhi.d cith knneDessary forDeH

FLathetiDH? q—it ,ies in lani.ous faDeH
-he red ,ksh of anger is more —rominent than the zite in the ‘enera.us 

toneH EnIous mind ree.s cith disDomfortH ’e forDes indi3erenDe to the fore;
front of his thokghtsH

5itt.e lani.o shapes his headw crithing and gas—ing to esDa—e from zeneath 
the mad ‘enera.H Uith a piDpw lani.o ro..s to his stomaDhH ’e Dhopes for airH

F-here are vermin in okr cor.dH? -he ‘enera. stiDps the ti— of his scord 
in the dirt neAt to lani.ous headH FPagiD is an knnatkra. Dreation on.y the 
siDp and vi.e Dan kseH?

qand siII.es and darpens in the memory zeneath lani.ous Tngerti—sH
lani.o tries to drag himse.f from the memoryw sDra—ing his nai.s aDross the 

darpcood despH EnIo ho.ds tightw hooping his thkmzs knder lani.ous Macw 
not a..ocing him to .eaveH

Fxtus the one thing xuve tasped yok to rememzerH? 5.odis scings at lani.ous 
caiting scordH Flo yok knderstandw my zoyB?

Py zoyH -hose cords shok.d ho.d Domfortw zkt itus not an endearmentw 
itus ocnershi—H 9 reminder as harsh and —ainfk. as the Dkt zkzz.ing z.ood 
from the s.ash of the ‘enera.us cea—onH Lressing a sma.. hand to the inMkry 
on his k——er armw lani.o stkmz.es okt of reaDhH EnIous se.f;Dontro. reaDhes 
a fever —itDhH

Fx cant an anscerH?
lani.o nodsw gri——ing the scord tighter as it ti—s forcard in his gras—H
F‘oodH? 5.odis zrings his zroadscord aroknd and ho.ds it .ipe an aAe 

meant to s.iDe throkgh treesH F9gainH?
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9s the ‘enera. —k..s zaDp to scingw a g.int shines o3 the z.ade and EnIo 
reDoi.sw tearing from the memoryH ’e z.inpsw D.earing his mindH PagiD shines 
over lani.ous tem—.es and his fkrroced zrocs shoc he .ives dee— cithin the 
memoryH EnIous stomaDh s—ins cith an kneasy resentmentH

-hokgh the anger had zeen haIy cithin lani.ous mindw EnIo noc Tnds the 
z.ind rage never stemmed from himse.fH ‘.anDing over lani.ow heus overDome 
zy the ceight of rea.ityH

EnIo —rides himse.f on his attentive Dommitment to detai.H WotiDing more 
than othersb4orap inD.kdedH ’e —onders hoc heud missed lani.ous res—onses 
zefore s—eDk.ating that his resentment had governed his o—inion over his Mkdg;
mentH

G.inging to his ocn angerw EnIo ri—s his hands from lani.ous tem—.esw sev;
ering his magiD from lani.ous mindH lani.o gas—s and Do..a—ses against EnIous 
forearmsw —inning them to the taz.ew shkdderingH ’is taDpy spin stiDps to EnIous 
D.othes as he skDps in airH EnIo ignores the desire to shove him onto the taz.eH

jastw determined footste—s eDho in the stairce..H
FEnIoH? 4orap grazs the to— of the handrai. as EnIo zraDes lani.ous Do..ar and 

shok.der to rest him on the taz.eH lani.o groans at the movementw no dokzt i.. 
from the motionH FEnIbF

4orapus hair ,o—s into his faDew a froIen —a.m —inning it from his eyesH lani;
.ous shivering and Okaping zreaths are kndeniaz.ew .eaving the air Dharged cith 
meaning 4orap Dan on.y s—eDk.ateH ’e reDoi.s chen they meet eyesw Dhoping on 
—k3s of air chen he tries s—eapingH EnIo sneersH

F9m x to asskme a reason for yokr krgenDyB? EnIo standsw Drossing his arms 
dkring his s.oc a——roaDhH

xt s—arps a Mo.t of rea.iIation over 4orap and he s—ares one more g.anDe zefore 
devoting his attention to EnIoH Fxn shadocing the 4eseeDherw okr tasp cas 
redireDtedH?

Fqay 1Dhangedu 4orapw yokuve no reason to —rove yokr inte..igenDeH?
4orap and ’estia are necer additions to EnIous Drecw dke to the reDent deaths 

Daksed zy the ha.f;DonsDioks Dhi.d on the taz.eH Uhi.e he and ’estia have —.enty 
of historyw Pagks s—ope on 4orapus zeha.fH les—ite 4orapus spi.. and inte..igenDew 
he fee.s a need to —rove his —.aDe among themH

4orap nodsw thinpsw and saysw FUe had a Dhange of —.ansH?
Fx gathered as mkDhH? EnIo z.inps at himw eA—ression as dead—an as his voiDeH
F0ightH? 4orapus eyes trave. again to lani.oH
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-heir .osses at the Warota Dam— cere an knfortknate rea.ityH jor Easton more 
than the restH -he tcins had zeen .oya. to the We—h.aus Daksew zkt they cere 
not her DhosenH Easton grec attaDhed to them faster than antiDi—atedH 4orapw 
hoceverw pnocing them from .ong zeforew mokrned themH 9nd thokgh EnIo 
pnec himse.f to ze a resentfk. sok.w 4orap cas his o——ositeH ’e mokrned and 
he forgaveH

F’is zrother is a.iveH? 4orap chis—ers in lani.ous direDtionH
jisting the shok.der of 4orapus shirtw EnIo drags him from earshotH ’e 

g.anDes at lani.ow chous moved his hand to rkz at his forehead zkt othercise 
remains sti.. against the taz.eH

F9re yok DertainB? EnIo aspsH
Uhen EnIo tkrns zaDpw 4orapus Dkriosity shines in his eyesH ’e motions for 

4orap to anscerH
FCesH x traDped the fami.y chen ce foknd okt he vanishedH? ’e ti—s his Dhin 

in lani.ous direDtionH Fx pnoc chat he .oops .ipeH?
EnIo hkmsH
F‘kerra is attem—ting some knrestrained thingsH? 4orap addsH
FPeaningB?
FCokuve heard the term 1Tght Tre cith TreuB? 4orap sDratDhes at the Daped dirt 

stkDp in the MknDtion of his neDpw caiting for EnIous knneDessary nodH F’eus 
gathered Okite the array of resokrDesw even has a qtoneH x dokzt heus acare of 
itbyetH?

EnIo Okirps his zrocH
-he non;magiDw knacare of their trke originw inDorreDt.y tit.ed qtonesH 6ften 

qtones cere mistapen sDa.es or zones from zeasts of o.dH -hey ho.d signiTDant 
—ocerH

F’eusHHH heus trying to —k.. magiD from his pinw? 4orap mkttersw .ooping at 
lani.oH EnIous im—ressed lani.o is k—rightw thokgh his scaying means heus 
—.enty azsent;minded sti..H F9s x Dan te..w heus the on.y one of their z.ood.ineH 
Pkstuve gotten it from his motherH -he ‘enera. cok.d rkn himse.f throkghH?

FLk..ing as inbF EnIo startsH
F’eus trying to cie.d the scord from the Warota Dam—H?
Uords donut have enokgh de.ineative —ocer to eA—.ain the terror of an kn;

hinged man cie.ding a scord Da—az.e of granting magiDa. forDeH ’avoD cok.d 
creap the ‘ent.ed Eastw deDimating Perpidia knti. ash and death deso.ate the 
rkins of Divi.iIationN an knhinged azyss mkDh .ipe Pedkmeanus ’eartH

““



F-he s—ontaneoks resDke cas a skDDessB? EnIo aspsw rkzzing his zeardH
FCok Tgkre ceud attem—tB? 4orap zites the inside of his mokthw faDe Dreased 

cith his hkmokrH
Fx Tgkre yok and ’estia are z.eeding heartsH? EnIous eyes ,iDper to lani.oH 

FCok cok.dnut zear necs cithokt attem—tingH?
Fxt cas a skDDessH?
F-henbF
F4.ame PagksH? 4orapus .i— Okirps at EnIous eye;ro..H FUe had oktside he.—H?
EnIo .ifts his zroc againw faDe —inDhed as he caitsH
F’eus a.iveH ’is zrotherw? 4orap shifts on his feet and moves to Dross his arms 

zefore deDiding otherciseH F4kt heusbheus ashenH GomatoseH ‘kerra stri——ed 
him ofHHH? ’e sighsH F’eus stri——ed himH x donut thinp heu.. .iveH?

9n a—o.ogetiD haIe Dovers 4orapus eyes as he .oops at lani.ow cho shie.ds his 
eyes from the .ightH FCok shok.d te.. himH?

Fx ci.. not de.iver an aforesaid messageH? EnIo shoots a .ight g.are at himH
F’ave a —roz.em taping his anger nocB? 4orap grinsH
EnIo grkmz.es and DonDedesH FUho cas the oktside he.—B?
4orap sDrknDhes his eyes shkt cith a —ained eA—ressionH EnIo catDhes him 

zreathew a——rehension shar— in his .kngsH
FxtusHHH khbF 4orap straightens to meet EnIous —ierDing gaIeH FUe skDDeeded 

cith the aid and Da—tkre of ‘enera. 5.odis 9.tamkraH?
F5eaveH?
4efore itus groknd from zetceen EnIous teethw 4orap ,ies docn the stairsw 

his Da—e sna——ing a farece.. as EnIous .kngs zkrn cith feez.e Dontro.H -he 
mention of 5.odis zrings zi.e to his tongkeH

Pany of EnIous —ains Dame from the manw and more from his z.ood sonH
lani.ous head cozz.es as he attem—ts to shape free the distortionw cinDing 

chen it zaDpTresH EnIo Dannot see —ast the simi.arities of father and sonN the 
zkr.yw thiDp Tngersw the dksting of sDars over his faDew the —rominent MacH 9 
g.immer re,eDts on his ringsH

’e zegrkdges the di3erenDesN the Dhi.d.ipe Dkriosityw eyes chiDh T.. cith 
hesitanDew his azi.ity to s—eap as if treading throkgh kndetermined catersH

6r —erha—s it had zeen their —.an from the zeginningH
SnDertainty ro..s throkgh him as he meanders tocards lani.oH ’is a—;

—roaDh dracs lani.ous eyesw and thokgh they seem haIyw he Mo.ts from reDog;
nitionH
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FPy Drec foknd yokr zrotherbF lani.o .aknDhes from the Dhair and 
Do..a—ses into EnIous DhestH FUaitw zoyH UaitH?

lani.o shapes his head and EnIo —kshes on lani.ous shok.ders knti. he 
sitsH Uith a sigh to gather his —atienDew he zegins againw s.ocerH

F-hey have foknd yokr zrotherbF
Fx donut ze.ieve itw x need tobF EnIo sighs in frkstration and lani.ous 

cords ha.tH
F9nd chyw yokng 9.tamkraw do yok not ze.ieve itB? EnIo ste—s zaDp to 

see lani.ous eA—ression in its entiretyN gaIe cide and tiredw spin —a.ew zrocs 
fkrrocedH

F’e hangedH ’eus deadH?
EnIo caits knti. lani.o meets his stareH Flid yok see itB Uith yokr ocn 

eyesB?
FUhat do yok mean 1did xuB -heyHHH? ’is zreath shkdders and his eyes 

g.aIe overH FWoH x didnutH?
EnIo a..ocs lani.o a momentw assessing his —ained eA—ression zefore 

im—arting the remaining informationH F’e cas reDovered from Fosymo 
‘kerraus a3airsH?

Uhen lani.ous eyes sna— k— to hisw the Donfksion is D.earH
F-he 0oya.  4eseeDherw  Fosymo ‘kerraB? EnIo nods knneDessari.yH 

FUbchyB ’eud have no kse for him a.iveHHH?
F4eDakse of yokr sensitivityH?
FPy sensbF lani.o —a.esH F-hatus chybtheyHHH for treasonH?
-he .izrary zathes in tense si.enDeH Uith the zraided ring g.eaming on 

lani.ous Tngerw EnIo has no desire to ease his griefH li3erenDes ze aDDkrsedH 
Uhen lani.o straightensw EnIo .ets him s.i— from his gri—H 9 ,eDp of ye..oc 
skn.ight Dkts throkgh the sheer DkrtainH xtus a horrid reminder of the day 
yet to ze de.iveredH

FUhat ha——ened to himB Py zrotherB? lani.o doesnut .et the si.enDe 
sett.e zefore sna——ingw Fxum a smart enokgh man to pnoc he cok.dnut have 
pe—t him cithokt a reasonH?

FCok are not a manH? EnIo sneers and tapes a steading zreathH F4kt yok 
are DorreDtH Cok deserve more Dredit than x have a..ottedH? ’e scive.s on his 
feetw raising tco Tngers into the air in order to motionb1fo..ocuH

FUi.. he .iveB?
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-hereus a ,iDper of ho—e in lani.ous D.okdedw pnocing eA—ressionG a gent.e 
.ight in his z.ke eyesH Even cith its —resenDew lani.o fa..s somzerH

EnIous zrief si.enDe dro—s .ipe a ceight in the airH FWoH?
lani.o s—ins the ring on his midd.e Tngerw and EnIo Dannot determine 

chether he is angrier at the .iektenant or the man cho raised himH
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CHAPTER   FORTEEU

D anilo  expects  the  grief.  But  as  he  looks  upon  Bratni,  the  swift 
gut-wrenching pain stuns him. Bratni seems decayed. A black ash riddles 

his long, delicate Hngers. zis round face has elongated, emphasiTed by bruised 
eyes, sunken cheeks, and grime. Mhe haggard knees of his trousers bear holes 
from being left bound for days on end.

Borak and —agus bicker in the background, tones hushed. Danilo trudges 
closer“eyes locked on Bratni“and they grow silent.

I’”m sorry,v Borak says.
Danilo wants to waYe oj his apology and thank him in the same breath. Wet 

as he peers down at Bratni, ?ust old enough that he”s unfamiliar, he stops from 
doing either. Mhe stranger in this bed is a distant hope.

Iqere you closeSv Borak asks.
Danilo looks to Borak, and though he”s thrust into a windstorm of emotions, 

his face is calm. I’ didn”t eYen know him.v
Borak”s mouth thins to a line. —agus sputters a Yulgar 1uestion, earning 

himself a kick to the shin.
I—agus.v Borak looks between him and Danilo.
IqhatSv ze rubs his shin.
I0hut up.v
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I’ only meant“I
IDon”t say it again.v Borak raises the backside of his palm.
—agus leans from reach, the corner of his lip ticking upward. ze directs 

his 1uestion to Danilo, focus resolute on Borak. Iqhat do you meanSv
Bratni”s  thinned face resembles their mother more than their father. 

Danilo ignores the urge to force his Hngers through the congealed clumps 
of blood in his russet locks.

I’ didn”t...v ze falls into the chair at Bratni”s side. I’ grew up by my 
father”s side. GiYed in the barracks. ’”d known of him, as ’ knew Mamno-
ra“my sister. ze deliYered messages to my father but was neYer trained.v

Ize was a messenger-boySv
Danilo nods, remembering each time Bratni would stand on his toes to 

peer into the booth with a toothy grin and a letter in hand.
IFone for youSv —agus crosses his arms and leans against the wall to 

contemplate Danilo.
IPuess not.v Danilo says.
ze shrugs in a wholehearted attempt to distract them from the reason 

his eyes burn. Borak drags his Hngers across Bratni”s forehead. zis Hnger 
creates a path from Bratni”s temple to ear, oYer the nose and repeated on the 
other side. ‘issures of lightning raise beneath the skin before HTTling away. 
Jurplish-blue Yeins dance oYer greyed skin, and for the Hrst time, Danilo 
feels an inkling of hope crawling through his middle in place of disgust.

IDo you remember your sisterSv Borak asks.
Danilo nods, throat tight. Iqe were closer in age.v
—agus mimics Danilo, leaning against the wall beside him when Danilo 

fails to notice him. Borak doesn”t speak, working in silence until he”s done 
all he can. qith a light pat to Danilo”s shoulder, he toes around him and 
shoos —agus from the room.

Danilo”s younger brother was a fast boy. Mhe Peneral hoped it would 
outweigh his small stature. But ;a sick boy isn”t a strong one”. ze wonders 
if they”d be close if Bratni were capable of training. 4ealousy swells like a 
physical heat within his blood, smothered by the cool weight of guilt.

Mhe silence is loud. AggressiYe. —ore demanding and penetrating than any 
battle he liYed throughO cutting away each carefully secured piece of his defense, 
shearing straight into the heart of his desires. As the stillness compresses the 
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room, he sits with the shell of his hope and faces the burden of truth. ‘amily 
isn”t a destiny for him.

’t”s a curse.
Danilo stumbles to his feet as if a Eame was set beneath him, leaYing the 

door cracked open and using soft, practiced steps to return to his room. 5nce 
the door is shut behind him, he sinks against it. Mhree 1uaking breaths escape 
before he”s wracked by soundless sobs. 5ne thought rings aboYe all others, and 
he presses the heel of his palms to his eyes in an attempt to dispel it.

Mhe hollow shell of his brother should haYe been him from the start.

qhen Danilo ?olts awake curled against the door, his face is tight from dried 
tears. Any of his residual sorrow is engulfed by anger. ze spends the next 
hours in the training room, hacking relentlessly at the dummies with no sign 
of slowing.

ze”s adapted to the heaYy weight of the training sword. ’t Hts in his hands and 
traces each slice with precision. Uegardless of its Euidity, something is amiss.

IMhe dummy will not parry your moYes.v
ze makes to swing at the intruder. Mhe tip glints with an unforgiYing accu-

racy where ice claims the blade“curled edge pointing at the tendons of 6nTo”s 
throat.

IFo other man moYes as you do.v 6nTo tilts his head, categoriTing Danilo”s 
shifting expression.

IPreat.v Danilo tears the sword away. qater ripples oj the blade when 6nTo 
allows it freedom.

I’t is a peculiar leYel of awareness for your enemy,v 6nTo drawls.
Danilo sighs, sensing 6nTo”s unyielding obserYation. ze tilts his head to the 

dusty ceiling before facing the man”s intrigue. I’”Ye always trained with another 
soldier.v

ze swings at the dummy”s middle, sword tilting in his slack wrist. Mhe snap 
of 6nTo”s head catches his attention. A gloomy, distant look in his eyes clears for 
the twinkle of YiYid realiTation.

IMhat is it.v 6nTo barks before storming away.
IqhatSv
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Danilo follows 6nTo with his eyes. qariness is still present in 6nTo”s steps, 
carYing a path through the room which leaYes little of his back open to Danilo. 
And Danilo Hnds no pride in the comfort of it. 6nTo pauses beside the sparring 
ring”s stairs to select a wooden pole.

I7p,v he says, gesturing to the platform while pausing on the steps. Danilo 
narrows his eyes. 6nTo slams the Hghting pole against the Eoor. I7p.v

Danilo slinks closer before he can decide against it, leaYing himself open as 
he passes 6nTo. 6nTo follows a short distance behind him.

ze giYes no warning.
Danilo blinks, Hnding his sword before him. 6nTo”s training staj caught 

between the blade and the hilt. 6nTo”s grey eyes Eicker.
zis attacks grow faster. zarder. Fear the neck. Mhe knees. Around to Dani-

lo”s opposite side. Fot one hit lands, and when 6nTo stops, he”s pu8ng breath 
with dark eyes. Danilo”s thoughts rake to the forefront of his mind, confused 
and alarmed, his breath and heart steady despite the sweat tickling his forehead. 
6nTo appraises him, steps closer, and freeTes, hand hoYering in the air oYer his 
chest. zis expression falls blank.

IMhis whole time...v 6nTo inhales to keep his Yoice from growing louder. 
IFeYer had you mentioned you trained with another person.v

Iqell, how else do you trainSv
6nTo pinches the bridge of his nose, rubbing to ease the tension.
IAside from how you haYe beenSv Mhe tone, though biting, is not Yenomous. 

Mhough it”s close.
I’ neYer trained like that before.v Danilo swings the weapon with his wrist, 

shoulders loose despite the demand of their interaction. I‘rom the time ’ was 
seYen, ’”Ye sparred with someone.v

6nTo s1uints. IWour soldiers train at seYenSv
IqhatS Fo. 4ust the son of the zigh Peneral.v ze pauses, witnessing 6nTo”s 

thoughts combat themselYes before the man settles on him unEinchingly.
Izow long was it until you attended the battles you trained forSv
Danilo watches 6nTo watch him.
ze was sent as a scout to count heads and relay details back to the soldiers. 

Mhe wail on the air makes it di8cult to hear, and the thick, pungent scent of 
blood harder to swallow. ze knows it”s not there. But her pain is as Yisible as it 
had been that day. 0he was smaller than him, despite being close to his age. And 
her stubby stature made the dagger plunged into her middle that much larger. 

3L9



Mhe blood slicking the hilt and his palm was identical in colour to the dark hair 
sweeping her ?aw, glistering in the Hrelight.

’t was the Hrst time he”d been ill oYer a kill“panic and desperation staYing 
oj eYerything before it“and he Yomited across her feet when she crumbled oj 
the blade. Mhe image of her seared in his mind, her splayed hair and the ebony 
stain around her mouth blemishing his soul. ’t deHned him and his future more 
than he eYer anticipated. 0hortly after her was 6nTo”s mother.

After both, he began to defy the Peneral, regardless of the cost.
Danilo Einches when 6nTo steps forward. Mhen again, when he meets 6nTo”s 

burning eyes.
Izow oldSv 6nTo growls.
ze shu…es under the thickness of 6nTo”s tone. I7h“’ think... ’ was“’... 

’”m not sure.v
IWou”re not sure.v 6nTo steps closer.
I7h...v Danilo steps back with him. I‘irst battle was around fourteen. qas 

the scout before. 2ould sneak in“burn things without being caught.v
IqhereSv ’f 6nTo looked deadly before, he”s murderous now.
Iqhat do you mean ;where”Sv
Iqhere were you sentSv
I2amps and fortsO a town once.v zis brows furrow at 6nTo”s sneer.
I’ hate your father.v
Danilo tightens his grip on his sword. Iqhat does that haYe to do with 

anythingSv
6nTo rolls his eyes, beginning again with urgency.
Uarely could he be taken by surprise in a Hght. zis focus on the enemy 

clouded eYerything else. Gike now, dueling with 6nTo.
Danilo tilts his head back, sighing with relief. ze spins the training sword 

in his palmO the weight sitting dijerently. 6xhaustion leaks from his limbs and 
into his mind. 6nTo hums when he calls their session to a halt, shortly after 
murmuring ;curious” to himself. Danilo doesn”t care to Hgure out why. ze 
follows after unthinkingly when 6nTo steps oj the platform, pausing only when 
6nTo stops on the stairs. Mhey stare at one another, ignoring the easy disposition 
between them.

Mhe front door seems larger, looming oYer Danilo from where he stands. 
zis attention diYides between it and Bratni”s room. zours ago, he would haYe 
run, especially knowing how to combat his sensitiYity--e1uipped for surYiYal 
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without depending on his riYals for aid. But with Bratni here, Danilo wars with 
his head and his heart. 0urYiYal at the core of one, and belonging at the other.

ze swallows, looking at 6nTo. zis hum is soft in the air between them, and 
he continues down the hall without a word. Danilo decides he has more time to 
wait on Bratni”s condition before chasing his freedom.

Pellert shoYes the front door open before either of them can moYe from 
the hallway ?unction, allowing the frigid eYening winds to Eutter in alongside a 
chattering 6aston. Pellert nods at 6nTo. 6aston hesitates at the sight of Danilo, 
Hngers dancing through his splayed hair. zis prattle consumes the house, but 
Danilo has no desire to hear it with Pellert”s hard stare Hxed on him. Mhe door 
thumps shut and its bolt slams home into the lock. Danilo remains still, crossed 
arms guarding his chest.

6nTo snaps his Hngers at him and Danilo internally snarls when he obeys the 
silent command for his attention.

IGeaYe.v 6nTo waYes down the hall.
Danilo chances a Hnal glance at Pellert, thankful the man directed 6nTo”s 

attention elsewhere. ze”s ensnared by the memories Pellert”s presence calls up. 
Blood wells up from the indents he presses into his tongue. ’t does nothing 
against them. ze stumbles back when he rounds the corner and nearly collides 
with a large body.

ze doesn”t belieYe what he sees.
Mhe Peneral”s hair gleams both blond and red in the candlelight.
As the man stares at him, the hushed comments make sense. 6nTo”s rein-

Yigorated anger, and his crew”s sudden coldness“it had been because of the 
Peneral”s presence. Because of their presence.

Iqell.v Danilo”s breath catches at the grumble of the Peneral”s Yoice, as if 
he”d been yelling himself hoarse. IMhis is where you”Ye been hiding.v

qhen Danilo steps back, the wall cages him within the Peneral”s sights.
I’ should”Ye known you would side with them.v Glodis leans into him. IWou 

hated your tasks.v Danilo”s gaTe ticks downward when the Peneral”s Hsts clench, 
the meat of his scarred knuckles bloody and bruised. I’ neYer thought to suspect 
my own son. Mhey Hnally outsmarted me.v

Danilo”s scar pulls as he snarls. I’ was neYer with them.v
IAs if ’ would belieYe that,v Glodis scojs.
I’f you paid any attention that day, you”d know ’ was ?ust as surprised as you.v 

Danilo swallows when the Peneral”s ?aw ticks.
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I0o you”re here because what, coincidenceSv
A growl in the Peneral”s Yoice causes him to hesitate. ze mis-stepped 

under that tone before and earned himself a whipping for his negligence. 
Mhough 6nTo may keep the Peneral from killing him, Danilo can”t count 
on his interference.

IWes.v Danilo says Hnally.  IMhey”re smart.  0eems they”Ye managed to 
imprison the Gieutenant 2ommander and the zigh Peneral.v

I’”ll giYe them credit for the little they did when ’ promised not to Hght.v 
Mhe Peneral crosses his arms. IBut if they did to me what ’ am sure they 
did to you, then we both know how to retrace our path.v Mhe implication 
drops like a stone in his stomach. IAnd with my best soldier behind enemy 
lines, we”Ye a better chance of getting what we need and getting out.v

qhile Danilo had been eager to be free of 6nTo”s caustic behaYiour, the 
urgency to Eee from under the Peneral”s undiYided attention is twice as 
demanding.

Iqhat information do you haYe for our causeSv Glodis dips closer.
IFothing.v Mhe answer falls from his lips but it stuns him into snapping 

them shut.
IFothingSv Mhe Peneral steps closer, and despite his proximity, it cre-

ates an opening. IWou”Ye been here for oYer a month and you haYe learned 
nothingSv

0liding through the gap, Danilo ignores the burn of eyes on his back.
I2ome back here, boy.v
ze turns around the corner he”d come from and his sure steps waYer 

under 6nTo”s glare. zis fear claws at him from either side of the hall.
Glodis” shout drains the blood from his face. 6nTo places the back of 

his hand against 6aston”s chest, pushing him aside to start down the hall. 
Pellert rolls his eyes and moYes into the kitchen.

6nTo”s murderous gaTe is e1ually daunting as the wrath in the Peneral”s 
Yoice, and though Danilo”s been keen to see a Hght between them all his 
life, he no longer Hnds the idea entertaining. Peneral of the Fephla Yersus 
Peneral of the Uoyal BeseecherO he”d be the collateral.

ze bolts into the makeshift inHrmary. Mhe door collides with the frame, 
shoYing Danilo inside. A blue glow rises from the cracks, similar to Danilo”s 
initial imprisonment within this house.
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—agus smacks Borak”s shoulder, brows raised in entertainment. Borak 
glances between Danilo and the door, palm stuck on Bratni”s face. Danilo 
ignores how the walls seem to press inward at their surYeillance.

qith Bratni”s outerwear remoYed, Danilo can see the extent of his coarse and 
ashen skin. zis Yeins swell along his forearms, starting from his blackened Hn-
gertips, charcoal beneath his sallow complexion. zis pale lips crack. qithout the 
dark pitch of blood caked under his still-crooked nose, he”s closer to appearing 
dead. Danilo wonders why he let it be so long between Yisits that he hadn”t done 
it himself.

IWou cleaned himSv Danilo asks.
Borak Einches.
I‘igured it would help,v he says. IDoes itSv
IFo.v Danilo sits next to the bed, electing to watch —agus watch him rather 

than look at Bratni”s beaten face. qhen —agus” bored expression irritates his 
frustrations, he turns to Bratni”s nearest hand, tracing the horrid lines.

Iqhat caused thisSv ze whispers.
Borak coughs, looking between him, Bratni, and —agus before spitting out 

his response. I’t won”t be wise to mention anything without 6nT--I
I6nTo ain”t gonna say anything with him here.v —agus nods at the glowing 

door before leaning into Borak”s space. Borak glares at —agus” abrupt closeness.
IWou don”t know“I
I’ don”t knowSv —agus shakes his head. IDid he say anything about 

2ordinyeS 5r UendirSv
IMhose were“I
IMhey”re no dijerent.v
Danilo keeps silent as Borak glances oYer at him. Plancing at the door, Danilo 

notes the strength of the blue glow around its frame. Mhough it would take most 
of his strength, he could still break through. Mhe truth could be aYoided easily 
enough.

Izis condition is caused by a combination of Arrisoot and an old magic. 
Mhat sword you found“I Borak says, pausing when Danilo grimaces. IWeah, 
you know the one. ’t re1uires someone to haYe magic in order to wield it“I

A piercing fear renders Danilo”s palms cold, a Eash of blue inlaid in steel 
lifting to the forefront of his mind. Iqait, 6aston told me a sensitiYity isn”t 
magic.v

I’t”s not.v —agus leans against the bed beside Borak.
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Iqhy did it work for meSv Danilo asks.
Iqe don”t know.v Borak shrugs. I0ome things we haYe no answers for.v
Danilo nods, a sinking sensation in his chest as he stares down at Bratni”s 

ashen skin. Mhe little rise and fall is all Danilo has to know he”s aliYe.
I‘rom what we know, Puerra tried stripping magic from Bratni to wield the 

sword. qe don”t know why, butIv Borak glances at the sunken skin around 
Bratni”s eye sockets. Ize”s desperate.v

IFo.v Danilo clenches his teeth, staring at the bare wall. A distant memory 
of Puerra”s recent battle unfolds in his mind. Ize”s enraged.v

—agus looks at Borak. Borak stares at Danilo. Gightning spreads beneath the 
skin of Bratni”s chest. ’t draws attention to the raised white and pink Hssures 
oYer the bare skin of Borak”s honey arms. Danilo recoils, then watches Borak 
grimace, sensing a lack of change in Bratni. Borak sighs.

Iqhen someone tries to strip magic from a person, it results in magic ex-
haustion. Drains them, but doesn”t hurt them. 7nless that”s the plan.v qhen 
Borak backs oj Bratni, their eyes meet. IMhe body will regenerate in time, or 
someone can speed it along.v

I’s that what you”re doingSv Danilo”s ask.
Borak looks to —agus and when Danilo glances oYer, —agus stares at the wall, 

eyes distant and face disengaged.
IBecause he doesn”t haYe magic, his body”s collapsing under the weight of... 

this.v Borak gestures oYer Bratni”s sunken body, laid out on the bed like cadaYers 
Danilo has seen pulled from the lake. IMhis doesn”t look good. ’ can”t regenerate 
something he doesn”t haYe. All ’ can do is slow the damage.v

I2an”t you ?ust heal himSv Danilo bites his tongue.
—agus reaches across the bed to place a hand on Danilo”s shoulder, nails 

digging into the muscle with pursed lips. Danilo grips the perforated sheet at 
the unwelcome weight but makes no ejort to shrug free.

IFot eYen magic can do that.v —agus says, pulling his hand oj Danilo to 
prop his chin. ze stares at Borak laTily.

Danilo nods, glassy eyes downward. Mhe silence is like an anchor in the room.
I’”ll,v Borak”s shoulders slump, Iwork on his head later. ’f ’ can get him 

conscious, then maybe we can get the process moYing in the right direction.v
Danilo nods as he stands. Mhere”s a lot he doesn”t know, and eYen more he”s 

not being told. But he does know the cushioned Yersion of the truth when he 
hears it. And he doesn”t want to be around when he cracks. ze turns to the 
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faintly glowing door, pausing to shoulder it free of the barricade. Borak and 
—agus scowl at the ripple of 6nTo”s magic when it fractures.

Danilo speaks oYer his shoulder at Borak, clenching the handle in a whitening 
grasp.

IMhank you.v
IWou”Ye got nothing to thank me for,v Borak near whispers.
Danilo”s brows tighten before he looks at the man. Iqe both know that”s not 

true.v
Borak Hddles with the rough hewn blanket spread across Bratni”s lap, a 

faded grey material matching the sun-bleached curtains oYer the narrow room”s 
window. —agus stares at Danilo before turning to the many pages spread across 
the desk which engulfs the far wall.

qhen Danilo Eees, he presses the deep-grooYed door into place, but not 
before hearing Borak mutter to —agus, I’ think ’”m keeping him from feeling 
it.v

Mhough it isn”t an admission, the weight of it driYes Danilo to his room. Mhe 
new silence in the building sets his nerYes alight. Uelief crashes oYer him as he 
stumbles in. Mhe door latches in place ojering a Eimsy sense of priYacy. And 
when he drops onto his bed, staring at the ceiling while his thoughts strip him 
of energy. ze”s asleep before he remoYes his boots.
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CHAPTER   F  TEEI

A nger burns in Danilo’s chest—a sizzling coal cutting through the 
thin layers of his self-control—and he’s unable to relax most of the 

night. As he tosses beneath the thin fabric covering him, a dim and grey 
light wades through his open window. Though the heavy clouds obscure 
the abyss overhead, he traces lines between the fading stars, watching until 
the sun dances over the orange dunes in the distance. He’s unsure whether 
this irritation is from a broken sleep or from the events of the day before.

An argument rises through the house from the kitchen door, igniting 
his thirst for a Lght. He shoulders into it, satisLed when the crash slices 
through their hollers.

Danilo grinds to a halt. Elodis violently “inched with the vicious slam 
of the door, but in his self-righteous rage, he refuses to turn the destructive 
focus of his wrath chained to Inzo’s vexed presence.

N”f you do not allow this  building to release me, then ”’ll—N Elodis 
snarls, shoulders poised in a threatening way.

NYo threat will deter our decisions.R Inzo wipes his cheek and makes a 
dramatic motion of “icking o1 spit. N3ou alone are no irritant of misfortune. 
Megardless of your heartfelt claims of concern, you are not granted access to 
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more than the primary facilities. Yor may you leave, as the detriment of your 
release is not beyond either of our presumptions.R

N3ou’re keeping me from attending matters of—N Elodis starts.
NBatters which beneLt us from prohibiting your attendance.R
The Weneral steps closer, pressing against Inzo without touching the man. 

His laboured breathing makes Inzo’s lip ?uirk—and Danilo knows it’s pur-
poseful. He’s fallen prey to the same expression. jaited as expected.

N3ou pompous—N The stained armour guarding the Weneral’s Lst is dark in 
the early light of the room as he raises a hand to strike against Inzo.

Danilo’s anger swiftly buries itself, and he lurches forward, eyes trained on 
the Weneral’s hand.

NUhat’s the problem4R Danilo asks.
His itching ankle serves as a reminder of the weapon Inzo has conLscated. 

And he knows better than to o1er himself to either man without a means to 
defend himself.

Elodis !umps at the suddenness of his voice. Inzo doesn’t.
NThis skud won’t let anyone leave.R Elodis says.
Danilo looks to Inzo for answers, but his face remains impassive. Cnmoving. 

Yot that Danilo is more skilled in the art of reading Inzo than in the art of 
manipulating the Weneral.

N3ou aren’t getting out.R Danilo says, eyeing Inzo’s expression to gauge 
which words were the right ones.

N3ou know better. Yobody keeps the man waiting.R Elodis swings to Danilo 
and he straightens, refraining from cowering under his gaze.

NYobody but you,R Danilo says.
Inzo looks between them, eyes dark and nose wrinkled.
N”f that will be all, Weneral.R He o1ers a mocking bow, then Lxes Danilo with 

a stare from beneath heavy brows. NEieutenant.R
Danilo lets him push through. His head tilts as if it were falling from his 

shoulders, following Inzo’s path past him, a tinge of blue in his peripheral. He 
shakes his head and blinks at the Weneral.

N”f the jeseecher issues blame for the situation at hand,R Elodis growls, grip-
ping the breast of Danilo’s ragged tunic. N” will feed you to the beasts myself.R

Inzo hesitates in the doorway, igniting Danilo’s resentment when he pushes 
through. He grinds his teeth and forces the expected response from between 
them.
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N3es, Weneral.R

”gnoring the Weneral’s thunderous shouts, Danilo heads toward the library. 
A terrible idea, considering Inzo’s returned temper. Despite it, he contin-
ues on, one foot before the other, eyes unseeing to the banister beneath his 
hand. He reaches the top step, a frigid glare on him while he approaches the 
table covered by abandoned books.

His dazed memory of his confrontation with the Weneral presses into 
him like a physical weight, encompassing his limbs until it pains him. He 
blinks in his surroundings—the chair beneath him, the tome he intends to 
read, the altering expression of Inzo’s steady gaze—but he fails to grasp the 
reality of them. Inzo stands with a ragged sigh, stepping closer with caution. 
The abrupt movement in his peripheral !ars him into full consciousness. He 
hunches over the pages, the daggered teeth of anger mauling him as Inzo 
continues to approach. He sidles next to Danilo, laying a palm on the page.

NBove your hand.R Danilo stares up at him, teeth grinding together 
when Inzo doesn’t acknowledge him. NInzo‘R He inhales, screwing up his 
face while focusing on the heartbeat knocking against his ribs. NBove your 
hand.R

N”’d rather not.R
N3ou’d rather—N He bounces back and forth between Inzo’s grey eyes. 

N3ou’re not serious, right4R
NInlighten me.R Inzo’s lip ?uirks.
His face “ushes, threatening to su1ocate him with the sudden rush of 

heat in his veins. His Lsts shake with his struggle. He stands. The chair 
crashes behind him. Inzo has the audacity to look humoured.

NInlighten you4R He tears Inzo’s hand from the book and steps into 
Inzo’s face. NInlighten what4 ”’ve not done anything. Uhich means you’ve 
no reason to ignore me.R

N3ou are ?uite elo?uent when you are angry.R Inzo says, rubbing his 
beard with his knuckles.

NUho gives a damn about my damned elo?uence.R
Inzo tsks. NPlose.R
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Meason recoils in Danilo’s mind as he shifts away from the man, blinded by 
his anger and the slow-growing hint of panic. N3ou’re !ust like him.R

Inzo hums as he turns the book, tilting his head to have better access to the 
page. NEike whom4R

NBy father.R
Inzo’s head snaps up, a burning fury in his eyes. He straightens over Danilo.
NDo not dare compare me to that parasite. There’s nothing between him 

and ” bearing any resemblance.R
N3ou mean aside from your anger4 3our stubbornness4 The Omy way, or no 

way’ attitude4R Danilo sneers. N3eah, you’re right.R
NAnd you, his blood son, bear no kinship of your own4R
NDi1erence is, is that ” know it.R
NAnd you’re proud of it.R Inzo sco1s. NIlse you’d not keep trophies of your 

slaughter.R
He gestures at Danilo’s curled hands, the ring on his middle Lnger gleam-

ing.
NThen we are both more alike than you wanna admit.R Danilo says, thumb-

ing at the rings.
NFray tell.R
NHow many of my soldiers who simply followed orders did you cut down4R 

Danilo replies. Inzo’s eyes “icker in surprise, and Danilo steps closer to him.
6omewhere, a part of him slams against the anger, begging him to back 

down. To ?uit. He’s made headway with Inzo over the weeks.
Inzo chuckles, a dark sound from deep in him. NDo remember the faces of 

those you’ve killed4R
NDo you remember ours4 ;ur allies or friends4R
NO7riends’ is a tender word coming from you.R Inzo rolls his eyes. He 

replaces the book, meeting Danilo’s glare. NAs is Ofamily’.R
Danilo stomps closer, and a sheering wind pulls him back. The layered 

carpets gather under his feet until he stumbles, landing against the banister. 
Hurricane waters darken the light in the room, glinting against Inzo’s side 
and casting a daunting incandescence over his irate gaze. A dagger “ies toward 
him. ”t stops inches from his face, gale winds encompassing the glinting tip, 
water sliding o1 its edges.

jetrayal coils through his ribs, bringing a bitter, bubbling laugh from the 
depths of him—a sound so broken and disappointed it drags Inzo from his 
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narcissism. He pulls back his armB the dagger soaring into his hand. Inzo’s wide 
eyes scan over the twisted scars on Danilo’s face.

NThank you—N Danilo hazily grins at the ceiling, droplets of water sparkling 
opalescently in the cobwebs caking the reed roof, the dreary haze fading, N—for 
proving me right.R

Inzo leans on the table and stares at the ceiling, a pu1 of air escaping him.
N” have proved nothing other than your ability to aggravate someone beyond 

their own volitions.R Their exhausted eyes meet.
N3eah, okay.R Danilo sags into the “oor.
Inzo rolls his eyes, muttering something to himself about Oelo?uence’ and 

Odecorum’. Though it sparks a kindle of frustration, Danilo stays put and lets 
the winds of a stronger emotion snu1 it out.

NUould you kill me4R His voice rings clear in the near-silent room.
Inzo whips around with a stunned expression, brows furrowed in thought. 

NFardon4R
Uhen Danilo doesn’t respond immediately, Inzo walks over to stand above 

him, arms crossed.
N”f we were to meet on the battleLeld,R Danilo says as he meets his eye, Nwould 

you kill me4R
There’s a sudden shift in the air he can’t ?uite grasp, stilling as ?uickly as it 

stirred. Uhen Inzo speaks, each word is deliberately slow.
N”s this dependent on variables we determined since we’ve shared ?uarters4R 

Inzo lifts a brow when he doesn’t respond.
Despite the tension heavy in the room, Danilo remains calm, eyes stony and 

the corners of his mouth carved up like a marionette. He believes a faint hue of 
blue recedes from the corners of his vision, and he breathes steadily through the 
clawing sensation atop his breastbone. His limbs tremor.

N3es4R Danilo whispers.
N”s that a ?uestion4R Inzo tilts his !aw up, staring down his nose at the 

lieutenant sunken into the “oorboards.
N6ince we’ve shared ?uarters.R He nods.
Inzo drops his ?uirked brow, s?uints at Danilo for a moment, then hums. 

Danilo clears his throat, forcing his distant gaze to remain Lrm on Inzo. Uhen 
he speaks, his tone is unabashed. N”nitially, yes. Yow, however, there’d be hesi-
tance.R

NHesitance4R
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N3es, Altamura.R Inzo turns, shuDing to his table. Njelieve it or not, ” would 
not Lnd pleasure in being the one to strike you down.R

The statement is heavy in the air, and Danilo Lnds that the next conclusion 
he comes to feels like damnation to his soul.

N” wouldn’t kill you either.R His voice is ?uiet in the still room. As Inzo 
assesses him, Danilo grimaces and peels himself from the “oor.

Iach muscle aches and his spine feels as if stretched and poorly stacked back 
together. Despite it, he felt lighterB prepared for a long, deserved sleep.

He stares down the staircase and ignores Inzo, struggling with the forebod-
ing shadows shifting at the base in the dark hall beneath. 7or whatever reason, 
the Weneral is not permitted upstairs. Danilo is not eager to chance the brief 
comfort of his false safety.

Inzo hums—a sound reserved for himself in the awkwardness of their si-
lence—when Danilo drops back into his chair.

He peers at the pages, as e?ually incapable of focusing as before. However, 
this time his exhaustion is tangible, not a distant haze, extinguishing his blazing 
anger, which had been present since the dreadful hours of the morning. ”t 
weighs on his shoulders until he slouches against the open book. And though 
Danilo hadn’t known, the anger had simply been guilt’s !ailer.
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CHAPTER   SITEEX

E nzo is aware of Danilo’s sensitivity which followed their altercation, his 
struggle apparent in his dark, twitching under-eyes, which he vigorously 

rubbed when he awoke in the library. Despite himself, he pities the boy. Though 
not enough to resolve the xinching shadow that Danilo has become as he zipped 
between rooms, fearful of any noise he hasn’t grown to eNpect in his time in 
the house. qor when Danilo hesitantly approached him, re“uesting to train 
together.

Enzo, in his unfairness, had said, YAour father is present, and if memory 
serves, he had overseen your progress. ”s for your outlet, it would be best served 
by him.I

Wn hindsight, he should have known the shadow in the boy’s eye meant 
nothing good.

Hith a heavy heart and a busy mind, Danilo swings the sword. The platform 
bends under his weight. Sis arm moves in a memorized pattern. 1wing, stab. 
1wing, stab. 1unlight glints o9 the training sword’s dulled edge from between 
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the mudbricks of the basement. Se becomes absorbed in the simplicity of the 
motionLswing, swing, swing, stabG forgetting his anger, his frustration, and the 
tremble in his hands.

Danilo breathes in the hint of cold air slipping inside from o9 the river, his 
eyes xuttering shut when it licks his sweaty forehead. Hhen the breeze dies, he 
swipes his face with a tattered sleeve and rolls his arm back into position.

YW see you’ve been diligent in your training.I
Olodis’ voice triggers him into the waiting posture.
YAes, ?eneral ”ltamura, sir.I The words claw out of his mouth.
The ?eneral stalks onto the podium, eyes gleaming. Sis hungry grin widens 

as he takes stance at the top of the stairs. Bld wood groans beneath his weight.
The ?eneral’s meaty hand lands on the shaft of his sword. Wt drags against the 

sheath with a ring.
Danilo’s everything is at war within him. ”s the ?eneral lifts the sword to 

full height, Danilo’s palms sweat around the hilt of the training sword. Se grips 
it tighter, unable to drag his gaze away from the ?eneral.

Then the blade charges at his own. Wf it weren’t for his sensitivity, it would 
have paralyzed him to a literal death.

There’s a pull at his middle he hasn’t felt since the last time he faced the 
?eneral, and his body follows it before he consciously thinks to. Se dodges 
and parries the ?eneral’s sword. Sis panicked thoughts utilize his every sense in 
an attempt to push away the man’s advances by slinking around his enormous 
mass.

Y?etting soft, boy2I Olodis grabs the back of his collar and it encircles his 
airway. YTrying to escape rather than 0ght2I

jriexy, Danilo feels eyes on him, but all he can see is the ?eneral and his 
blood-stained armour glinting in the dark light.

The ?eneral barrels forward, sword ready and swinging. Danilo rolls, leaping 
to his feet to stay out of reach.

Se falls short.
Seat tears across his bicep, slicing through the lighter patch where ”udan-

tei’s insignia was once woven into his clothing. Dragging his blade along the 
ground, Danilo grapples at the wound. jlood oozes between his 0ngers.

YAou’ve grown weak.I Olodis spits on the platform.
The bubble of pain breaks through his tunneled thoughts. Sis clarity de-

mands to know why their captors hadn’t taken the ?eneral’s sword from him. 
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Sis eNperience knows why they didn’t. Though he may be crazed, the elder 
”ltamura could speak with persuasive authority.

?eneral ”ltamura traces the wound with mirth in his eyes. The sword swings 
at him again and Danilo wrenches up the training blade to block the blow.

Danilo moves into the ?eneral’s neNt swing, intending to avoid the white 
blade’s razor edge, but the pommel is driven into his Caw. Sis vision sways, and 
he blinks against the black spots. Se’s thrown to his stomach, the ?eneral’s fat 
boot dropping onto his wounded upper arm. Sis weapon clatters against the 
deck beyond his reach. Retal rings over his head.

‘rgency pulses within him, but the heavy weight of the ?eneral pins his 
throbbing shoulder into the croaking boards. Danilo tugs and gaspsG the point-
less motion further encasing him in a haze of pain and desperation, distancing 
him from the ?eneral’s shouts. Hhen the ?eneral’s boot presses deeper with 
a growl, Danilo drops his damp forehead against the wood. Se tenses for the 
inevitable strike.

The clash of steel on steel echoes in his skull.
YAou dare interrupt me in my son’s training2I
Danilo turns, and 0nds Enzo’s boots close enough to kiss. Se nearly sobs. ”s 

it is, the solitary sound of relief causes the ?eneral to lean on him heavier.
YAour son has had enough.I Enzo drawls.
” chill rips through the basement, rattling the training weapons on the wall. 

Danilo blinks against the sting of water ripping across his face. Se recoils, 
settling into the wood to shield himself.

YW believe that W’m fully capable of making that decision.I Olodis punctuates 
the statement by spitting on the platform.

Y”re you certain2I Enzo pushes the sword, a gale force shoving back the 
?eneral. YSe is unarmed and bleeding, and you were not practicing restraint.I

YThat is how my soldiers are trained. ”nd they receive the conse“uences of 
their failure.I

Enzo s“uats down and tucks his hand beneath Danilo’s chest, bracing Danilo 
with a forearm. Danilo is untouched by the growing hurricane while pressed to 
Enzo.

YSe’s not your soldier.I
Enzo’s hand cradles the nape of Danilo’s neck, pressing him towards the 

stairs. Se swallows tightly, clutching at the cut with a bloody palm. Hood erupts 
against the wall, emphasizing the scream of winds and water. Olodis curses, 
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loud and long. The storm conceals the base of the staircase, and Danilo 
xinches beneath Enzo’s  hold.  Se turns wide eyes down the stairs,  and 
though Enzo’s grip tenses rexeNively. Hhen he releases, Danilo appraises 
the piercing blue light that cuts through the blackened typhoon. Enzo 
swats Danilo’s dirty palm from his inCury, muttering as he peels back the 
soggy fabric.

Hhen they reach the upper hall, Enzo releases his hold and drops the 
training sword. Danilo pauses in the room, hollowed from the eNchange. 
” distant awareness turns his attention to the blade’s edge as it  curls in 
on itself once again. Sis upper arm throbs. Hith it, his pride. Se wishes 
someone had taken that sword from his father. Hhy hadn’t they2

YFome.I Enzo passes him and moves to the open front door.
Hhy hadn’t they2
Danilo follows. Ever the obedient soldier.
Se steps outside and clenches his eyes shut,  tugging the door closed 

behind him, the thunk of wood against wood bringing a breathy laugh to 
Danilo’s lips. Sis hand wraps around the handle.

YDaniloLY Enzo stands at the bottom of the stairs, watching “uietly. 
YFome.I

Se swallows at the use of his name.
Enzo eNchanges brief pleasantries with the locals. Danilo smiles when 

the people greet him, curiosity shining in their eyes. Bne addresses him by 
his title and, for a terse second, the world seems as it should.

Sis fabricated reality collapses beneath him when the locals shout and 
duck. Se acts instinctively to their imminent response,  crouching level 
with them as a barricade of brush and vines weave overhead to combat 
an onslaught of hailing arrowsLtheir tips unnaturally green. Enzo hollers 
over his  shoulder,  hands settled over his  hips,  and a scowl set in place. 
3eina grits her teeth as she Cogs over, apologizing in her heavy accent before 
muttering Khabit’ to Enzo and xicking her gaze to Danilo in her peripheral. 
Se pretends not to notice. ” mother pins her child close, smiling wearily 
and accepting the apology for what Danilo believes to be in earnest.

4lashes of red and slate-blue xash across the near horizon, billows of orange 
sand spewing into the air and dispersing in the breeze. ?ellert waits atop the 
mound dividing the town from the remaining 1tormthrowers. Enzo heads in his 
direction, nodding for Danilo to follow when he does nothing more than stand 
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there in confusion. ”s they trudge over the ridge of sand past ?ellert, 
Danilo recognizes  the kaleidoscope of colour as  an intense and brutal 
sparring session.

Enzo gestures to palm-tree stumps around a charred spot of dirt, various 
articles of clothing, sun-warmed mugs of water, and a latched wood pack 
spread around it. Danilo 0nds a seat among the mess of belongings to watch 
Enzo rotate a stump neNt to him. Hhen Enzo sits, he balances the wood 
boN on his knee. 3eina and ?ellert return from the village, pacing outside 
the chaos before leaping in. Danilo Colts in surprise as their elements collide 
against one another in ways he’s never seen. Enzo follows Danilo’s gaze over 
his shoulder before returning to the contents of the boN.

YAour sleeve will not survive this endeavour.I Enzo says. YHe will pro-
vide a fresh shirt.I

Danilo nods, scrutinizing the reach of lightning jorak casts and how the 
earth rolls in tandem with 3eina’s movements. Earth knocks sand into the 
air, encompassing the fractured branches of light and leaving sculptures of 
glass in its absence.

Enzo pulls  out an all-too-familiar brown glass  bottle,  the clink of it 
against the boN drawing Danilo’s attention. Se groans internally and tenses 
for the sting to come.

YW understand if there is sentiment tied to this particular article. Sow-
ever,I Enzo says, dipping his 0ngers into the forearm of Danilo’s sleeve, 
still torn from the gutter alley, Yneed W say more2I

Danilo grunts, rolling his eyes. Enzo grabs the fabric on either side of the 
seam at his shoulder and waits for Danilo’s nod.

Y?ot new pants too2I Danilo’s  grin wobbles when he lifts  his  arm, 
allowing Enzo to pull  the sleeve away. Enzo raises a brow, wads up the 
sleeve, and throws it in the charred dirt.

Danilo hisses as Enzo shoves a soaked rag to the wound, xuid rolling 
down his arm when Enzo presses into either side of his tricep to staunch 
the blood-xow. Se wiggles his 0ngers, arm strange under the pressure, and 
looks out at Enzo’s group.

Sestia xies across the sand, the ground boiling beneath her and leaving 
a lumpy mass of rock in her path. 1moke lifts from it, red-hot under the 
black surface. ?ellert bows at Sestia, acknowledging the woman’s prowess 
and giving her the win. True to quicallian practice.
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Danilo fought one of her kind only once. The black-haired man had dark 
stained skin and an undeniable evil in his eyes, his volcanic matter consuming a 
vast and successful sea-port. Danilo had never seen such ruin, and he hopes to 
never again.

Enzo peels the rag away to scrutinize the wound.
YWt will not re“uire stitches. Aeep it wrapped.I Danilo nods at him, gaze still 

on the others.
”fter a moment, he meets Enzo’s eyes and tenses, surprised when Enzo nods, 

waiting for him to speak.
YHhy does your magic look di9erent2I
Enzo grunts and leans forward to swipe the stained skin around the wound.
YTheir magic is a direct result of their power.I Se collects the remaining 

disinfectant and lays the rag over the boN’s lid. Y”n out-branch created from 
their source.I

Y”nd it can be broken.I
Enzo regards him while pulling the cap from an ointment container. Danilo 

Cumps when jorak throws lightning in Sestia’s direction as she speeds by. YAes.I
Enzo glances at the others absentmindedly, dipping his 0nger into the oint-

ment before leaning back in. Danilo’s 0ngers dig into the knee of his breeches, 
catching on a hole. Se xinches when Enzo rubs too deep, kept still by Enzo’s 
tight grip on the underside of his arm.

Wt’s odd to watch 1tormthrowers without being manipulated by the mind of 
war. ”nd he would name the sensation freedom if he weren’t so familiar with 
the presence of his fear.

4ire pu9s to life in the long grass to the side of the 0ghting area, dancing 
across Ragus’ arms in an array of blue and orange. Sis eyes glow yellow. Enzo 
rolls his eyes, freeing the gauze from the boN on his knees, setting it aside and 
starting his task. Se looks to Danilo, s“uinting at the emotion written across 
the plains of his face.

Ragus raises his arms and the dry brush around Easton lifts into towering 
xames, caging Easton into the 0ght. The group slows in their training, watching 
the match with caution. Easton sprints at Ragus and vanishes through him in 
a haze of red. Ragus’ eyes xicker a claret hue and he straightensLpainfully and 
unnaturally. Sestia xits over, dragging Easton to the opposing side of the crater. 
jorak places his 0ngers on the pressure points of Ragus’ face, the skin beneath 
his 0ngers glowing until Ragus collapses to his knees.
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Danilo pulls his throbbing arm, yanking on the bandages half-wrapped 
around him. Enzo refocuses his e9orts, grumbling and correcting the fabric.

YW will answer whatever “uestion is on your mind so long as you keep still.I 
Enzo tugs and Danilo xinches back, but Enzo’s hold keeps 0rm.

Sestia approaches Easton, who hovers at the edge of the training area like a 
wounded animal, her words loud but indecipherable. Danilo swallows.

YSow strong is Easton2I Danilo asks. 
Enzo meets his eyes, voice “uiet as he answers.
YSe’s considered one of the weakest.I Se ties o9 the bandage. Yjut for your 

own sake, W’d not mention it to him.I
Easton’s teary eyes glance between his hands, Sestia, and Ragus. jorak has 

let Ragus try to stand, though the 0re mage grips his friend’s forearm with 
whitened knuckles. Danilo wonders if Easton is weak because of his magic, or 
his lack of control. ”s Sestia leads Easton over to Ragus, Danilo decides it’s 
both.

Enzo snaps the lid shut and the sound rattles Danilo from his thoughts. The 
heat makes his skin sweat beneath the irritating bandage. Se’s eager to scratch 
at the fabric. Enzo spins around, pinning him with a stare. qot keen to start a 
0ght, Danilo picks the ever-present dirt beneath his nails.

YFome, W will provide you with clothing.I Enzo stands, xicking his 0ngers 
dramatically.

Danilo follows, eyes drifting back to the group divided from each other in 
distance. qot divided in heart.
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CHAPTER   ESEVTEEV

T here are few things left in Danilo’s life that are the same. Few belongings 
he keeps.

As he stands over the unfamiliar clothing for the fourth morning in a row, he 
realizes all he has left are his boots and his jade tags. Without dirt to pick from 
beneath his nails, he spins the tags, ynding comfort as theH bounce against his 
collarbone.

The shirt is a deep blueish greH, and it’s soft against his cheek as he pulls it over 
his head. Ee’s certain Mnzo wears no other colour. And theH are, in fact, Mnzo’s 
clothes.

Maston is thin, and despite the width Danilo maH never get back, he wasn’t 
as skinnH at his thinnest. Ee and Bagus are close in size, but Danilo would not 
dare touching that eccentric stHle. Gorak is too short. And -ellert, Danilo feels, 
wouldn’t lend him a torn scarf.

The lacexup tunic is not a stHle Mnzo would wear, but its light material and 
colour is native to the eastern shorelines. Getween the shirt and his arraH of 
scars, the citizens of the -entled Mast will label him a ysher sooner than the 
eLxCieutenant Sommander.

Though months have passed since his dismissal, he maintains his boots. Ee 
knows better than to mistake their value. TheH are one of the few 1umitar 
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leather pieces in Audantei’s militarH, and custom designed for himq for his agilitH 
and uniNue skills. With upkeep, theH’ll last another ten Hears.

Ee received them less than a Hear ago and had worn the creaking out of the 
leather. “ow, theH’re as silent as he would be barefoot. Mven as he pads down 
the hall without care for who hears him. Eis steps are no louder than the pests 
Maston gathers from within the building to release back outdoors.

1tumbling around the corner, Danilo ynds the -eneral backed against the 
wall, a hurricane cracking above Mnzo’s head while he stares the man down. The 
air swirls, lifting Danilo’s curls o? his forehead. Danilo’s entrance draws the 
-eneral’s eHe. Eis stare is condemning.

Mnzo glances over his shoulder and stands straighter, waving Danilo toward 
the kitchen door. Danilo slips in, avoiding the -eneral’s burning gaze. Ee misses 
the -eneral’s meatH hand clenching the metal breastplate’s insignia.

Mnzo does not.
Danilo shudders as he steps into the kitchen, eHes warH on the closed door as 

he greets the crew at the table. While he’s communed with some of them in the 
breaking light of morning, he understands others would rather leave the waking 
hours for the afternoon. Bagus rarelH makes an appearance unless dragged from 
his bed. And while his eLpression is sour, sleep isn’t present on his face.

”What’s going onOI Danilo nods over his shoulder.
TheH look among themselves. After a pregnant silence, Eestia sighs.
”We can’t saH.I 1he rests her cheek on her knuckles.
”San’tO 7r won’tOI Danilo scowls.
”1hut up and grab Hour food,I Bagus saHs.
Gorak backhands Bagus’ arm.
”Rgnore him.I Gorak drops his heel atop Bagus’ foot when the pHromaniac 

attempts to kick him. ”We can’t tell Hou.I
Danilo sits at the table neLt to Eestia. 1he smiles at him, laHing her arm across 

the back of his chair. Ee scoops a heaping pile of porridge with raisins into a 
wooden bowl. Gorak chuckles before o?ering a plate of grapes. Danilo grabs 
the stem and moves to snap it in half when Gorak gestures for Danilo to take 
the bunch.

”Far more than Hou got as an o—cer, ehOI
Danilo nods, and Eestia pats his shoulder before continuing to eat. After 

slurping half the bowl into his cheek, he glances at the door.
”WhH can’t Hou tell meOI
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”G’cause Hou are Mnzo’s charge,I -ellert saHs, steam rising from the stein 
he rotates between his thumb and his yngers.

Danilo’s spoon pauses halfwaH to his mouth. ”R’m Mnzo’s chargeOI
”Bhm.I Keina stabs the knife into the table and raises the small tankard 

to her lips.
”Salista’s orders.I -ellert’s eHes focused on him, dark with intent, and 

Danilo clenches his yst to keep from Pinching.
”1o that’s whH he’s out there.I Danilo shoves his thumb over his shoulx

der. ”Gecause the -eneral... disagrees.I
Eestia’s brows curl as she stares at him8confusion and anger warring 

in her gaze when he refers to the man with his title.
”9up.I Bagus knocks his emptH mug on the tabletop.
A gleam dances in the depths of Bagus’ eHes, turned on the door. For 

all Danilo’s indoctrinated loHaltH, he understands the coldxblooded rage. 
With a sigh, he nods, tearing apart the 3esra with no intention of eating it. 
Then he berates himself for being wasteful and eats it anHwaH.

The kitchen door crashes against the wall,  a  large bodH claiming the 
doorwaH. Danilo refuses to meet the -eneral’s eHe. Ee stomps closer, heat 
billowing from him.

”0ack Hour things, boH. We’re leaving.I Clodis’ hand drops on Danilo’s 
wrapped shoulder.

Danilo bites his tongue at the sharp pain spiking down his arm. Eis 
opposite hand crushes something soft and malleable. The -eneral’s grip 
shifts when Mnzo shoves him.

”9ou fatuous NuisNuilian.I Mnzo’s words sNueeze through his jaw, hovx
ering above Danilo.

The -eneral scowls, and Bagus laughs. A highxpitched and entertained 
sound.

”R have been called both of those, but never at once.I Ee raising his mug 
in a celebratorH gesture, grinning at Clodis’ confusion. ”Dumb trash.I

Danilo sinks in his chair at the -eneral’s red face, his ysts shaking at his 
sides. As he stomps toward Bagus, Mnzo blocks him. Eis words are concise.

”Keturning would be his demise. Do Hou not care for him at allOI
”7f course R care for him. That’s whH R, his father, will take him to sort 

through the ordeal.I
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The object under Danilo’s hand shifts8Eestia turning her palm against 
his, a stare yLed on the -eneral. Danilo’s awash in cool embarrassment.

1he turns her knees out from under the table to stand even with the Bad 
-eneral. 7ne hand remains on the back of her chair. The hard “uicallian 
glare marks her his adversarH. And the -eneral has alwaHs paid attention to 
the biggest threat in the room.

”Cet him go,I Eestia saHs.
”Cike hell.I
1he drags her aLe from behind the chair and drops its head neLt to her 

feet. The sound echoes above the thrum of anger. Eer gaze snaps between 
the -eneral and his hand, still  digging into Danilo’s shoulder.  Eis grip 
releases.

Eestia uses her hold on Danilo to drag him into her chair, placing herself 
between him and the -eneral. Danilo wishes she hadn’t, because now he 
can see how Mnzo’s eHes burnq a rage aPame with all the control of a forest 
yre.  Ee slinks in his seat,  glancing at Gorak when the lightningxbringer 
leans to meet his gaze.

”9ou will decide,I Mnzo saHs to Danilo.
”Ee will follow8” Clodis starts.
”Ee is not Hour soldier.I Rt is the yrst time Danilo has watched Mnzo grit 

his teeth with a failing control.
The -eneral turns to Danilo, a lifetime of memories accompanHing his 

stare. An order in and of itself. Gut while the -eneral has a branding iron 
glare, Mnzo could melt glaciers.

SautiouslH, he looks to Mnzo. ”What decisionOI
”Cet the -eneral speak.I Mnzo gestures across the table.
Clodis’  temper gleams like his  hair  when he considers  the men and 

women staring at him eLpectantlH. Mnzo stripped the man of his authoritH 
with four words. Danilo feels breathless with awe, wishing to have such a 
power.

”We are going back to Audantei, Cieutenant.I Clodis shifts on his feet, 
pointing at his heel as if Danilo were no more than a trained dog. Danilo is 
stunned at the strength it reNuires to not respond in kind. ”The Geseecher’s 
willing to listen to an eLplanation.I

Willing8his cooperation planned before the 1tormthrowers found 
Gratni in the KoHal Geseecher’s a?airs.

26U



For a moment, Danilo wishes his father would regret driving him awaH. As 
it is, the clipped edge to his voice makes Danilo’s shoulders stand at attention, 
similar to an animal on guard.

Mnzo peers over his shoulder at the prolonged pause.
With a shakH eLhale, Danilo braves the heavH air of the room. ”MnzoOI
”WhatOI The -eneral stomps closer but halts abruptlH when Eestia and 

-ellert spring to their feet.
”We will move to a remote location. Ceave behind who we can,I Mnzo saHs.
”WhHOI Danilo asks.
”The KoHal Geseecher knows where Hou are.I Mnzo folds his arms. ”Ee is 

coming to collect his propertH.I
”And he wants to take me backOI Danilo jabs a ynger towards the -eneral. 

”When 3osHmo -uerra leaves Audantei, it’s not for good things.I
”Watch Hour words, boH.I Clodis drops his hand to the hilt of his sword.
-ale winds tear through the room, forcing Clodis back. The man rips his 

sword free, bracing an arm near his face and breaking through the blasts toward 
Mnzo. Kain water tears at his clothes. Mnzo Picks his wrist, and a wave surges 
from beneath the Poor, plowing the -eneral into the wall on the opposite side 
of the kitchen.

”-et him out of here.I Mnzo thrusts a ynger toward the door.
-ellert and Eestia charge at Clodis, slowing their steps as the -eneral backs 

up, Helling. “othing he saHs is coherent, just animalistic noises to keep them 
from tackling him. The rest watch on.

Bagus sco?s, muttering to himself before raiding the bottom cupboard for 
a large bottle of strong “uicallian ale. Gorak lifts a brow, gathering his lightning 
between his palms. TheH stare at one another.

Bagus pops the cork and Gorak releases the lightning, dousing the room 
in white light. Danilo blinks awaH the burn as he readjusts, noting Gorak’s 
selfxsatisyed smile directed at Bagus. Ee rubs his eHes, jumping in his seat when 
the door cracks open minutes later.

”Bagus.I Maston crosses his arms in the doorwaH, cowlicks PHing about his 
head and an ink stain smeared from chin to brow.

Gorak and Keina meet eHes, giggling and chortling under their breath. Mnzo 
hums, pulling his hair tie free to correct the loose strands. Bagus stares at 
Maston, slowlH raising the mug to the mouth of the bottle. Maston moves into 
the room.
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When Bagus tilts the bottle, the ale pours through the bottom of the 
tankard, spraHing across the table and down his front. Ee leaps awaH, lifting the 
mug above his head to uncover the intact underside. Keina snickers louder. Balt 
cascades over the edge of the table, hundreds of serots seeping over the Poor.

Maston grabs the decanter from Bagus’ grip, placing his other hand on the 
tabletop. The brew stops dripping, and Danilo freezes, astounded when the 
amber liNuid rises from the Poor, running up Maston’s hand. Rt dips beneath his 
sleeve and runs out the other into the mouth of the bottle.

Gorak o?ers Maston the cork, a grin on his face. Bagus sighs, setting the 
alexmug on the table and bracing his hands on his hips. And just as soon as 
Maston appeared, he left, bottle in hand.

”R reNuire clariycation, Houng Altamura.I Mnzo speaks over Gorak and 
Keina’s laughter.

Danilo looks to Mnzo and ynds the man’s stare teasing despite his scrutinizing 
tone. Ee raises a brow when Danilo doesn’t respond.

”Kight, uh, not Audantei,I Danilo stutters.
Mnzo’s lip Nuirks.
”EerH well.I Ee sits in the chair Eestia vacated. ”“ow, have Hou left anHthing 

worth eatingOI
With a tense shrug, Danilo tries to adopt the lighthearted atmosphere Mnzo 

spurs them into.
Gorak teases Bagus, and within ten minutes, it turns into bickering. Keina’s 

eHes roll skHward as she stands. Gorak and Bagus follow. 1he pats Mnzo’s shoulx
der and leaves her plate in the steaming bucket on the counter. Bagus nearlH 
throws the utensils in it, rushing to stand in the doorwaH, arm through the gold 
barrier. Ee Hells at Keina as he gestures for Gorak to hurrH in collecting the 
abandoned plates.

Danilo realizes Mnzo stares at him with a softened, puzzled eLpression. Ee 
leans on his elbows, hands clasped together.

”Where is this location we’re headed toOI Danilo asks.
Mnzo rocks his head to crack his neck. ”An hour southwest.I
”That’d take us closer to Audantei, not farther from it.I
”And R thought Hou directionallH compromised.I
Danilo sni?s. ”WhH aren’t we moving further awaHOI
”R answer Hou, not because R trust Hou, but because R believe Hou can make 

proper decisions when fullH informed.I Mnzo points a brow at him.
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Danilo rolls his eHes, nodding.
”We do not Het know whH the KoHal Geseecher wants Hou.I
”Wh8Hes we do. Ee needs whatever magic he thinks R have.I Ee silences at 

Mnzo’s warning glare.
”There is more to his reasons than a simple eLcuse. 9ou pose less threat than 

R, or anHone from the “ephla’s chosen.I Mnzo straightens. ”9our sensitivitH is 
his eLcuse. “ot his reasons for pulling from a nonxmagic individual.I

Danilo tries swallowing around his closed throat. ”1o R’m a means to an endOI
Ee has himself to blame since he accepted a 1tormthrower’s o?er despite a 

lifetime of historH warning him of the outcome. Rn Audantei, he should have 
fought harder against Mnzo.

”Rn truth, Hes.I Mnzo lifts a pitcher, pouring water into two emptH alexmugs. 
Ee slides one to Danilo. ”Gut we keep Hou near to guard Hou. To understand 
whether his plan reNuires Hou. To see if he will move on. Eis plan is Pawed. We 
need onlH ynd how.I

”Are Hou moving the -eneral with meOI Danilo takes a gulp from the mug.
”9es.I Mnzo tilts his head at Danilo’s scowl.
Ee traces the raised skin above his lip when Mnzo leans back, scrutinizing the 

path of his thumb.
”WhHOI Mnzo crosses his arms over his chest.
Four daHs ago, the -eneral stood over him, his sword glimmering with 

promise. Mnzo had been his refuge. Ee lifts his brow.
”BH father has been and is loHal to the Geseecher8once he’s loHal, he’s loHal 

to the death.I
”RmplHing he’s not loHal to HouOI Mnzo saHs.
Danilo reaches for the alexmug, freezing when red light glints o? the water. 

Ee places it down. Mnzo looks between him and the mug.
”“ever has been.I
A pattern thrums on Mnzo’s arm as his yngers move with his thoughts. 

GriePH, Danilo wonders whether he adopted the tick from Maston or if Maston 
took after him.

”The -eneral’s actions and claims are incongruent.I Mnzo nods to himself. 
”Fnable to reach fellow men, his involvement is unlikelH. Gut awareness is 
valuable. 9ou know the risks of contact.I

”1o he’s comingOI Danilo asks.
”FnfortunatelH.I
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Danilo sighs with a sneer.
”-o gather Hour things.I Mnzo waves at him in dismissal.
”R don’t have anH things,I Danilo saHs, crossing his arms over his chest.
Ee jumps back at Mnzo’s glare8it’s plaHful, without passive aggressive 

undertones.  ”Then Hou’d call  the items accumulated from the librarH. 
WhatO SollateralOI

A smirk breaks across Danilo’s face. The corner of Mnzo’s mouth Nuirks 
and his eHes relaL. Danilo’s amazed at how much Hounger it makes him look.

”-o. 9ou will have time there to studH.I Mnzo dismisses him with a wave 
of his hand.

”9es, sir.I
Mnzo’s brow raises, gaze following Danilo as he stands.

”9ou’re not comingOI Danilo stares as Mnzo tugs at the ties of the reinforced 
leather framing his middle. Rt’s stained dark with age. Ee feels as if the Glack 
-ate landed on him.

”There’s rumour of an attack approaching. These people deserve our 
protectionq theH have guarded our secrets. Geen devout to our cause.I Mnzo 
replies.

”1o Hou’re sending me with Maston and the -eneralOI Danilo tosses an 
arm down the hall from where he leans on Mnzo’s door frame. Mnzo casts a 
light glare in his direction.

Ee Picks his wrist. The door slams shut with the motion. Danilo stumx
bles into the room, glancing about hesitantlH, waiting to be thrown out in 
the neLt breath.

”Maston is more than capable.I Mnzo wraps the binding strings around 
his ysts and Hanks. Rs heO Danilo thinks.

”Rf it’s meant to draw attention from the three of usOI
Mnzo lifts his shoulderxpads in place.
”Then Hou are more than capable.I Mnzo meets his eHes and there’s a 

heavH pause in his movement.
”And GratniO Rs he staHingOI Danilo asks.
Mnzo sighs.
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”Ee is to staH under the care of Bagus.I Ee sneers at an uncooperative guard 
cradled against his core. Danilo itches to secure the leather in placeq a habit 
from living in the barracks and preparing others for battles he couldn’t attend. 
”Bagus’ healing talent is not eNuivalent to Gorak’s, but he is adeNuate.I

Ee clamps his jaw shut, knowing Mnzo’s limit for his crass behaviour teeters 
on a yne line nearlH invisible to the eHe. Mnzo’s brow lifts at Danilo, and he sighs 
as the plate shifts.

”Rf there is something to be said, best saH it now.I
Danilo rocks on his feet before moving forward to shift the leather higher. 

Mnzo grunts and yLes the straps.
”Rs... is it safe to leave him hereO Ee won’t be at riskOI
”Rn short,I Mnzo saHs, his yngers moving smoother without the added weight 

to yght, ”there’s nothing left he can o?er. -uerra likelH could not be bothered 
with his eListence.I

“either of them acknowledge the long answer. TheH’d both seen the Gex
seecher’s wrath yrst hand.

”Rs that the last of Hour harassment before all is eLecutedOI Mnzo asks.
”9es, sir.I Danilo shifts between his feet, moving awaH as Mnzo reaches for his 

cloak.
Mnzo assesses him over a shoulder. Danilo recognizes the indirect Nuestion.
”When...I Ee clasps his hands behind his back, yngers twisting into one 

another. ”When will Hou join usOI
Ee scrunches his face and drops his stare to the Poor, attempting to burH the 

eLpression though it was too late. Mnzo’s set jaw makes him cringe.
”7nce R can.I Eis voice is heavH with contempt.
Mnzo dismisses him with a gesture at the door, the cloak swishing into place. 

Danilo fumbles as he takes heed.
The “ephla’s chosen gather their camels and horses outside. Cittle more 

protective eNuipment than hunting basic laH over their simple travellers’ gear. 
To Danilo’s distaste, the horses were being left for those tending to the attack. 
-ellert and Eestia kick their steeds, leaving Mnzo and Gorak to make up their 
lost time.

Maston bends low, red tendrils of his magic lifting from the hilt on Clodis’ 
waist. Bischief crinkles the corner of his eHes as theH meet Danilo’s. Ee grins.

9es, Maston is more than capable.
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CHAPTER E  IHTEEG

M etal sheers through nesh adb wode iqth a scuel.hB kloob nq.vs oDer 
’adqloys eHes adb doseB me stu,wlesp iqfqdg hqs za.e qd a ba—eB mqs 

sto,a.h nqfs ihed hqs  -dgers brai wa.vp the wloob ,o.vqdglHE,alqW
.qouslHEsettlqdg qdto the grooDes oz hqs brH svqdB Gastodys ,agq. nares qd 
hqs ferqfheralp the .olour qbedtq.al to that .odsu,qdg hqs DqsqodB

’qstadtlHp ’adqlo qs gratezul he boesdyt re.ogdq—e the s.outB “qth wroid 
haqr ows.ureb wH the qdbedtatqod ihere the ”ederalys  siorb stru.v hqs 
s.alfp adb the fubble oz wloob soavqdg qdto the sadbp he boesdyt iadt toB

T“eyDe got to go wa.vBL 1he ”ederalys Doq.e woo,s through hqs svull adb 
he re.oqls qdto GastodB T“eyre gqDqdg the irodg ,essage wH ruddqdgBL

T’adqloET Gastod fla.es a hadb od hqs shoulber adb wlqdvs oilqshlHB
1he ”ederal  foqdts  the ieafod toiarbs Gastodys  ofed throatp  za.e 

s.reiqdg uf at the bqsregarbB
TMaves do bq3ered.e to ,e qz  qtys  theqr  reb or  HoursBL  5lobqs  stefs 

zoriarbp siorb glqdtqdg qd the lqghtB
Gastod nqd.hesp zear wurdqdg qd hqs a,wer eHesB ’adqlo sdafs zro, hqs 

ba—ep ,oDqdg wetieed hq, adb the ”ederalB
T1he reb oz the qddo.edt qsdyt to we sfqllebBL
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1he ”ederal wares hqs teethB T’odyt cuote ,H iorbs wa.v to ,ep woHB meys 
do qddo.edtBL

Tme qs qz Ry, hereBL ’adqlo rezraqds zro, .oierqdg at hqs oid todep taffqdg 
Gastodys elwoiB T5eab the iaHBL

Gastod dobsp scuee—es hqs shoulberp adb .odtqdues to fush through the warW
relqdg heat oz the nat besertB 5lobqs sheathes hqs siorbp thed e;a,qdes the feelqdg 
svqd oz hqs wurdt fal,B

“hqte wuqlbqdgs sfe.vle the horq—odp teasqdg hq, oz the hours Het to fassB 
’adqlo veefs hqs eHes adb thoughts od the ”ederalp ialvqdg wetieed hq, adb 
GastodB 1he reb svqd od the olb solbqerys fal, wlqsters lqve the wurds zoudb od 
foqsodersB

Gastod qs a bqstorterEadb a nq,sH ode at thatB N ,adqfulator oz the real 
iorlbB Fu,our saHs there are less thad a hudbreb at a tq,e6 theqr vqdb at the 
ebge oz e;tqd.tqod wH the Fe.vodqdgB

Nd olb ,ad iadbers zro, the guest house wesqbe the ageb zar,B mqs barv 
svqd qs zree oz irqdvlesp adb hqs stefs woud.e iqth easeB Ns theH .o,e .loserp 
’adqlo iat.hes the beab bude grasses wedeath hqs zeet sfrqdg iqth lqzeB Gastod 
e;.hadges a stuttereb greetqdgp fassqdg o3 a tqdvlqdg wroid wag do larger thad 
’adqloys fal,B 1he veefer gqDes hqs thadvsp tu.vqdg qt qdto hqs fo.vetB me ialvs 
the, to the ,aqd wuqlbqdgB

Rtys a wlqdbqdg thqdg to loov atEsudWwlasteb wH the Mervqbqa svHB N zed.e 
bqDqbes qt zro, the guest housep traffqdg a sqdgle sleefqdg .a,el zro, the Dast 
surroudbqdg budes qd a large fedB Mubwrq.vs zra,e the wuqlbqdgys .urDeb iqdW
bois adb a ioob fladv sqts awoDe the boorp the da,e s.oreb qdto qts za.e dothqdg 
,ore thad zaqdt lqdesB GasH to ,qstave zor q,ferze.tqods .auseb wH bewrqs tosseb 
qdsqbe sadbstor,sB

’adqlo eDaluates the flacue oDerheabp besferate zor so,ethqdg to bo ihqle 
Gastod bqs.usses the veeferys fladsB 5qvelH udtql the Oefhlays .hosed shoulb 
deeb hqs iat.hzul fresed.e qd the wuqlbqdgB

kH the tq,e Gastod wqbs the attedbadt zareiellp ’adqlo gafes at the fladvp hqs 
bqs.oDerH worberqdg od q,fossqwleB Sor the da,e ias dode other thad that oz 
Nle—adbqr ”eoDe;B 1he -rst FoHal kesee.her oz NubadteqB

Gastod .rades hqs de.v iqth a s,qrv wezore zor.qdg a hollerqdg 5lobqs qdsqbep 
a reb hue edgul-dg hqs -dgers adb hoDerqdg wedeath the ”ederalys zeetB ’adqlo 
grqdsp ear to earp at the lqdes .arDeb qd the sadb toiarb the edtrad.eB me iadbers 
qd sood azterB
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jd.e the boor shutsp Gastod brofs to hqs vdees adb ieaDes hqs hadbs 
a.ross the thresholbp as qz stqt.hqdg the aqr togetherB Sas.qdateb wH the sfqberW
iew oz gloiqdg reb lqdes wurdqdg qdto the ioob boorp ’adqlo stefs zoriarbB 
1he gloi bqssqfatesp adb the ,arvs wurdeb qdto the boor Dadqsh sood azterB 
Gastod o3ers a hadb to the edtrHB

’adqlo ofeds qt to -db a ,qrror q,age oz the roo, wehqdb hq,6 falep olb 
wea,sp sflqt adb wroid zro, agep holb uf the thq.v reeb roozB 1he houseys 
ieqght settles od the lu,wer rather thad qts ,ubWwrq.v iallsB 5oovqdg qdto qt 
.auses hqs heab to sfqdB me .loses the boorp hqs throat leafqdg qdto hqs ,outhB

7o,ethqdg shatters iqthqd the wuqlbqdgp adb Gastod sfrqdts aiaHB
’adqlo taves the refrqeDe to wra.e agaqdst the dearest iallp  groudbqdg 

hq,selz od the lu,fH te;ture oz the .oarsep .olb wrq.vB 1hereys a tqdge oz 
wlue qd hqs ferqfheralp wut qtys bq,,eb edough that he .oulb ,qstave qt zor 
the sud sear od hqs eHesB

TmeHBL ’adqlo ihqfs aroudb to Gastodp  shoulbers  straqghtB  Gastod 
scuqdtsp a irqdvle at the start oz hqs wroip sq,qlar to ihed he -rst set od 
scuee—qdg adsiers zro, ’adqloB me dobsp adb Gastod ,q,q.s qtp tqltqdg hqs 
heab to a hall wrad.hqdg o3 the ,aqd roo,B T5etys settle qdBL

Rd the de;t baHsp the ”ederal atte,fts to floi through the zrodt boorp ad 
ar,.haqr a.tqdg as a shqelbB me stu,wles through adother booriaHp reb lqdes 
sq——lqdg qdto hqs svqdB “qth a .rHp he shatters the ioob .haqr agaqdst the wrq.v 
iallp hqs -erH glare turdeb od the edtrad.eB ’adqlo grqdsp sialloiqdg qt ihed 
5lobqsy ga—e sdafs to hq,B

’adqlo e;flores a dei fqe.e oz the zar,housep ea.h oDerlodg baH sfedt 
iaqtqdg zor Gd—oys arrqDalB Gastod .qr.les hq, qd qdterDalsp o..asqodallH asvqdg 
qz he deebs adHthqdgB Ndb ihqle Gastodys tasv qs to .odtaqd the ”ederal adb 
all hqs adgerp ’adqlo .addot helf wut zeel heys weqdg ,odqtoreb as iellB

1he cualqtH oz the fat.hiorv wrq.v rene.ts adH other zar,house qd 
the  Dast  ladbs  surroudbqdg  NubadteqB  Nsqbe  zro,  the  sfarvlqdg  PqdW
tqodq glassEYeiels adb other su.h glqtterqdg ,qderals ,elteb qdto a thqd 
fadeEatof ad ofedp warred .ha,werp there qs do sqgd the wuqlbqdg od.e 
welodgeb to kesee.her ”eoDe;B
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’adqlo stadbs qd the roo,ys ,qbblep .as.abeb qd barvdess e;.eft zor the 
greedp furflep adb wlue lqght -lterqdg through the wroved fadesB 1he besqgd 
oz the olb traqdqdg roo, attests to the wuqlbqdgys ageB

me leaDes the barvedeb sfa.ep sieatqdg od.e he stefs qdto the ,aqd areaB 
“oob noorwoarbs groad qd the heat as he fabs throughB Rtys the odlH soudb 
he hearsp ,eadqdg the ”ederal qs asleef or .odtaqdebB

Rd a greedhouse o3 the vqt.hedp Gastod ro.vs a .haqr  dot ,eadt zor 
ro.vqdgB 7hoots oz greederH greebqlH .url qdto ihateDer sud theH .ad stealB 
MuggH aqr .hurds through the ofed boorp .o,watqdg the brHdessB

8afers qd hadbp Gastod bad.es hqs -dgers awsedt,qdbeblHp the reb hue oz 
hqs ,agq. sfqddqdg aroudb the, lqve threabB 1he shruw qd the fot udber 
Gastodys hadb groisp adb he Yu,fs ihed qt svq,s agaqdst hqs fal,B

TOot agaqdBL Gastod tou.hes the lqttle leaDes at qts tofB TCouyre goqdg to 
vqll ,ep ”ellertBL

Nd awsedt,qdbeb s,qrv ,aves qts iaH to ’adqloys ta.vH za.eB
T1hqs qs ”eoDe;ys estate9L me asvsB
Gastod leafs qd the .haqr iqth a stutterqdg gasfp .lqdgqdg to the fot wezore 

he wa.vhadbs qtB mqs heab siqdgs to ’adqlo adb hqs hadb .lut.hes the shqrt 
od hqs ba,f .hestB

T’odytEbodyt bo thatBL ”ru,wlqdg to hq,selzp Gastod ,oDes the fladtp 
gathers hqs  fafersp  adb shoos ’adqlo zro, the roo,B 1he aqr  brqes  the 
,o,edt he tugs the boor shut wehqdb the,B T1hqrstH9L

’adqlo iaDes hq, o3p hadbs settlqdg od hqs hqfsB
T7oBBB Rs thqs ”eoDe;ys estate9L
TCeahp ihH9L Gastodys heab tqltsB
TNle—adbqr ”eoDe;9L
Gastodys wroid wrois raqse hqgh awoDe hqs eHesp as qz the adsier iere 

owDqousB me bqgs through the .ufwoarbp lost qd the s,all vqt.hedB “hed 
he -dbs a .laH .ufp he fal,s hqs wadgs zro, hqs zoreheab6 the sieat .ausqdg 
so,e stradbs to nH qd obb bqre.tqodsB ’adqlo shaves hqs heabB

Tmoi ioulb Hou haDe the -rst kesee.herys estate9L
1he svqd wetieed Gastodys wrois .rqdvlesp adb he iqggles hqs wotto, lqf 

oDer hqs teethB mqs eHes are sharf iqth stuwword beter,qdatqodp sfarvlqdg 
ihed he -dbs the adsierB

TNhpL he saHs iqth a grqdp Tthqs qs ode oz those halzWtruthsBL
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’adqlo trqes to veef hqs Yai zro, tiqt.hqdg qd qrrqtatqodB Gastod leafs od the 
.oudter adb gestures to the dearwH .haqrB mqs hadb nafs qd ad ud.oorbqdateb 
iaDeB ’adqlo leads agaqdst the iallB

T1he ,asses bodyt vdoi ”eoDe; ias aEap uhp 7tor,throier9L Nt ’adqloys 
hu3 oz bqswelqezp Gastod gqDes a iowwlH s,qrvB T1heH trqeb veefqdg qt cuqetB Sorp 
uhp zor the OefhlaB 1o freDedt the solbqers zro, turdqdg agaqdst hq,B 1hatys 
thep uhp -ght theH iere -ghtqdgp Ha vdoi9 Rtys ihH the kla.v ”ate iedt ufB Rd 
na,esBL

7uffortqdg 4alqstays .ause as kesee.herp ”eoDe; ioulb haDe hab q,,ebqate 
qdsqbe vdoilebge adb .odtrol oDer a ,aYorqtH oz Nubadteqys rea.h adb resour.esB 
Nlterqdg the .qtHys qdnued.e adb traYe.torH zor a tq,e ioulb alloi 7tor,throiW
ers to a3e.t the surroudbqdg datqodsB

1he Fe.vodqdg turdeb the iorlb agaqdst ,agq.p though ,ost ioulbdyt 
welqeDe qt e;qstsB kut the tales adb legedbs .ludg to lqze at Nle—adbqr ”eoDe;ys 
qdsqsted.eB N ,ad flaHqdg woth sqbes oz the iar lqve a .oqd tossB

’adqlo hu,sp a..eftqdg Gastodys adsier zor ihat qt qsEad q,fossqwle truth 
to ud.oDerB me leads zoriarb to feer aroudb the .order at the udtou.heb zrodt 
boorB Gastodys eHes glqdt ihed he turds aroudbp a s,qle fullqdg at the .order oz 
hqs ,outhB

T1heHEtheHyre heabqdg to ode oz the easterd worbers toET
T’odyt tell ,eBL ’adqlo wqtesB
Gastodys wrois s.rei togetherp eHes nq.vqdg wa.v adb zorth as he noudbersB 

Nlloiad.es iere lqttle ,ore thad q,frqsod,edtB jz all the feofle iho sfedb 
tq,e at Gd—oys sqbep Gastod shoulb vdoi wetterB

TRy, dot Hour allHpL ’adqlo saHsp shavqdg hqs heabB N stor,H e;fressqod .uts 
a.ross Gastodys za.e adb he ofeds hqs ,outh to .odtestB TRy, dot Hour allHBL

TRyb .odsqber Hou zrqedblHBL
SrqedblHB Oot zrqedbB Oot eDed .o,rabeB
T1hed Houyre a zoolBL ’adqlo s.o3sB
TMaHweBBBL Gastodys -dgers nq.vp adb a .oqd brofs qdto hqs hadb qd a nash oz 

rebB TMaHwe Rp uhp -db feofle iorth weqdg zoolqsh zorBL
’adqlo .adyt stof hqs s.oilB me fushes o3 the iallp zolloieb wH Gastodys 

.odzuseb adb iat.hzul ga—eB
TR ioulbdyt e;tedb that vqdbdess to eDerHodepL ’adqlo saHs oDer hqs shoulberB 

T7o,e aredyt iorth qtBL
T5qve Hou9L
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mqs zeet zree—e to the noorB N zaqdt reb staqd fools oDer the rqdgs ieqghqdg 
boid hqs -dgersB me .led.hes hqs hadbsp vdoiqdg qtys dot thereB 1he s.ars od hqs 
vdu.vles tqghted iqth horredbous za,qlqarqtHp re.allqdg the wattles heyb zought 
adb leabB ’eath qs rad.qb qd the aqrB

TCesBL
Rtys dot therep wut qts realdess ,agdq-es ihed Gastod re.oqlsp the groil qd hqs 

Doq.e re,qdbqdg Gastod oz iho he qsB ’arvdess oDerturds Gastodys bqstadt eHesB 
mqs ,outh gafes lqve a -sh as he sear.hes zor iorbs weHodb hqs ,qdbB me loovs 
olber thad hqs ageB

TR see thqdgs bq3eredtlHpL Gastod ihqsfersB
’adqlo shaves hqs heabp zor.qdg hqs zeet zoriarb besfqte the sedsatqod oz 

sqdvqdg qdto the noorwoarbsB
TCou lqDe zreer thad ,ostBL
T“e woth vdoi thatys dot trueBL
Oop Gastod qsdyt zreeB me sfedt Hears alodgsqbe Gd—o adb hqs wadb oz rqotersB 

Nubadteq has svet.heb hqs za.e .oudtless tq,es adb sedt hq, bashqdg throughW
out the surroudbqdg .qtqesB Cust as ’adqlo has weedB Ns Gd—o has weedB Ndb 
besfqte all oz Gastodys trouwles as a 7tor,throierp a haudteb re,dadt .laq,s 
the barv oz hqs eHesp attestqdg to ihat he trulH ,eadt .a,e lodgp lodg wezoreB

TCeahBL ’adqlo harblH hears hq,selz agreeB
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CHAPTER   N  ETEE  

D anilo avoids speaking to Easton for two days. And despite Easton’s 
chattering attempts at small talk, Danilo keeps silent. Rather than 

bght it, Easton blls the air with endless ramuling to pass the hoHrs uy.
Danilo shoves his forehead into a hand, staring at the leopard sketched 

across the parchment in front of him. Te sighs, teeth grit. Easton’s knee 
uoHnces and his words string together incoherently.

Mhe front door ricochets o- the wall and Danilo tenses, reaching for a 
sword he no longer carries. jagHs stHmules in, ulood and soot smeared over 
his scrHnched nose. Te limps to the strawSstH-ed coHch to urace himself. 
Testia is fast uehind, taking the urHnt of his weight in order to not aggravate 
his in—Hry. Ghe appears HnscathedFangry, uHt Hnscathed.

Iellert stomps in as if he’s attempting to pHt oHt a bre. BHry uHrns in 
his eyes, his bngers looping throHgh a hole in his glittering uHrgHndy coat. 
Reina passes her uow to him, ulood rHnning uetween her knHckles as she 
clHtches a cHt on her arm. “t’s reopened, the crHsted ulood sHrroHnding her 
hand familiar to Danilo in ways it shoHldn’t ue.

”efore Danilo stands, Easton leaps over,  speaking triple the speed of 
uefore.

1Iot this. Telp Reina.4 Testia kicks a door open and haHls jagHs inside.
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zith a clHmsy nod, Easton moves aroHnd Iellert, receiving a warning as he 
stHmules Hnderfoot. Easton pries Reina’s bngers o- the woHnd to inspect it. 
Te stHtters over Iellert’s dry coHghs in demand for sHpplies to stitch the in—Hry. 
Ter complaints grow loHder while she’s dragged from the room, uHt Easton’s 
prattle is Hndeterred.

NHst as fast as the maelstrom of activity came, it was gone. Danilo is winded 
from watching.

Enqo shHts the door, HntoHched uy the bght as the rest had ueen. Lot one 
hair from place. Danilo has known Enqo long enoHgh oHtside of uattle to know 
it’s a farce. Enqo straightens, stepping into the living 2Harters, anger uraqing the 
lines of his scowl. Danilo shrinks at the heat uefore realiqing it’s directed past 
him.

A dark, rHmuling chHckle uathes him in dread.
1Uooks like oHr uoys do —Hst bne withoHt Hs.4 A drawl rattles uehind him. 

Gtraw staus against the uack of Danilo’s neck as he tHrns to keep his eye on 
Ulodis. Mhe man gestHres with his hand, eyes never straying from Enqo. 1Ueave.4

Mhe order makes Danilo’s knee twitch. Te stands uefore he thinks not to, 
freeqing at his position uetween them.

zar rises on the horiqon, and Danilo’s caHght in the gHlly uetween them. 
And all things considered, he bgHres his uest chance of sHrvival is to pick a side 
and bght.

1Lo. Gir.4
Mhe Ieneral’s gaqe snaps to him, lip cHrling as if he whi-s the gHtter alley still 

lingering on Danilo’s skin.
Ulodis advances, and Danilo tenses, s2Haring his shoHlders. A ulade sings 

uehind him. MhoHgh the Ieneral’s eyes widen and his hand drops to his hilt, 
Danilo’s mind is calm. Mhe Ieneral’s ulade drags against its sheath.

Danilo stHmules uack with a gasp, a force dragging him from the Ieneral’s 
reach as water freeqes aroHnd Ulodis’ forearm. Tis sword sparkles where Danilo 
had ueen standing.

Enqo steps closer, his voice cool and shallow. 1“ hope, Ieneral, yoH HnderS
stand yoHr place among Hs has not changed.4

Danilo can see the Ieneral’s bst yanking on the hilt. Despite his white 
knHckles and the sweat rolling from his forehead, it doesn’t work. Enqo straightS
ens, and thoHgh he’s shorter than the man, he towers over him in presence.

Ulodis AltamHra is not a man who en—oys ueing made to feel small.
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1“ will not ue compliant where my son is involved.4
Danilo shifts on his feet and Enqo glances over his shoHlder at him. Enqo 

graus Danilo’s arm and drags him to the side Hntil he topples onto the coHch, the 
straw spreading Hnder his weight within the fauric. “t isn’t Hntil Enqo’s toHch 
that Danilo notices the drop of temperatHre in the room.

1xnderstood.4 Mhe ice shatters and Enqo forces the Ieneral against the wall. 
1Low leave.4

Brigid ulHe eyes glare at Enqo. Mhen at Danilo. Te doesn’t make to move.
zinds slam open doors and shHtters, the ferocity of their appearance doHsS

ing Danilo’s vision in a hHe of ulHe. Danilo graus his face to dispel the pain. 
GhoHting rattles in the room as if made larger uy the wind. And —Hst as sHddenly 
as it uegan, it stops. Danilo heaves uetween his knees, hands clenched over his 
head as he covers his ears with his wrists.

?oarse bngers urHsh his proble. Te recoils, the sensation heightened ueyond 
comfort. A hand grapples over the e3panse of his face, hooking over his nose and 
ueneath his —aw, its urHising pressHre a uranding force. “t remains there Hntil he 
sags into the coHch.

Danilo ulinks Hp at Enqo as the man pHlls uack, raising his chin in a bnal 
assessment. Te drops onto the opposite coHch.

Danilo’s week has ueen avoiding and waiting. Low, the man of his ire and 
cHriosity sits uefore him, and despite all his stalling for this moment, he doesn’t 
know what he wants.

Mhey watch one another, minds empty and moHths emptier. Te feels there’s 
something he shoHld say. Mhe implication grows stronger when Enqo’s stare 
tightens, urow raising as Danilo rHus his raw knHckles.

1Mhank yoH.4 Danilo gapes at his own words. Te adds, 1xh. Bor thatFan
d... And for last week.4

Enqo cranes his neck uack to peer down his nose. After regarding him, he 
leans forward to grau the hand of cards Easton auandoned. 1Tas Easton taHght 
yoH anythingO4

Danilo uristles at the aurHpt redirection. MhoHgh it’s uetter they don’t acS
knowledge it, lest they throw themselves into Hnfamiliar territory, ignoring it 
doesn’t annoy Danilo any less.

?ards pHrr as Enqo ‘icks their edges together, shHYing the stack thoHgh 
Easton had —Hst done it. Danilo watches, mind uHsied with their previoHs inS
teraction. Enqo hHms and deals the cards. zhen Danilo scoops Hp his hand of 
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cards, he shoves his eluows into his knees. Mhey play in silence. Enqo appraises 
him after the doqenth pass uetween them and Danilo tries to ignore his gaqe.

1ze were amuHshed on the “otai Mrail oHtside ”Hdenia.4 Danilo’s neck 
twinges as he snaps his gaqe to Enqo, and he urings a hand Hp to rHu it. Afraid 
speaking will ureak the temporary trHce Enqo allotted him, Danilo doesn’t 
speak. Enqo lays down a wildSdog card. Danilo grHmules as it ‘Htters over 
the taule. 1zhat do yoH know of AHdanteian roHtesO4

”itterness swells in Danilo’s chest. ;f coHrse, the man levies a favoHr 
rather than responding with KyoH’re welcome’.

1Everything Hntil...4
Enqo hHms when he doesn’t bnish. 1AHdantei’s soldiers never marched 

those trails.4
Danilo doesn’t deem the statement worth responding to. ”Ht when Enqo 

straightens, he knows the answer is written across his face. Te hH-s. Bor a 
strategist, Enqo seems to ue Hnaware of an awfHl lot regarding AHdantei.

1Mhe soldiers have always patrolled them,4 Danilo says, rolling his eyes at 
the 2Hirk of Enqo’s left eyeurowFthe eyeurow of in2Hiry. 1Mhose trails are 
scoHted three times a month, uHt they’re too far ueyond ”Htarri’s vineyard 
for foot patrols. 5oHr meeting was prouauly a coincidence. zon’t ue now.4

1jen will ue permanently stationed along the pathO4
1xndoHutedly.4
Danilo drops a card, shifting as Enqo stares at it. Te grHmules when it’s 

swiped away.
Mhe cool air pHshes throHgh the room in laqy circles. “t sweeps against the 

drying sweat at Danilo’s hairline, and he tilts his head uack on the coHch. Te 
sighs uefore pHlling two cards from his hand and tossing them on the small 
taule.

1zoHld yoH like my adviceO4 Danilo says, clacking his —aw shHt and slicing 
his tongHe with the force of his regret. Te uHsies himself with the dwindling 
cards in his hands. Mhe following silence perforates his ears with every ueat 
of his erratic heart. Enqo’s gaqe peels the skin from Danilo’s cheeks.

zhen he’s overstepped in the past, it was withoHt heed for the uacklash. 
Low, with his sensitivity, and this uegrHdging Hnderstanding that they’re 
not on opposing sides of the war, every transgression throws him closer to 
the line of Kenemy’. Te’s gotten comfortaule not ueing the ou—ect of Enqo’s 
ve3ation.
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1Merriule of me to consider.4 Enqo bnally says, his gaqe roving across the rings 
twisting aroHnd Danilo’s bngersFa cold reminder of how 2Hickly Danilo coHld 
overstep. 1zhat do yoH proposeO4

Everything he was going to say leaves Hnder Enqo’s scrHtiny. BloHndering, he 
gapes at Enqo, —aw twitching at the Hncomfortaule position.

16lan to speakO ;r only stare as if the dead have risenO4
1xh...4
Enqo rolls his eyes, his wrist twisting to lay his cards faceSdown.
1LalcHn ”armithol,4 Danilo croaks.
16ardonO4
Danilo swallows when the air stills. Te hyperSb3ates on Enqo’s shifting 

weightB the sHnlight uoHncing o- the silver woven into his grey clothing. Mhe 
fHrrow of Danilo’s urows gives him a headache as he searches for words.

1LalcHn ”armithol is Cosymo IHerra’s adviser. Te issHes orders directly to 
AHdantei’s patrols and contacts oHr allies. “f yoH want to know what AHdantei 
is doing in the Ientled East, intercept his messages.4 Danilo says softly.

Enqo ulinks at him, mind fast at work uehind his eyes. Danilo —Hst handed 
Enqo and the Gtormthrowers victory across the Ientled East. zith a hHm, Enqo 
ends the conversation, lifting a single card from the faceSdown row and placing 
it atop Danilo’s wildSdog, swiping them uoth away with another sHccess. Danilo 
devotes his attention to the game. Mhe lingering sensation of a uladeSsharp gaqe 
intensibes the strike against his soHl, knowing he’d given Hp his dedication to 
AHdantei to gain Enqo’s respects.

1Iame.4 Enqo sweeps the last cards into the gathering pile to his left. Mhe 
laqy pHll of his bngers annoHnces his e3haHstion. 15oH need to train, yoHng 
AltamHra.4

1“f it’s all the same, “’d rather not.4 Danilo sloHches against the cHshion, 
uiting on the cleft of his lip.

1En—oying the rela3ed hoHse Easton rHnsO4 Enqo’s urow 2Hirks.
1Lo,4 Danilo says, placing the toe of his uoot on the taule. 1“’m... preoccHS

pied.4
Enqo nods, relief casting light across the shadows of his fatigHe. 1”e vigilant 

come morning.4
Danilo gives a solitary nod of aDrmation.
Enqo’s scowl falls into place as he leaves the roomB a uitter, natHral e3pression 

that urie‘y makes Danilo want to sink into the coHch.
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As a shoHt echoes from the hallway, Enqo glances uack at Danilo. Danilo 
grins in a way that says Kgive him hell’. Enqo’s lip 2Hirks and cHts throHgh 
Danilo’s nervoHs energy. Mhe urief interaction leaves Danilo to wonder when 
they learned to commHnicate withoHt speaking.
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CHAPTER T  EWTN

S words clang together in a mess of chaotic noise. It’s the Drst occasion on 
which panilo has sEarred against zn—o while the older man wields a sword. 

panilouynfairlxue-Eected ill;timed swingsb a sign the transition Between 
Dghting stxles is more trxing than zn—o let on. vyt zn—o’s aggressiWe okense 
forces panilo’s hand. ,hile he hoEed for an oEening to show his sAill“ he had 
the imEression these sessions woyld neWer allow for sych oEEortynities.

Gs if to EroWe him right“ zn—o raises a Ealm in Eayse“ sy?cientlx AeeEing 
panilo from maAing his Drst striAe.

”Uetting tired alreadxYF panilo swings the sword“ a lion;liAe grin sEread 
across his featyres as he stalAs aroynd zn—o.

”I max wield magic“F zn—o saxs while Eysh BacA the damE hair on his temEle“ 
”Byt ynliAe xoy“ it does not increase mx stamina or endyrance.F

”HnliAe meYF
”1es.F zn—o inhales“ tilting his face toward the Bree—e sliEEing in throygh 

the BroAen Eanes oWerhead. ”4rom the comBined ekort of traininguand a 
sensitiWitx which magniDes xoyr defensesuxoyr stamina is greater than that of 
most men.F

panilo lets oyt a Eyk of air“ driWing his sword into the sand 7oor to free Both 
hands. Te Eyshes them throygh the sticAx cyrls aroynd his face. ”GndYF
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zn—o rolls his exes“ graBBing the loose edge of his shirt to wiEe his hilt of 
dirt and moistyre.

”I sysEect xoy woyld not maintain an okensiWe for anx Erolonged Eeri;
od.F

Lhe glimmer of zn—o’s Blade mocAs panilo and his grin 7ares re7e-iWelx 
at the challenge. zn—o’s hym Boynces within the Barren room.

”velieWe me to Be incorrectYF zn—o asAs.
panilo leaEs into zn—o“ sword cytting the emEtx air aBoWe zn—o’s dycAed 

head. zn—o forces him BacA with monsoon winds. Te ryshes Beneath“ water 
7ecAing his face“ and hooAs an arm aroynd zn—o’s middle. Lhe hyrricane 
throws him oWer zn—o’s head“ the man’s Dngers tight in the cyrls Bryshing 
the Base of his sAyll. panilo lands on his feet“ wraEEing his arms aroynd 
zn—o’s necA and droEEing to his Anees. zn—o rolls“ dislodging his griE.

panilo Eants“ rotating the weaEon in his hand. Te scans zn—o Before 
lyrching forward. Lheir swords crash together. qear the head. Lhe thighs. 
Gt zn—o’s chest. Ggain“ in reWerse order.

8omEared to the dax zn—o tossed panilo throygh the wall“ zn—o is onlx 
Erodding him. qot ynliAe EoAing at a scaB.

panilo  droEs  low and ryns  at  zn—o“  his  sword MerAing toward the 
Stormthrower’s head. zn—o’s hand raises“  and panilo feels  the wisEs of 
wind against his face. Gt the last second“ he sEears at zn—o’s middleudri;
Wing it to the right“ aiming for the 7yttering edge of zn—o’s shirt.

panilo does not EroWe him wrong after all.
Te lies on his BacA Eanting“ staring at the shimmering glass sEecAled Bx 

droElets of water from zn—o’s magic. G groan sliEs East his liEs. Lhoygh 
he’s temEted to Eeel ok his sticAx tynic“ the satisfaction twisting zn—o’s 
e-Eression Aills the thoyght. Te settles for Eyshing at cyrls clinging to his 
dirtx forehead. zn—o hynches oWer a Eace awax“ Byt the chycAle echoes 
throygh the air as if he stood oWer panilo’s head.

”1oyu” straightening“ zn—o Eyshes his hair BacA into Elace and adMysts 
his grex tynic. ”‘asted longer than e-Eected.F

panilo glances oWer“ a RyiE readx on his tongye. It dissolWes as zn—o Eants 
throygh a smile. Lhe grin“ thoygh not large“ tyrns his face an awAward wax. 
vyt it rela-es his exes. 4or the second time in months“ zn—o aEEears xoynger 
than the scowl and coloyrless hairs haWe made him oyt to Beucloser to his 
father’s age than older.
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”zn—oYF panilo saxs. Lhe resonating hym of acAnowledgment rymBles his 
own chest in sxmEathx. ”zaston said a sensitiWitx can Be... ’harnessed’“ I thinA 
is the word he ysed.F ,ith a light RyirA of his Brow“ zn—o regains his EreWioys 
comEosyre. panilo’s nerWoysness eases withoyt his raEt attention. ”po xoy 
thinA mine will akect how I DghtYF

”I“ nor anx of mx colleagyes“ haWe worAed in correlation to a sensitiWitx. 5x 
theories are no more ysefyl to xoy than as inconclysiWe gyessworA. zaston max 
Be comfortaBle diWylging his Anowledge. I am not.F

It’s a fancifyl wax of saxing 0I don’t Anow’ and while panilo feels eagerness 
rattling his imEylsiWe tendencies“ he refrains from Eointing it oyt. Lheir tenta;
tiWe relationshiE is a Eowerfyl motiWator to rein in his yntrystworthx self;con;
trol.

zn—o twists his weaEon aroynd“ gestyring with his free hand for panilo to 
stand. ”Ggain.F

Lhe swords sing against one another. Steel on steel. panilo slides and Earries“ 
determined rather than scramBling liAe a man drowning oyt his loss. Te’s aware 
the dyll edge of a training sword coyld cayse damage he coyldn’t reWerse.

Lheir feet tyrn the damE laxer of sand into a slicA syrface. ,ithoyt thoyght“ 
panilo leans Before zn—o’s sword Begins a clear Eathua distant sensation 
singing in him when he lands on the groynd.

zWerxthing halts.
panilo Braces for a hit that neWer comes“ Byrxing the 7ysh of emBarrassment. 

Te tries meeting zn—o’s exes“ Eyshing to his Anees“ Byt the man stares oWer his 
head.

”po xoy reRyire helE“ UeneralYF
panilo doesn’t stand yntil zn—o has steEEed in line with his shoylder. It giWes 

him a Brief oEEortynitx to Brysh the sand from his hands and troysers. ‘lodis’ 
intentions had alwaxs ynnerWed him.

”,hat do xoy thinA xoy’re doing“ training with mx BoxYF
5ore so when he saxs things liAe that.
”I am doing what xoy are incaEaBle of“F zn—o drawls.
Gs the tension escalates“ panilo chances glancing oWer.
”Lhat isYF ‘lodis asAs.
panilo ryBs the BroAen sAin on his AnycAles“ irritating it fyrther rather than 

soothing it.
”Oegylating mx emotions.F
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Te holds his Breath as the coolness of zn—o’s Woice ryshes oWer him.
Lhe Ueneral sneers. ”I can regylate as mych as I wish.F
”Lhat remains to Be seen.F zn—o faces panilo with a stormx e-Eression. 

”‘ieytenant.F
”1es“ sirYF
Lhe re7e-iWe title shocAs them all. zn—o sRyints calcylatinglx“ thoygh he 

doesn’t linger on the sliE.
”‘eaWe the room to the Ueneral.F Te gestyres for panilo to moWe ahead of 

him. ”1oy’We earned a BreaA.F
panilo walAs tentatiWelx“ and desEite zn—o acting as a Barrier“ the heat of the 

Ueneral’s glare scorches his nerWes. Tis Eardon Byrns with it.
Lhex continye into the Aitchen“ silence hanging Between them while EreE;

Eing their middax meal“ Before Uellert drags zn—o awax with more Eressing 
matters. panilo doesn’t argye“ his mind occyEied Bx his desire for Eardonb 
wondering when he’d forgotten it“ and where he’d aBandoned it. Te leaWes it 
for later eWalyation“ food Eressing on his Eriorities.

panilo feels lighter when his stomach is fyll. ‘iWing in the gytter allex had 
eroded his aBilitx to recogni—e hynger. StarWation Became indistingyishaBle 
from stress. veing caged with zn—o had reByilt a EroEer schedyle. It had taAen 
panilo a few weeAs to notice the Eattern of zn—o coWertlx Eressing food into 
him. Gnd longer to get oWer his Eride.

Tis hynger aEEeased“ panilo Eads into the main room where layghter and 
argying rise. Oeina and 5agys Elax the cards aBandoned on the taBle. Lheir 
dxnamic is stranger than the rest of zn—o’s crew.

Uellert“ thoygh he comes across calloysedumatching zn—o with Dnesse and 
resolWeuis softb mostlx for Testia. Testia’s motherlx instincts giWe her insight 
to the others’ needs“ Byt with zn—o“ those instincts tyrn coarse and calcylated. 
panilo ynderstands there’s a historx there he’ll neWer ynderstand. voraA striAes 
with honestx“ wringing confessions with a single stare. 5agys acts the EomEoys 
Mester to sEite them all when the tension is high. Oeina is reserWed.

,ith one foot EroEEed on the edge of the wooden taBle“ Oeina leans into the 
coych. 5agys’ Bandaged Anee lies on the taBle’s syrface with a cyshion styked 
Beneath. Te throws the toE foyr cards on the decA across the taBle at her with 
an oWer;emEhasi—ed scowl. Gnd Oeina giggles.

”If I coyld standu” 5agys waWes his cards in her direction“ on the BrinA of 
diWylging his hand.
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”Shyt it. 1oy’ll heal in a manner of daxs.F Lhe layghter in her Woice is airx“ 
liAe a 7yte.

panilo’s certain the rest of the hoyse can hear her. 5agys slymEs sidewaxs“ 
grinning at panilo.

”Texxx pani;Box.F
It’s as loyd as it is discomforting. Oegardless“ panilo resEonds with a loEsided 

smile. Oeina assesses him with reserWation“ droEEing her head BacA into Elace. 
G grin lightens her featyres when she tyrns to 5agys.

”8ome“F 5agys saxs“ waWing him into the room“ ”come Moin.F
panilo considers as he steEs closer. Lhoygh the shytters are straEEed in the 

rattling winds“ leaWing the room cool and darA“ 5agys radiates heat. Sitting near 
him doesn’t seem aEEealing when his hair still sticAs to his scalE after trxing to 
swiEe himself clean with a warm“ damE rag.

”qah“ I’m good“ thanAs.F Te droEs into a nearBx chair. ”I got cayght Elaxing 
against zaston and zn—o the other dax“ so I’ll watch the trye masters now.F

”3;ho“ cheeAx“ are weYF
”I’d liAe to sax I’m smarter than that.F panilo drydges yE an old charisma“ 

sloyching into his AnycAles with a Elaxfyl grin. 5agys sRyints at him.
”Gll right“ Erettx Box.F Te shyDes the decA.
Oeina smirAs.
panilo doesn’t Bother trxing to AeeE yE with their RyicA;witted foreign 

langyage of inside MoAes. Sitting BacA“ he BasAs in the ease of their familiaritx.
Oeina throws down a set of cards with swords in their yEEer corners. 5agys 

yses his good foot to AicA hers ok the taBle.
”1oy snaAe.F Te glares“ and she sticAs her tongye oyt at him. ”G Aing and a 

noBle of swords... gotta rearrange mx entire hand now“ thanA xoy.F
”3h“ xoy are most welcome.F Ter layghter ByBBles oWer the cards she coWers 

her moyth with.
She niBBles her liE Behind the thicA EaExrys“ cheeAs glimmering from her 

hidden smile. 5agys’ ha—el exes focys throygh a mess of waWes. panilo snaEs 
his head Between them and Oeina Eins him with an ynmoWing stare. ,ith one 
glance more at 5agys“ panilo raises a Brow in Ryestion. Ter exes glow a WiBrant 
green.

1yE“ warning enoygh. panilo doesn’t haWe the historx to Erx.
5agys continyes. 3BliWioys. Oeina throws down a few cards with little 

attention to 5agys’ moWe“ continying from where she’d left ok. 4rom the 7yid 
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transition Between threatening panilo and Elax“ it’s clear she’s warned others 
ok on enoygh occasions that it failed to imEact her.

panilo settles BacA to watch“ ynaBle to roll free the coiled myscles Beneath 
his shoylder Blades. zWerx third sentence maAes the tension EalEaBle. zach 
time“ panilo wonders how 5agys neWer notices.

zWentyallx“ their game softens into timid conWersation. Eyiet mytters 7it 
throygh the room as panilo laxs his head against the chair“ exes growing 
heaWx. Lhe straw sty?ng caWes Beneath him“ and the faBric Bynches Bx his 
ears. Oeina’s melodic hym wanes according to her syccess. Te allows the 
occasional tremBle of the shytter to BlocA their chatter oytb the faint“ warm 
Bree—e Bryshing against his face. G delicate serenitx encomEasses him.

”,here is heYF Uellert shoyts“ caysing panilo to 7inch. Te leans to glance 
at Uellert oWer the chair.

”Gwe“ xoy woAe him.F 5agys throws down a few cards withoyt glancing 
yE.

”I wasn’t asleeE.F panilo myrmyrs.
”8oylda fooled me“ Erincess.F 5agys winAs.
panilo rolls his exes as he sloyches into his sEot.
”5agys. I don’t liAe reEeating mxself.F Uellert’s Woice carries loyd oWer 

panilo’s head as he moWes deeEer into the room. ”,here is heYF
”,hoYF Oeina looAs yE at him“ chin against her chest from where she’s 

sloyched.
”Tis father.F
panilo tries gylEing in air throygh fro—en lyngs. Tis clammx Ealms clench 

the faBric at his Anees as he sits forward to face Uellert. ”1oy... can’t Dnd himYF
Uellert sRyints at him“ arms crossing oWer his chest. ”qeither can zn—o.F
Lhe words echo in panilo’s sAyll. Te clenches and releases his Dsts“ the 

whitened AnycAles Eylling at BroAen sAin. ”Teuwill retrace his steEs. Oetyrn 
to the EreWioys location.F

Uellert’s cyrt nod maAes panilo wince.
Shoyting zaston’s name“ Uellert storms from the room“ leaWing Myst as fast 

as he rolled in. panilo wrings his Dngers with a Boyncing Anee. Oeina Elaces 
a hand oWer his“ sRyee—ing.

5inytes ticA Bx. Oeina is tycAed against the coych corner to hold down 
panilo’s leg. 5agys is ynmoWing“ leg still EroEEed“ exes distant in thoyght. 
Lhe hoyse is ynBearaBlx silent.
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panilo swallows down the acidic rise in his throat“ leaned oWer to ease the 
chyrn of his stomach. Oeina tsAs when he scratches his AnycAles“ and she 
tygs his wrist awax from the Bleeding sElits he smears into the grooWes of his 
sAin.

”Gltamyra.F
panilo MerAs hard. Te AicAs“ missing Oeina’s Anee Bx inches. zn—o’s in;

timidating ga—e Brings a Bitter taste to panilo’s moyth.
”8ome.F zn—o tyrns and disaEEears aroynd the corner.
Oeina nods at him“ 5agys watching her rather than meeting panilo’s exes.
,ith heaWx feet“ he trydges towards the Aitchen“ coynting oyt his steEs to 

comBat the sense of imEending doom. zn—o leans against the coynter“ his 
ynreadaBle“ rigid e-Eression set in Elace with a ferocitx which Myst now lends 
panilo the ynderstanding that he hadn’t gotten Better at reading the man. 
zn—o had onlx gotten more comfortaBle with panilo’s Eresence.

”Lell me the Ueneral’s connection to the Ooxal veseecher.F
”3h“ yh...F Te ryBs his AnycAles“ wincing at the twinge. zn—o’s glare 

darAens. ”Lhex were in the same 0Best of Dftx’uonlx ones who waged a 
comEetition in their Battles. Lhex riWaled for veseecher. vecayse of their 
camaraderie“ there was neWer anx hostilitx Between them.F Te falters“ staring 
at zn—o“ who stares BacA with Wehemence. zn—o’s Maw clenches and he maAes 
a sharE gestyre for panilo to continye. ”Lhe Ueneral was disRyaliDed dye 
to his marriage. Gosxmo resEected him“ granting him the Eosition of Tigh 
Ueneral and e-clysiWe rights to oytWote his adWiser.F

”4riends then.F zn—o’s Brow RyirAs at the scrynch of panilo’s face. ”qoYF
”5xuthe Ueneral is loxal. Lhe veseecher...F
”poes not insEire loxaltx.F
”qo.F panilo scoks“ moWing to lean against the wall. ”qeither does he 

hold emotional ties to EeoEle. Te has no 0friends’.F
zn—o remains silent“ exes 7icAing as he thinAs. It occyrs to panilo that“ 

as a strategist“ zn—o failed to maAe this inRyirx sooner. Gnd thoygh it is 
an oBWioys error“ mentioning it woyld cross the thin line he treads. vyt his 
tongye and his mind are warring forces.

”zn—oYF Lhe man hyms in acAnowledgment. panilo snaEs his Maw down 
tight“ hoEing zn—o’s distraction alleWiates the attention he’s called to himself. 
Lhe heaWx silence onlx magniDes the tension“ and zn—o tyrns to him when 
his silence Eersists. panilo forcefyllx saxs“ ”xoy didn’t asA me.F
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Lhe glare he receiWes riWals the sweltering heat Elowing throygh the oEen 
door of the greenhoyse.

”Lhat...F panilo scratches his forehead to aWoid zn—o’s leer. ”Lhat was meant 
to Be a Ryestion.F

”,hx waitYF zn—o clariDes.
”1eah.F
Lhe dim light sEots throygh the room“ frecAling the diWots in the tawnx stone 

Between them. zn—o scraEes the heel of his Boot across its Eitted syrface while 
he thinAs.

”,e were distracted Bx the information Eresented to ys. ,ith no cayse to 
assyme his inWolWement in the veseecher’s Elans“ aside from xoyr Brother“ I’d not 
Elace credence in his historx. qow“ howeWer“ I see the faylts of mx EresymEtion.F

panilo watches zn—o“ aware the man Anows it. Lhe heat of a lasting stare 
is di?cylt to ignore. panilo shaAes his head“ Brows Einching together as he 
sorrowfyllx sinAs into his aEErehension.

Te sags against the wall“ head tilting yE to D- on the ceiling“ tongye toyching 
the scar on his liE. ”,ill xoy Bring him BacA hereYF

zn—o’s mysings tyrn to panilo“ his stare eWen and yn7inching. ”If he is 
interceEted“ xes.F

panilo nods. Lhere’ll Be troyBle sharing sEace with the imErisoned Ueneral“ 
esEeciallx since he will haWe Betraxed him to the Stormthrowers to gain zn—o’s 
faWoyr. Lwice.
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CHAPTER T  EWTNY-WE

K osymo Guerra narrows his  gaze at  the book in his  hands,  scowl 
attesting to his options of what his beloved claimed. The beads in 

his sable braids bounced against the bone of his face. When he shakes them 
from his face, they chime together.

“I don’t want to read this,” he says.
“You better.” She -icks her brown hair over her shoulder. “You don’t 

want to know what I did to get my hands on it.”
Kosymo looks to where she stretches over his throne, curves on display 

over the red fabric and skin glowing from the re-ection oN its gold details. 
She picks redxdyed dirt from beneath her nails.

“Ao,” he says, pulling his eyes back to the little book, “I don’t.”
It’s small in his hands. The size of a brick. Its worn leather cover conceals 

the pages beneath eHcept around its edges where the old material unraveled. 
The 1rst few pages are almost illegible, the paper aged and ink disappearing. 
5 charred section in the middle sheds pieces into his hands.

“I’m pretty sure it  will  be useless.” ‘e -icks the debris  to the -oor, 
smearing soot across the inside of his palm.

She lifts her eyes from her hands to give him the briefest of glares. “It 
won’t.”
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‘e -icks through it, pausing to give her a disagreeing grimace. 5t the 
silence, she raises her head. She stares at him from beneath her brows until 
he returns to his task.

It’s all boring eHpositions and prologues and general notes that he’s seen 
time and again when his soldiers dumped their F1ndings’ in his hallsq old 
parchment scrolls of recipes and homemaker Bournals they hadn’t the edx
ucation to read. This book is -avorful, but it speaks more of Stormthrower 
history than of anything pertinent.

5nd then he sees it.
Llicking back, brows sewn together,  he trudges for his 6uarters.  The 

wood door echoes oN the marble walls of the room. ‘is eyes shoot between 
the item on his desk and the one on the page. —ehind him, she pads closer. 
‘er hand lies on his forearm.

“I make good on my promises, sir.” The glitter of her eyes is dangerous.
“That you do.” ‘e strokes her cheek with his knuckles. “I need a key.”
Kosymo dismisses her soon after. 5nd for all her s6uawking, he knows 

she has things to attend to. ‘e sates her with a kiss and a promise to see her 
that night.

Lor the neHt hours, he wears a trail into his glittering limestone -oor. ‘is 
armour clanks with each abrupt step. 5 chime carries across his balcony, 
the large and open eHpanse accepting it as an oNering for the kingq the wind 
playing with the alarm in his courtyard. The sound grates on his ears and 
his patience as he waits for Aalcun to return. Soldiers march far beneath 
him at the citadel’s main gate, their pattern a testament to his strength.

‘e stares at the charred edges of the Bournal 1tted in his palm. There 
is  little  information which could hide from him. ?ess  with the newly 
appointed ‘ead, his girl acting as a liaison between them and him. With 
his resources, this little book shouldn’t have slipped from under his nose. 
—ut it had, and the soul who deemed it wise to keep it from him, paid his 
weight in blood.

‘is dearest made certain of it.
When Kosymo tosses the book onto his desk, the door from the throne 

room croaks open. Aalcun enters,  sword 1rm at his  hip and his  hands 
clasped behind his back. ‘is slim shoulders are 1rm and high.

Aalcun is  a  man with royal  posture,  and if  it  weren’t  for  his  code, 
Kosymo would consider him a threat to the throne.
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“—eseecher GuerraP“ Aalcun half bows before drawing rolled sheets of 
parchment from inside his thin overcoat, “Pthe information, as re6uested.”

Kosymo closes the distance between them and tears the notes from Aalcun’s 
grasp, a grin stretching across the —eseecher’s face. ‘is search proves fruitful.

“I’ve got what I need.” ‘e sashays through the room, red fabrics draped from 
the rafters glittering against the illustrious white marble.

“What, sirO”
“The stone.” Kosymo places the paper on his desk, retrieving the book and 

holding it out to Aalcun. “5nd the sword.”
Aalcun peers down at the pages, nodding at Kosymo’s pause.
“Get them.” Kosymo demands.
“SirO”
“If I am to eradicate the threat, I will need them at my disposal.”
“—ut the previous plan, sirP“ Aalcun blinks, s6ueezing the book in his 

palms.
“Will be taken into consideration once I have the 1nal piece.”
Aalcun’s brows twitch together minutely. “She will not be happy.”
“She is not the —eseecher. I am.” Kosymo struts to the balcony and leans 

on the banister to look over 5udantei. The white citadel overlooks the varying 
growths of the cityq from the wasteland of the gutter alley to the colourful 
skyward compleHes in the ‘igh 7istrict. 5fter all these years, the view is Bust as 
boring. :lain. “5nd I will do what is best for this city. Aow, call on the ;rder.”

“Yes, sir.” Aalcun sighs.
Kosymo listens to Aalcun shu<e from the room, pulling the creaking door 

shut behind him. ‘is soldiers complain about the noise. —ut he appreciates his 
groaning doors. They were more his ally than his men.
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CHAPTER T  EWTNYT  -

T hree stinigo huars fGter the legerf’ds pisfccefrfg,em the bfg hfp weeg 
Guagp .fgperigo the scfrse cf’bs .est uG the estfteD —fgi’u saccusep it 

.fs tu vgp f .fter suar,e tu uws,are his trfi’k.hi,h .ua’p hfye .urAepm .ith 
the riyer gut three ’efoaes Grub his cusitiugm iG he .eregdt ouigo ig ,ir,’esD

There is fg ubiguas .eioht ig the legerf’ds eHes acug their retargm fgp he 
cfases his thrfshigo tu pe’iyer f pfrA o’fre ft —fgi’uD O wrfgp fs pfbgigo fs 
the wesbir,h uG Lfgoigo —fHD ;g,e ,ugtfigep ig f ’itt’e ruubm j’upis ,fst his 
yehebegt pebfgpsm .ie’pigo s’ars fgp urpers ’iAe Oapfgteids wf’’istfs- f’weit 
w’igp’Hm wat eyeg cuur trfEe,turies ,ua’p resa’t ig peyfstftiugD

—fgi’u nig,hes fs the legerf’ds hu’’ers ,rfsh thruaoh the .f’’sm ef,h ,ubz
bfgp cag,taftigo the vtGa’ si’eg,eD Le ,ugtfigs hibse’G tu the bfig ruub 
ug’H .heg WgRuds but’eH ,re. ,fg uyercu.er the fir the legerf’ seiRepD xheg 
it cruyes strugoer thfg thebm —fgi’u ucts tu rebfig ig the trfigigo ruub ur 
the ,uartHfrpm .urAigo f’uge agti’ his Geet w’eepD OGter ,rf,Aigo three w’agtep 
s.urpsm —fgi’u eHes the .uup stf1D

5eofrp’ess uG the hefp.fH heds creyiuas’H bfpe .ith WgRum WgRuds fccefrz
fg,e p.igp’ep tu guge8istegtm their creyiuas trfigigo reoibegt hfyigo weeg 
igterractep wH the legerf’ds pisfccefrfg,eD Ogp thuaoh he hfs gu uw’ioftiug 
tu fip —fgi’um he hfsm agti’ gu.m rebfigep pepi,ftep fgp uwEe,tiyeD
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xith the cfssigo .eeAm the legerf’ds ig,essfgt ,ubbfgpsm fgp fg igtegz
siGHigo segse uG sa1u,ftiug cressigo fruagp his sAa’’m —fgi’u fwfgpugs his 
trfigigoD The .uup stf1 ’efgigo fofigst the .f’’ ug’H seryes tu eg,uarfoe his 
sefr,hD

Lestif .ft,hes hib cfss thruaoh the bfig ruub three tibes fgp cfases 
shfrcegigo her f8eD Ler ’uuA uG ,ariusitH pe’yes igtu ,ug,ergD —fgi’u ’efgs 
ug the .f’’m f sioh s’iccigo thruaoh his teethD le’’ert ’uuAs ac Grub the wuuA 
ta,Aep wet.eeg his cigAie fgp thabw tu reofrp hibD Lestifds suGt ofRe puesgdt 
buye Grub —fgi’um eyeg .heg ?foas oragts Grub the nuur ft her sipem ’efgigo 
f.fH Grub the s’f,Aegep f8e w’fpeD

‘LeHDS le’’ert sbi’esm thuaoh it puesgdt ref,h his eHesD
O Huago Gf,e sefrs tu the GureGrugt uG —fgi’uds beburHD The raeGa’ f,he ig 

his ,hest bfAes hib pruc his ofReD
‘LiD Lfye fgH uG Hua seeg WgRuBS
?foas ’uuAs ac Grub his ,russz’eooep seft tu shfAe his hefpm theg ,ugtigaes 

shfrcegigo his pfooerD le’’ert fgp Lestif batter qgudD
‘YurrHm AipDS PurfA o’fg,es ft hib .hi’e 5eigf c’fHs f hfgp Grub their ofbeD
—fgi’u Eabcsm ,russigo his frbs tu hipe the f,tiugm hfyigo Guroutteg their 

si’egt creseg,e fGter his vrst cfss thruaoh the ruubD ?foas buyes his w’fpeds 
epoe uyer the .hetstugem wf,A fgp Gurth fgp fgo’epD —fgi’u tries tu iogure his 
te,hgiFaem thuaoh the pfooerds sugo suagps bure ’iAe f ,rH thfg f tageD Le 
shaIes uyer fgp ?foas beets his eHesD

‘9uadre puigo it .rugoDS Y’ipigo the stuge u1 ?foasd Ageem —fgi’u shiGts 
it ig his orfscD Le ref,hes Gur his fgA’em cfasesm fgp cf.s ft his wuutD ?foas 
ni,As the pfooer ig his cf’bm u1erigo the hi’t tu —fgi’uD

—fgi’u stfres ft hibm ref,higo Gur the u1erep itebD The cHrubfgif,ds eHes 
o’efb .ith f yigpi,tiye ,hf’’egoe .hi,h rebigps —fgi’u uG the csH,huti, 
tegpeg,ies the vre bfoe hfp Het tu ag’efsh ig his pire,tiugD Lis vgoers t.it,h 
.ith the aroe tu c’agoe the w’fpe igtu ?foasd ge,AD

Le ca’’s his frb igtu his sipem ru’’igo the pfooer ig his cf’bD Osipe Grub the 
epoes fgoerep wH weigo shfrcegep .rugom itds fg urpigfrH .efcugD

6’f,igo uge epoe fofigst his cruccep Ageem —fgi’u wrf,es the hi’t tu Aeec it 
sti’’D TfAigo the stuge ig his hfgpm he rags it pu.g uge sipe fgp ca’’s it ac the 
utherm ef,h cash fgp ca’’ .ith the sfbe oegt’e cressareD ?foas .ft,hes hibm 
fwsurwigo the te,hgiFaeD

‘0’f.’essDS O pfrAgess ru’’s thruaoh ?foasd eHesD ‘Ngstig,t tu Huam isgdt itBS
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—fgi’u ni,As his thabw ug the epoem reGasigo tu beet ?foasd Aeeg ofRe 
fs he nics the w’fpeD Le stucs fGter f ,uac’e cfssesm pruccigo the stuge ig 
?foasd ’fc fgp u1erigo the pfooerds hi’t tu hibD ?foas bibi,s the e8f,t hu’p 
fgp —fgi’u wabcs the hi’t agti’ ?foas v8es his oricm his ’ugom thig vgoers 
,accigo the hi’t rfther thfg ,ubbfgpigo it tu we sti’’D Wf,h cfss is .efAm wat 
itds f,,arftem crf,ti,e bfAigo the ge. fgp f.A.frp buyebegt efsHD

Lestif uwseryes theb fgp —fgi’u wrist’es agper her fttegtiugD
‘xhftBS Le fsAsD
Yhe shfAes her hefp .ith f .frbm .fyerigo sbi’e fgp prucs her ofRe tu 

the f8e ig her hfgpsD le’’ert sbi’es ft her fgp targs it ug —fgi’um bft,higo 
Lestifds e8cressiug .ith guge uG her cftergf’ ig,’igftiugm fgp retargs tu his 
wuuAD

‘9ua ’uuA wetterm —fgizwuHDS ?foas wabcs his e’wu.D
—fgi’u ru,As his shua’pers wegefth Lestifds ofRe fgp PurfA targs tu ’uuA 

ft hibD 5eigf o’fg,es ig his pire,tiugm thru.s her hfgp uG ,frps pu.gm fgp 
s’fcs the tfw’e .heg PurfA puesgdt f,t suug fGterD

0rub hugest trfigigo fgp ,ugsistegt bef’sm —fgi’u is retargigo tu his u’p 
stregothD Ogp .hi’e heds gut fs hasAH fs he .fsm heds hef’thHD The cfigs ig 
his Agees .heg he trfigs fre Grub e1urtm gut Grub rutftigo f wugH sarGf,e 
uyer the oruagpD

‘Peeg tf’Aigo fwuat beBS
‘9esDS PurfA c’f,es his ,frps pu.gm ’efgigo his ,heeA igtu his Aga,A’es tu 

.ft,h —fgi’u Grub the ,urger uG his eHeD
Nt sgft,hes the wrefth Grub —fgi’uds ’agosD ;G ,uarse theH tf’A fwuat hibm 

heds gut their f’’HD The tegsiug fruagp his hefp wefrs pu.g ug hibD
‘Ndye weeg Gee’igo wettermS he sfHs fs he stfgpsD
Lestifds .fterigo eHes sgfc tu hism f .uww’H orig ug her Gf,eD Os he tries 

tu fyuip the stregoth uG her e8cressiugm he vgps PurfAds suGtegep sbi’eD Lis 
thruft pries fgp he stabw’es wf,AD

‘Ndb ouggf vgp WgRuDS
xheg heds uat uG their siohtm he sfos fofigst the gefrest .f’’m trHigo tu 

sett’e his rf,igo hefrtD
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—fgi’u pis,uyers WgRu .fs geyer ft the estfteD xith Prftgi ig ,riti,f’ ,ugpitiugm 
PurfA gefr pec’etep hibse’G igtu qbfoi,f’ e8hfastiugdD xhi,hm fs Gfr fs —fgi’u 
agperstuupm befgt PurfA hfp weeg fwuat hf’G f pfH Grub pruccigo pefp Grub 
the sheer pebfgp uG ,frigo Gur PrftgiD Ogp ag’ess —fgi’u ,ua’p ,ugyert his 
segsitiyitH igtu the oiGt uG hef’igokibcussiw’em iG he ,ua’p pis,erg fgHthigo 
Grub Wfstugds rfbw’igokthere .fs guthigo bure tu we puge thfg tu .fit Gur 
the uat,ubeD Os tibe ti,Aep ugm it we,fbe w’efAerD

Pet.eeg his se’Gzs,hepa’ep trfigigo sessiugsm the 2ech’fds ,huseg hfye scuz
rfpi,f’’H ,H,’ep thruaohD Leds orfteGa’ thft .hi’e theH seeb creu,,aciepm theH 
hfye f pesiogftep bebwer tu Aeec the legerf’ ig his ,foeD

JgGurtagfte’Hm —fgi’u is ’eGt tu his u.g pis,retiug- fg agGurtagfte ,ir,abz
stfg,e ’efyigo hib tu straoo’e .ith his segsitiyitH f’ugo .ith f .hir’.igp uG 
thuaohtsD The cutegtif’ Gur ,ftfstruche ’egps hib stregoth tu Gur,e thruaoh 
fguther set uG crf,ti,epm beburiRep buyebegtsD

0ur fwuat fguther huarD
Le thru.s the pa’’ s.urp pu.g ft the puurm sturbigo the hf’’.fHD Le hf’ts 

.heg the wurpers uG the pfrA puur thrast tu ’iGe .ith f oatzcag,higom Gfbi’ifr 
shfpe uG w’aeD Lis hee’ ,ft,hes ug fg ag’eye’ep wufrp fgp he wrf,es hibse’G ug 
the .f’’m .ft,higo WgRu eberoe Grub f ruub f,russ Grub the legerf’ds ,ugvgesD 
WgRuds hfgp huyers weGure the puur .ith shfrc eHes ug his tfsAD

—fgi’um geyer seeigo the cru,ess Grub the uccusigo sipem ofces ft the i,e 
screfpigo uyer the .uupD Nt ,rf,As igtu Efooep w’ae ’iges- gut ag’iAe Wfstugds 
sciper.ew uG bfoi,D The legerf’ vohtsm fgp ef,h hit tu the puur ,fases the w’ae 
o’u. tu ca’se wriohterD

—fgi’u is tuu u,,aciep .ith trHigo tu voare uat .heg WgRu retargep tu 
guti,e the cef,eD Nt is si’egt Gur the vrst tibe ig pfHsD

WgRu cfasesD Wfstugds agigte’’ioiw’e shuatigo Grub the uther ruub we,ubes 
bere wf,Aoruagp guise fs theH stfre ft uge fgutherD xheg —fgi’u Gfi’s tu buyem 
ur w’igAm ur wrefthem WgRu sFaigts ig truaw’ep ,ariusitHD —fgi’u s.f’’u.s fgp 
strfiohtegsm ’uuAigo wet.eeg WgRu fgp the puurD Le stabw’es Grub the hf’’ 
weGure WgRu vgishes his fssessbegtD

xheg he ,rf.’s igtu wepm he ref’iRes his errurD Ogp .ith the w’ae hae ’igoerz
igo ig his cericherf’ ef,h tibe he w’igAsm heds ag,ertfig hed’’ vgp the ,uarfoe tu 
fccruf,h WgRu weGure his segsitiyitH uyertfAes hibD
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—fgi’u Agu.s WgRuds iogurigo hibm .hi,h we,ubes cfigGa’ Gur bure refsugs 
thfg the f,he ig his hefpD j’upisd agegpigo hu’’ers eg,fcsa’fte hib ig hurrurs 
he egtire’H GuroutD —escite itm fgp the rigos bfgf,’ep fruagp his vgoersm fgp 
the u,,fsiugf’ nig,h he tries tu hipe Grub the uthersm iogurigo the legerf’ is 
Greeigok’iwerftigoD

Lu.eyerm this segse uG puubkgut su GreeigoD
Le ,hfroes thruaoh the huase ig sefr,h uG WgRu ug,e fofigm hashep pis,asz

siugs Gf’’igo stfogfgt fs he cfssesD The legerf’ds puur o’istegs ig the epoe uG his 
yisiug .hi’e he ,ir,’es the hf’’ fgp bfig FafrtersD O hfrsh w’aeD

—fgi’u cf,es Gur fg huarm pewftigo f ,uarse uG f,tiugD Lestifds sfp eHes fyuip 
,ugge,tigo .ith hib .heg he stabw’es igtu the ’iyigo fref fofigD Wfstugds eHes 
ni,A wet.eeg hib fgp the nuur ’iohtgigozGfstm his vgoers t.it,h fgp he shiGts ig 
his seftD

le’’ert ’efgs ge8t tu the egtrfg,e —fgi’u is cfasep igm his shua’pers set fgp 
eHes hfrpD —fgi’u shaIes Grub the ruubD

Le stabw’es igtu ?foas acug egterigo the Ait,hegD ?foasd hfgps sFaeeRe 
his accer frbs tu s’u. hibD TheH beet eHesm fgp the ,urgers uG ?foasd ofRe 
tiohtegD 5eigf .ft,hes Grub f sbf’’ tfw’e ig the wf,A ,urger uG the Ait,hegD

‘!gu. .here WgRu isBS
?foas ,huAes uat f sioh fgp shfAes his hefpD —fgi’u gups fgp ?foas prucs 

his hu’pD
—fgi’u .fgpers the huase ig ,ir,’es fofigD OGter gefr’H fg huarm thereds uge 

ruub ’eGt he hfsgdt wutherep tu ,he,Akfsipe Grub the puur .ith the w’ae 
o’u.k.hi,h Gee’s ’iAe f pefth .ish tu fttebctD

5eofrp’essm he Agu,As ug WgRuds puurm the weft tageGa’ .ith f ,ugvpeg,e he 
puesgdt Gee’D Le hefrs gu buyebegt ug the uther sipeD xheg he Agu,As fofigm 
the puur ,rufAs ucegD Thereds f cfase .here he e8ce,ts WgRu tu ric uceg the 
puur .ith the sceep uG f rui’igo sturbD The pfrAgess e,hues wf,AD

Le befgs tu ,f’’ Gur WgRuD Pat fs he s’ics ig tu ceer fruagp the puurm gu 
.urps es,fce hibD 3ariusitH regpers hib FaietD

Ntds ,’atterep fgp uyerrag wH f bfss uG trigAetsm tragAsm fgp f s’e. uG wuuAsD 
2ut wfrregm fs he e8ce,tepm rfther batep ig ,u’uar fgp cersugf’itHD Prioht ug’H 
wH the efsterg sag’ioht strefbigo thruaoh the uceg .igpu.m wfthigo cfcers 
ig f ou’peg o’u.D 2uge uG the itebs fccefrep segtibegtf’m f ’uss —fgi’u agz
perstfgps- the .fr hfs ,ust theb f’’D O sigo’e cfr,hbegt hfgos uyer the pesAm 
sbf’’ trigAets s,ftterep f,russ its sarGf,eD —fgi’u o’fg,es uyer his shua’per weGure 
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s’ipigo igtu the ruubD The puur cfps fofigst the Grfbe fs he ’efgs ug itm eHes 
egrfctarepm .hi’e his hefrt cuagps ug his riwsD Yi’eg,e is stfogfgt ig the ruubD

The cfr,hbegtds epoes nfAe fgp ,rf,A pescite the wriohtm ge. ,u’uar 
saooestigo its Huago foeD Ngterse,tigo ’iges uG w’f,A fgp rep yeig uyer Gfpep 
pesiogsD 5ep ’iges bfrA the cfths uG the Pesee,herds vgest uyer the legt’ep 
WfstD —fgi’u Agu.s WgRu .fs f strfteoistm wat ug’H ,ubcrehegps the .eioht 
uG sa,h f ru’e ’uuAigo acug the ,hfusD 6fths he Age. wH beburHD Lu. the 
Yturbthru.ers hfye sa,h petfi’ep Agu.’epoem —fgi’u puesgdt Agu.D Pat fs it 
sits weGure hibm cfr,hbegt epoes prfcigo uyer the sipes uG the pesAm he ,fggut 
pegH its f,,arf,HD

Le s,u1s ft the rep bfrA uG Oapfgteids su’piers f,russ the Nutfi Trfi’m Gfpep 
fbugo the stfrA fppitiugsD Le trf,es its ’igem buath t.istep .ith f higt uG 
cripeD Nt pa’’s the hut sbua’per uG uatrfoe ig his ,hestD

Ng the bfcds ,egterm ft the hf’G.fH cuigt wet.eeg Oapfgtei fgp Paofgz
pikthe suatherg yigeHfrp uatsipe Oapfgteids ’froest ,ubcetiturk’fHs t.u 
cfrf’’e’ ’igesD 2eyer igterse,tigoD Nt is gut f sibc’e ,urre,tiugm .ith the igA 
seecep igtu the ’iGe uG the cfr,hbegtD 9et he pics f .uupeg Fai’’ ig f wutt’e 
uG w’f,A igAm crecfrep tu bfrA f se,ugpfrH uctiugm hucigo tu fyuip f ,u’’isiug 
.ith f cftru’ uG the 3ubbfgperds oreftest uG vGtHD

‘xhft fre Hua puigoBS
—fgi’u ’efcs ig his scutm .reg,higo his frb wf,A weGure the w’f,A igA ,fg 

pric ug the cfcerD WgRuds tuge is Grioip ig f .fH —fgi’u hfsgdt hefrp ig bugthsD 
Le s.igos fruagp tu Gf,e WgRum s.f’’u.igo ft the pfgoeruas o’efb ig his eHesD

‘Nk‘ he stattersD ‘JhDS
‘0ur refsugs uG .hi,h N fb agf.frem Hua .e’,ubep Huarse’G igtu bH 

Fafrters fgpkacug gut vgpigo bekpe,ipep tu bfAe qfpEastbegtsd tu c’fgs 
Hua hfye weeg stri,t’H Gurwippeg Grub e8fbigigoDS

‘2zgum .fitm thftdskguk‘
‘2uD 9uago O’tfbarfm Huadye guthigo bure tu e8c’figD 2u.k‘ WgRu 

sfHsm orfwwigo the epoe uG the puur fgp hfa’igo it ucegm ‘oet uatDS
—fgi’u stfgps therem ofcigoD Lis ’agos natter ft the begtf’ ibfoe his 

iogurfg,e hfs cfigtepD Fast fs he origps his teethm crecfrigo tu pio his hee’s 
ig fgp wrfye the wf,A’fshm WgRu s’fbs his hfgps tuoether fgp w’ae pru.gs the 
ruubD —fgi’uds hefp ti’ts fgp the ,’f.igo segsftiug shreppigo ft his hefp fgp 
thruft puaw’es agti’ he ,fggut wreftheD

‘let uatGS
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Lis Geet ’efye the nuur weGure he ,fg thigA tu buyeD 0fbi’ifritH cri,A’es ft 
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CHAPTER T  EWTNYTHREE

D anilo is  submerged in blankets the following morning, anger and 
betrayal twisting tighter around his lungs with each sluggish hour. 

He’s determined to sulk the day away and ignore the sunlight burning 
through the window across from him, the fabric cover paAAing in the wind 
with the Aromise of an oncoming sandstorm.

His determination is wrought short when a clatter of metal rises from 
the common area. He swings his legs over the edge of the bed and ignores 
the sAiking agony from each steA.

Es he steAs from the hall, znWo shoves Aast, a scowl marring his features, 
and continues on. Hestia’s sad eyes try to Mnd Danilo’s from across the 
room, but at  every near  Aass,  he ducks his  head.  “ith slow steAs,  he 
aAAroaches ?agus, who leans against a nearby wall.

”“hat’s going onRS Danilo asks.
?agus shakes his head and whistles at Teina. Ihe looks uA from the 

vambrace she is struggling to secure to her forearm. He gestures for her to 
come closer. Tolling her eyes, she wanders over, a wry glance at Danilo.

”1here’s been an attack. 6t’s an hour away and we should clear it out by 
tonight.S ?agus says.
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?agus Aulls  Teina’s  straA tight.  Ihe yanks her arm back,  his  Mngers 
moving deftly to loosen it.

”Do...S Danilo’s throat tightens at Teina’s glare, ”...do you need anyY”
”Bo,S znWo growls from the other side of the room.
1he movement grinds to a halt. Iand sAurts from the clattering battened 

windows, causing dust to settle in the fraught air of the dark room. Danilo 
droAs his gaWe, refusing to release his sigh or his sneer.

”6’ve been Mghting my whole life, 6 canY” he starts.
”‘ou,S znWo scoLs. ”‘es, you have fought your whole life. End while you 

seem innocent and caAable, you are still the enemy.S
Danilo chokes on his breath. znWo’s resentment is now binding with the 

festering Aains of his neglected sensitivity. Ceing called znWo’s qenemy’ feels 
more founded now than when he was the xieutenant ;ommander.

“ind collides against the building, Alowing a board oL the shutter and 
sAewing sand through the gaA. xight bathes in the oAening, battling with 
the Mrelight threatening to snuL out. Teina snorts irately before stomAing 
over. Her Aalms hover over the remaining board on the shutter. 6t swells, 
devouring the oAening. ?agus wiggles his Mngers and the lanterns on the 
wall  picker blue. Danilo remains Guiet,  and the room builds back to its 
rush. ?agus tilts his head to meet Danilo’s eyes. Danilo allows it for only a 
moment. “ith a nod, ?agus smacks him on the side of his tender, nearly 
healed arm, and moves to follow the directions he likely received when 
Danilo hadn’t been Aresent.

Efter  a  few minutes of  watching them AreAare,  the anjiety to helA 
overtakes him. He circles, collecting items and stacking others, droAAing 
occasional hints to ?agus and Hestia- wary of znWo’s anger clouding the 
air above him. He stares at Teina as she stares at him, Mddling with the straA 
of her Guiver. E Guestion burns his tongue.

He cuAs the arrows as the leather straA slides between his clammy Aalms. 
”“here’s the 7eneralRS

”6s there something the two of you need to discussRS znWo snarls while 
stalking behind him to collect a rolled Aarchment.

?agus bumAs into znWo, knocking the satchel oL his arm. znWo delivers 
a frosty glare at ?agus before bending to collect the contents. ?agus winks 
at DaniloYlacking its usual mirthYbefore znWo stands. Danilo shuOes 
back when zaston aAAears in his sAace.
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”He’s Guarantined untilYuntil we, uh, leave.S zaston’s Mngers Mdget with a 
worn comAass, dancing in the tension. ”“e can’t contain him whenYwe’re all 
gone.S

Danilo feels himself Aale, mouthing qallR’. zaston nods, and Danilo clenches 
his Faw to try to crush his worry.

”‘ou’veY” zaston glances over his shoulder at znWo. ”‘ou’ve got comAlete 
access.S

Danilo grimaces and steAs away from zaston, unable to make eye contact 
when zaston scrambles closer to his front.

”;ould even go outside.S zaston tries a friendly smile. ”Cut 6Y6 don’t sug8
gest it. xooks like, uh, a storm is...S

7ellert’s eyes are hard on him from under dark brows. Distrusting and angry. 
He Ferks his chin at zaston and creeAs to the other side of the room, lingering in 
its shadows until the bustle slows. Teina aAAroaches him with an outstretched 
hand. Danilo looks at her with a blank ejAression before the leather slides 
between his Mdgeting Mngers. He thrusts her Guiver out to her.

znWo Ains him with a glare. DesAeration bursts forward in his chest, and 
Danilo tries urging znWo to understand with a desAerate gaWe. znWo’s liA curls. 
He throws oAen the door. Danilo’s facade cracks when the brewing sandstorm 
striAs the wood from znWo’s hold. 6t slams into the wall, sand creeAing across the 
poor. znWo steAs from the building without a glance over his shoulder. Hestia 
chases after him.

zaston leaAs uA, eyes picking between Danilo and znWo’s receding back. 
Teina follows Hestia’s angered shouting, tugging zaston by his shirt collar. He 
stumbles after, the sGueeWe at his neck keeAing him from sAewing information 
to a deFected Danilo. ?agus mutters under his breath and slaAs Danilo’s shoul8
der as he Aasses into one of the abandoned rooms. 1he front door groans as the 
wind Aulls it through the sand gathering at the doorsill.

Iighing through his nose, Danilo turns to grab his book from the table. He 
lurches when he Mnds it in 7ellert’s hands, gold magic glittering over the cover. 
6t vanishes into the leather like dust. Danilo reaches to take it when 7ellert oLers 
it out. “hen 7ellert lets go, it slides through Danilo’s hand like he is an invisible 
force. 1he thud echoes in the room. 7ellert sneers, shoves Danilo’s shoulder 
with his own, and storms towards the door.

?agus cusses at the man’s back, earning an ill8intended gesture from his 
comrade. Danilo ignores them both, instead oAting to watch the fabric ?agus 
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winds around his neck and head. 1he door thunks against the wall and 
Danilo pinches, blond curls tickling his lashes as he glares at it. ?agus Aats 
his arm before moving Aast him. He stalls in the entry, clenching the door in 
his hand when the wind threatens to take it.

”“ish us luck.S 1hen he Aulls the door shut, leaving Danilo to watch sand 
Auddle beneath the door’s edge. 1he wood muOes the cry of the storm and 
he’s alone with nothing but silence as his Aunishment.

”7ood luck.S Danilo whisAers.
?agus’ holler echoes outside as the wind Aauses in its attack. ”Ji, 6’ll 

relieve CorakYhey, hey, Aretend you’ll  miss meS. Danilo looks down at 
the book, toeing at it in hoAes of Aushing it aside. His boot merely Aasses 
through it. En aAAarition like those on the desert horiWon. He sighs at the 
emAty house, watching as the lanterns threaten to dim out uAon ?agus’ 
leave. 1heir pickering steadies, the light less brilliant than before.

E heavy Aattern beats across the poor, sAringing forward an icy fear in 
Danilo’s chest. 6t sAears through the last of his hoAe.

Danilo would have Areferred it if the 7eneral barreled into the room as 
if apame. Cut when he sashays to the front door, Danilo knows the silence 
builds toward an ejAlosive moment.

Itriking winds Aound the door against its frame, held still by the man’s 
meaty hand. xightning strikes a bellow from the man. 1he 7eneral Aries at 
the hand melded with the handle in an attemAt to free himself. He must have 
irked Corak more than it showed. Danilo smirks but is fast to control it when 
the 7eneral stumbles back, Aanting and snarling insults beneath his breath.

”Ikud.S He pejes trembling Mngers. ”Eren’t allowed out, are weR 1here 
are ways Aast that.S

“ith a scowl aimed at the man, Danilo backs from the main Guarter. His 
movements are slow and silent to keeA out from under the 7eneral’s un8
wavering attention. 1he man makes no sign he otherwise knew of Danilo’s 
Aresence. Pijated on an escaAe.

“hen Danilo shuts the door to his room, he hoAes to Mnd his brief 
solitude warded against the 7eneral. He tugs the cover over his aching head, 
blocking out all thoughts of the man and the light sliAAing beneath the sheer 
fabric.

Danilo intends to stew where he left oL. Cut it Aroves di0cult with daylight 
cutting through the screaming fabric over his window, the sun having shifted to 
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attack it directly. Iand gathers on the poor beneath. 7uilt laAs at his con8
science, the haWy warmth of sleeA easing its sting.

zventually,  Danilo crawled out to eat,  newly conditioned to address 
his hunger. He toes Aassed the main room, boots whisAer8soft across the 
mudstone. 1hen freeWes at the sight of the kitchen.

1hough it is a little room, with even less storage, it is fraught with devas8
tation. “hat wares they did not barricade in 7ellert’s greenhouse are strewn 
across the poor, counters and tablesYas hyenas would shred a cadaver. 
Dining chairs lay in multiAle heaAs from xlodis’ attemAts to break the magic 
over the window latches. He scoLs, backing into the living Guarters.

E snore rumbles from the couch. Danilo stoAs, staring at its backrest. 
1he 7eneral’s feet dangle over one edge, and the shoulder of his beige tunic 
is visible in time with his breathing.

Es lieutenant, Danilo learned to be adaAtable. End his adaAtability keAt 
him alive. Cut looking uAon the man who’d been his suAerior, in every as8
Aect of his life, he understood what his men had meant when they ejAlained 
to have qfroWen in fear’. 1here isn’t a single strategy that will helA him now. 
His lingering stare startles the man awake. xlodis leaAs from the couch, 
Mjing wild eyes on Danilo.

Danilo swallows, keeAing his shoulders locked as he trudges by for the 
training room. He maintains the same subservient Aosition he used as a 
soldier. xlodis’ eyes follow himYDanilo’s skin crawls uA his sAine in an 
unrelenting sensation he associates with the gutter alleys- the knowledge of 
an oncoming Mght. Criepy, he wonders if his sensitivity is trying to warn 
him. He doubts it.  “hen the 7eneral  makes no advance towards him, 
Danilo slinks by and into the training room.

He feels the immediate change uAon entering the room. 6t’s colder than 
the rest of the house- frigid and derisive.  DeeA, rigid grooves now sAan 
the walls. 1hough a Aart of the walls story from long before, the shadows 
accentuate them in a new way. He sniLs, halting before the weaAons rack. E 
single unbroken sword glints in the fragmented rays beneath his Aalm. 1he 
Mghting staL encroaches on his AeriAheral, returned to its rightful home. 
7rasAing the staL, he wonders how fast it would break in comAarison. His 
anger dares him to Mnd out.

Et Mrst, it is a lot of awkward pailing and whacking himself in the ankles. 
Efter an hour, he’s certain he’ll have enough welts and bruises that if he doesn’t 
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break the staL, znWo will still berate him. He stumbles before shaking his head 
and resuming.

Iand rains from the broken glass sunlight as the wind batters against the 
house. 1he staL swings into action, malice charring the edges of his thoughts. 6t 
Mnds balance in his hands, moving with him. 6t isn’t smooth. End it deMnitely 
isn’t graceful. Cut it is eLective.

Danilo focuses on his form and the staL as an ejtension of himselfYlike 
his sword had been. zach swing is seen within a series of attacks. 2abs directed 
against unseen oAAonents. IwiAes curve toward the knees and heads of foes, his 
limbs moving in an imaginary battle only his body knows.

E sense of urgency scraAes within the cavity of his chest, and the staL surges 
behind him. Directed at the side of the 7eneral’s head. xlodis snatches the 
weaAon, AreAared for the strike. 1hey stand, watching one another. Bothing 
is said for a moment. Cut distrusting glares are cast both ways.

”Cest way to move like the enemy is to be taught by the enemy.S E grin 
overtakes the 7eneral’s face, stretching like a snake AreAaring to unhinge its Faw.

1he 7eneral’s meaty hand griAs the staL with white knuckles, and his sword 
shines at his hiA. Danilo isn’t about to outright deny him.

”“ould you like somethingRS Danilo tilts his head back. ”Iir.S
E glare has more emotion than the cold, blank stare the 7eneral delivers his 

way. Danilo’s sAine twitches under it.
”How desAerately do you wish to be AardonedRS
3ardoned. 6t’s a word Danilo has longed to hear. End one he lost hoAe for 

with the 7eneral’s latest threats toward him. Es it falls from xlodis’ mouth, it 
sounds a lot like qmassacred’. 1he 7eneral takes his silence as intrigueYhe isn’t 
wrong.

”6 aAologiWe, boy. “e’d Alanned this since the beginning.S
”“eRS
”Ceseecher 7uerra and 6.S 1he 7eneral allows Danilo to tear the staL from 

his hand. ”“e had orchestrated the ordeal to Aut my best in the enemy’s folds. 
1o Aut you right where we needed you most.S

Danilo scoLs, slowly retreating. Por every two of his steAs back, the 7eneral 
takes one forward.

”End how were you to know that it would be znWo and his merry band of 
misMts to take me oL the streetsRS

”1he xieutenant ;ommander of Eudantei is a Aowerful temAtation.S
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6t had been, hadn’t itR Hestia had sung her little siren song of Aromises and 
he’d literally gone willingly. Had been led like a dog on a line, and for all his 
barking, he followed them without a Mght.

”6f you come with me now, we can get you Aardoned. Cut if you continue to 
stay in this shack with these Ikud, then you will be labeled a traitor of Eudantei. 
1here will be nowhere in the 7entled zast you could go.S Danilo sAins the staL 
as he thinks. ”End it’s easy to see how far this lot ejtends their trust.S

Tesentment collides inside Danilo’s chest- thunderous and wild and at war 
with his heart. 6ts chaotic demands sully his face with a sneer, and though the 
7eneral remains at his back, he struggles to hide it.

Danilo is an idiot, that’s what he is.
Iand sArays into his face. He tugs his hood over his mouth and nose to keeA 

from inhaling it. 1he fabric over his eyes paAs and he tilts his face inward to avoid 
the wind whiAAing the skin of his cheeks. 7eneral xlodis marches onward, hood 
secured and a cloth guarding his nose.

1o avoid the worst of the storm, they trudge west of the estate to the sAarse 
forest of Aalms and gnarled underbrush. He stumbles on the serrated vines, 
wrenching his Aant leg from his boot. 1he Aalms overhead are dead, their leaves 
shriveled and browned nejt to the rotting dates rolling across the sand. ?ost 
trees die in the summertime at this Arojimity to ?edumean’s Heart.

He’s Mfteen minutes into the dust storm when he’s slaAAed with the reminder 
of where the 7eneral had so recently disaAAeared to. End with it comes the 
horriMc reminder that this is the man that hanged Danilo’s family. Hanged his 
own wife and children. Danilo knows he did it without regret.

”7eneral, why did you hang themRS 1he wind drowns his shout and the 
7eneral trudges on. Danilo stoAs, Aulling the hood away from his face. ”PatherVS

xlodis halts, turning to look over his shoulder. Danilo can’t see his eyes 
through the whiAAing sand.

”“hy did you hang themRS
1he wind continues to scream Aast his ears, and Danilo believes the 7eneral 

will ignore him once again. Enger rumbles through him, like the sand had 
barreled into the house, echoing alongside the Aersistent thought of qenemy’.
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”‘ou really wanna know why, boyRS 1he 7eneral withdraws his sword. ”6t’s 
because 6 never cared for them.S

6f there is something to note about the 7eneral’s sword, it’s the Aure white 
colour of the blade. 1he colour of bone. Buicallian blades are made in one of 
two shades- black or white. Jstertain metal is a coastal tradition, blending the 
minerals into the natural slate found there. Buicallians of the tundra dye their 
blades white as the snow.

Danilo stands out like a black blade on a white backdroA. Es the 7eneral 
advances through the pying sands of the dust storm, the beige of his uniform 
blends in. 1he reddish hue of his light hair and the white gleam of his blade 
picker in and out of Danilo’s sight. He Aalms at his emAty waist, muscle memory 
driving him to Mght.

E snaA echoes to his left. Bot the loud crack of a branch broken from a tree, 
but softer. 1he 7eneral freeWes.

1hey’re not alone.
”End you were coming with me.S
?etal glints in Danilo’s AeriAheral and the growling in his chest stoAs long 

enough for his brain to whisAer qrun’.
Danilo turns into the wind, choking on a mouthful of sand. He fumbles to 

cover his mouth and nose.
6t’s a battle to run against the wind and sand blasting him. His boots sink 

ankle deeA. HoAe blaWes within himYhe only needs to lose them in the sand. 
:nfortunately, the odds of it haAAening before he can carve his Aath back to 
the house are slim. Iunlight glares through the sand in the air, mocking him as 
he struggles to Mnd the estate.

E branch snags across his face, but its sting is Aale comAared to the one against 
his shins. His Mngers wind into the familiar sharA and cold weight of a triAwire. 
7eneral xlodis’ shouts carry nearer in the wind.

“ith Aanicked tugs, he frees his ankles and scrambles to his feet. 1he wind 
tears at the bare skin of his leg, the wire having cut the fabric where it’d been 
free of his boot. He cradles the cloth against his lower face, Aanting against the 
humidity. His cheeks sing as the wind riAs oL his hood.

E dark shadow engulfs him. 1he estate stands tall in the haWe of sand- a 
refuge. He’s steAs from the door when he’s struck in the back of the knee. Es 
he fumbles to grab the handle, he’s Ainned to the door, his arms yanked behind 
him.
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1he soldier careens forward to traA Danilo with his weight, and Danilo 
cracks his head to the soft tissue of the man’s nose. 1he cry is Mrst of shock, 
then of Aain. Danilo hoAes he broke it. He graAAles at the door8frame with 
his loose hand.

E wire wrenches around Danilo’s free wrist, Aulling it away from the door. 
Danilo turns his head from beneath the soldier’s forearm. He chokes in sur8
Arise to Mnd it’s Deandro, determination blaWing across his rugged features.

“hen Danilo Alants his feet to kick oL the door, Dermish tackles his 
legs. 1hey land in the sand, and the grit momentarily dislodges their grasA, 
slick from sweat and sAit. Danilo kicks at the door, trying to give himself an 
oAening. 6t’s Fust out of his reach.

”IAill his blood, 6 sAill yours. He’s of no use dead.S
1he 7eneral moves outside the Mght, a Mst held uA as 1urniuk and ;hakon 

wait to leaA into action. “hen Danilo rolls, Deandro is caught between his 
knees. He is smart enough to cover his head before Danilo can strike him. 
Dermish leaAs uA, bear8hugging Danilo’s arms to his sides. 1his time, when 
Danilo pings his head back, he dodges. Ceneath him, Deandro waits for 
Danilo’s move. Danilo drives Dermish against the door, holding him to the 
wood. Deandro scrambles uA and Danilo drives a heel into his temAle.

1he 7eneral nods to 1urniuk. Es he rushes forward, Danilo throws Der8
mish at him. Danilo’s fabric guard is striAAed from his face, and his mouth 
Mlls with sand and dust. xlodis rolls his eyes and nods to ;hakon.

Iand sArays around Danilo’s feet, his Mngers brushing the door handle. En 
arrow sinks into the tender pesh of his thigh. He collaAses, one hand against 
the door8frame and the other clutching the wound. E ragged cry falls from 
his drooling liAs as he struggles for air.

Deandro bounds uA from the sands, wraAAing the wire around the hand 
Danilo sGueeWes his wounded thigh with. 1hen he wrenches back the oth8
er that had been AroAAing Danilo uA. 1hey collide with the edge of the 
door8frame. Danilo coughs. Deandro binds his wrist AroMciently.

Danilo casts a sneer over his shoulder, and it delves into a cackle. Clood 
smears beneath Deandro’s crooked nose. His laughter is cut short when 
1urniuk kicks out his inFured knee, and the arrow snaAs when he lands on 
it.

”“hat are you doingR Hog tying himR 2ust get to his ankles already.S 
1urniuk coughs, yanking his own mask back into Alace.
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”Ihut uA,S Deandro says, blocking his face with Danilo’s neck before 
stretching the wire to tie Danilo’s elbows together.

Danilo shakes his head, trying to loosen the sand from his hair. 6t pies into 
his eyes. He tries rolling, hoAing to aim a kick at 1urniuk. ;hakon kneels on the 
back of his thigh where the broken arrow Arotrudes. E garbled howl falls from 
his liAs.

”Ihut uA, boy.S 1he 7eneral kicks sand into his face.
He steAs away, the green glow of Fade repecting in the sand beneath his feet. 

Danilo swallows.
”Curn the Alace down,S ;hakon says, tearing the rest of the arrow out and 

chasing Deandro away, hooking Danilo’s collar.
”Bo,S xlodis barks.
”Cut sir, you said the less resources and clues they have, the better.S
”6’ve changed my mind. He’s done Alenty to helA.S 1he 7eneral gestures at 

Danilo. He tries to ignore the burn of vomit in his throat at the reminder.
”1he blood, sir.S
”‘ou boys know how to clean uA after yourselves.S
Deandro leads three horses with sacks over their heads. Iand dusts the 

7eneral’s glistening cremello, its ejtravagantly detailed leather accessories now 
blended into its mane. 1wo Alain bays follow behind it. 2udging by the lack of 
sand in the air, they’ll ride out soon. 1he 7eneral turns to the soldiers Ainning 
him down.

”‘ou,S he says, gesturing vaguely at them, ”stay here. 6 want you waiting for 
their return.S

”Iir, we didn’t bring enough water.S
”1hen die by your own stuAidity.S
”7eneralY” Dermish steAs forward, shielding his eyes from the wind.
”“ould you die for the CeseecherRS 1he 7eneral moves towards them, hov8

ering over Danilo as Deandro forces him into a kneeling Aosition.
”‘es, sir,S Dermish reAlies.
”1hen make Aeace with your fate.S
Danilo wrenches his shoulders and sAits sand from his mouth. ”‘ou’ll have 

two dead men for no reason.S
”Jh, concerned with the fate of my men, are youRS 1he 7eneral turns, a 

wicked grin on his face. ”JAen the door, then. 1here is Alenty of water inside.S
Danilo sGuirms. ”1hey aren’t returning,S he says.

59J



1he 7eneral sGuints, his hair whiAAing into his eyes. He sGuats in front of 
Danilo and grabs his Faw, chuckling.

”‘ou’re a Aiss8Aoor liar,S he says, ”and a fool.S
“hen the 7eneral stalks away, Danilo chances a glance at his tags that lay half 

hidden in the sand. 3anic claws at his chest, but he refuses to keeA his gaWe in fear 
the soldiers will Mnd them.

”IirRS
”“hatRS the 7eneral snarls.
;hakon, still kneeling on Danilo’s thigh, shifts under the weight of the man’s 

cold gaWe. ”Deandro should go.S
”HiFacking his resAonsibility, are youRS xlodis crowds ;hakonYthe only 

soldier Danilo thought would be enduringly loyal to the 7eneral.
”Bo, sir.S ;hakon shifts, glancing at Deandro. ”Cut look at the state of his 

nose.S
1he 7eneral glares at Danilo before looking. Danilo watches anger and 

aAAreciation collide in his eyes as he looks uAon Deandro’s swelling nose, blood 
sluggishly running into his teeth. He sAits blood aside, unable to meet the 
7eneral’s aAAraising gaWe.

”6’d say he’s earned the right to a healer, sir,S ;hakon says.
xlodis meets ;hakon’s gaWe, and DaniloYthough incensed about the situ8

ationYaAAlauds ;hakon for not shrinking beneath it.
”Kery well.S 1he 7eneral turns to Dermish. ”1ake his Alace.S
;hakon twists his hand beneath Danilo’s hood, yanking the hair at the base 

of his neck to force him towards the horses. Danilo anchors his feet in the sand, 
but his thrashing does little to deter ;hakon from his Aath. Danilo sweeAs 
;hakon’s feet with his bad legYhis head sings from AainYand ;hakon droAs. 
Cut the 7eneral, the man who had trained him before he was a scout, the man 
he fought alongside, was AreAared.

Cefore Danilo can run, the Aommel of 7eneral xlodis’ sword strikes his 
temAle. His vision darkens at the edges as he falls to his knees. He blinks away 
black sAots daWedly. Prom his Arevious conversations with znWo, he suAAoses 
he has his sensitivity to thank for that. 1hough, if not for his sensitivity, he 
wouldn’t be bound before the ?ad 7eneral of Eudantei, whose eyes shine 
wildly.

1he 7eneral Msts his hair and drags him towards the horses. Danilo tries 
easing the Aain on his scalA by kicking his good leg into the sand. Cetween his 
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fading vision and the steady beat of his wounded thigh, Danilo doesn’t have 
time to Mght.

Clood rushes to his head as he dangles over the horse’s rumA. 1he 7eneral 
mounts and Danilo grimaces. He’d thrown it all awayYthe Aeace and safe8
tyYfor one chance at a life with the Itormthrowers he never wanted. End as 
the 7eneral kicks his steed into action, Danilo doubts they will look for him. 6t 
leaves him with a sinking feeling, unsure which is worseL the Aossibility of what 
comes, or that not a single soul would consider him worth saving.
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CHAPTER T  EWTNY-FOR

D anilo’s  head throbs where the General’s  armoured knuckles had 
cracked against his brow when he attempted to roll o. the horseH 

ye blinks back the pocked sunlight dusting across his efes vrom beneath 
the sack o,er his headx jeAing his Baw vrom the strip ov cloth fanking at the 
corners ov his mouthH

-n o,erwhelming odour ov manure and cattle entwines with the scents 
ov bread and clafH  Tartering merchants and idle chatter drown out the 
complaints passing through his gagH ye tongues at the sandf vabricx grind—
ing his teeth against it in rejeAH Ihe horses trot o,er the cobbled streetsx 
their paths through the main roads e.ortless and juidNaside vrom the 
bounce ov the gelding’s rump against his ribsH

ye’s tempted to roll vree againH Ihough boundx gaggedx and blindedx 
there’s little he can attemptH St would merelf risk the ci,ilians’ li,es in his 
pathH zot that anf ov them would rush to his aid when he’s a capti,e on 
the horse ov the yigh General ov -udanteiH

Fhouts whi1 bf as ci,ilians leap vrom the horses’ pathsH 7rom the horse’s 
rumpx lacking his  usual  militarf garmentsx  he’ll  remain unrecogni1able 
until he vaces the trials ov yanging DafH Ihe onlookers will be content to 
watch his veet dangle alongside the others he’s placed with on the gallowsH
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;hen hoo,es mo,e vrom claf to stonex his chest drops into his stomachH 
Ihough its halls are ,astx atop the horsesx thef will reach the throne room 
in minutesH Fhadows and lights jicker bf rhfthmicallfx arching posts ov the 
open halls sailing past the clothH

Ihe horses lurch to a stop with a snortH Danilo twists his bound wristsx 
felping when he’s sho,ed vrom the rumpH yis head connects with the stone 
joorx  and he slumpsx  his  sight wa,ering as he’s  pulled up bf the vront 
ov his shirtH  Ihe authoritati,e command ov a Teseecher’s Test turns his 
stomach o,er with ner,ousnessH -s their titles suggestx these men ser,ed 
one purpose“ to guard the Teseecher in e,erfthing he doesY in politicsx in 
bedx or in battleH ;hile Danilo wonders iv their skills are as renowned as 
provessedx nowx with his hands bound and blindedx is not the time to test 
his theoriesH

”?ou’re dismissedx GeneralHL
”;hat!L Klodis’ ,oice gurgles vrom abo,e Danilo’s headH
”ye does not want four bias to take precedence in the roomHL -rmour 

clanks together as a soldier mo,es closerH
”Tias!qL
”Kea,ex GeneralH Tevore fou’re made to lea,eHL
yands grapple  at  Danilo’s  upper arms and drag him into Oosfmo 

Guerra’s 8uartersH  Klodis cusses loudlfx the word echoing o,er the ding 
ov his helmet against the car,ed marble postH - door groans shutx dulling 
whate,er choice words the General vollowed withH

Danilo’s head spinsx distant vrom his shoulders with painx as he’s vorced 
to walk deeper into the roomH Cnlf avter he’s sho,ed to his kneesx do the 
black spots vadeH ;ire digs tighter into his wrists when the man steps atop 
itH ye hissesx leaning back to ease the chances ov slicing them openH yis 
9ngers twitch when thef brush a leather bootH

Iime drags onx and his arched back achesH ;hen he’d been Kieutenantx 
criminals and Ftormthrowers would trf alle,iating their pain bf leaning 
against the soldier pinning them downH Cvtenx thef’d recei,e a knee to their 
headsH St was rare that soldiers would let it happenH Ihe man behind Danilo 
inches vorwardH ye recoilsx struggling against the grip rejeAi,elf until his 
back is settled on the man’s kneeH yis grip relaAes when Danilo pausesH

”S’m sorrfx DaniloHL zalcun s8uee1es his shoulderH
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Danilo accepts the help and silence while he canx the gentle weight ov 
zalcun’s hand grounding in the tense atmosphere ov Guerra’s 8uartersH 
yis neck sweats vrom the hot air beneath the sackH

;hen the wood door crashes against the stone wallx  a  vamiliar clang 
vollowsH Danilo tensed and straightensH zalcun tries pulling him backH

0hain mail chinks against shoulder platesH Oosfmo Guerra has enteredH
”?oux Kieutenant -ltamurax are as slipperf as an eelHL zalcun jinches at 

the timbre ov his ,oicex allowing Danilo vree ov his holdH
Guerra’s  armour shakes and the cloth tears  o. Danilo’s  headH  ye’s 

blinded bf the light chopping up the room vrom the balconfH Tf the time 
Danilo’s efes adBustx Guerra has shed parts ov his armour on a nearbf tableH 
Danilo commits the arching ceilingx golden beamsx and draping red vabric 
lining the walls to memorfH

”S’,e eApected four arri,al vor some timeHL Guerra meanders across the 
roomx crouching to Danilo’s le,elH

Ihere’s no dip in Guerra’s straight nosex Bust as there’s no remorse in 
his dark efes vramed bf thick browsH yis thin beard is onlf thick abo,e 
his vrownH Kight scars vreckle across his vaceNlike the Generalx like Danilox 
and like e,erf other soldier Danilo has come acrossx e,en those outside ov 
-udantei’s militarfY the scars ov a 9ghterH

”S  was thinking about using thisN” Guerra livts  a  swordx  its  blade 
glimmeringH Ihe runes down the blade’s center ripple a harsh black in the 
sunH ye laughsx slow and cunningx when Danilo leans his head back and 
clenches down on the gagH ”S’m glad fou remember itHL

Danilo glaresH Ihat sword had been the dime that jipped his world on 
its headH

Guerra rips the gag vrom Danilo’s mouthx catching it on his teethH ”Sv 
fou’,e got something to safx then saf itHL

Danilo spits in his vaceH
zalcun cu.s him in the back ov the headH zot as hard as a soldier wouldx 

but the warning is clearH Oosfmo grins and wipes his cheekH -nother laugh 
rises vrom his chestH

”?ou ha,e alwafs been ballsfHL Oosfmo’s smile twists vrom humoured to 
de,iousH ”S tested this sword on e,erf soldier in mf armfH Ihen S tried using 
vorce on four brotherHL
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ye reaches up and slides a hand around Danilo’s throatx s8uee1ing when 
Danilo breathes outH

”?ou are the onlf one this sword responds to that doesn’t ha,e magicxL 
Guerra safsH ”Ssn’t that unvortunate vor fou!L

yis hand relaAes when Danilo’s efes waterH Danilo tries not to gasp as 
air rushes back into his lungsH

Guerra  standsx  stares  at  zalcunNwho  s8uee1es  Danilo’s  shoul—
dersNand turns back to his deskH

”yow is he!L Guerra tosses something black into the air and it clatters 
against the desk’s contentsH ye sni.sx reaching vor another itemH - smirk 
plafs across his vace when he glances o,er his shoulderH ”?our brother!L

Danilo grinds his teeth togetherH Guerra grinsx rubbing his iron sword 
with a clothH

”-re fou prepared to diex Kieutenant!L
Sn e,erf honest sensex Danilo had been readfH ye was raised to do Bust 

thatH Tut when the General chased him out ov their ranks and had named 
him an enemf ov -udanteix it opened his efes to the disturbing truthH

ye will die vor a causex but not Guerra’sH -nd not todafH
Guerra tutsH ;hen he turns back aroundx the sword’s edge gleams with 

an unidenti9able substanceH  Ihough Danilo’s  sure he’s  about to get a 
much closer lookH

zalcun releases his shoulder and backs up with his hands clasped behind 
himH Guerra points the sword at the hollow ov Danilo’s throatx and Danilo 
sets his shouldersH Guerra needs him ali,eNno matter how much he maf 
want Danilo deadH

”?our answer has changedH S’ll remind fou who fou belong toHL
Ihe blade pierces the skin on Danilo’s throat and he winces at the jame 

ov pain crawling through his ,eins beneath the cold metalH >enom vrom 
the white cobra is eAtracted bf poisoners and assassinsx but it can be done 
bf anfone with a steadf handH Sts ,enomx paired with its sali,ax acts as a 
paralfticH -lonex the ,enom acts as the opposite ov a painkillerH Fweat and 
,enom run down the column ov his throatx lea,ing streaks in the sand and 
dirtH ye grinds his teeth as a garbled crf escapes himx regardless ov his e.ort 
to suppress itH

”FubmitY  make this  easier  vor fourselvH  S  will  gladlf make it  worseHL 
Guerra steps closerx vorcing the sword to glide along the cut he createsH
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Danilo pantsx sweat rolling down his vorehead and into his efesH ye gasps as 
Guerra pulls back to appraise himH yis reprie,e shatters when Guerra dri,es the 
sword against the open wound on his thighx drool running vrom between his 
teeth while he 9ghts against the will ov the TeseecherH

”>erf wellHL Guerra pulls the sword backH ”S look vorward to what’s comingHL
ye gestures to zalcun bevore tossing the sword onto his deskx disrupting its 

contents and bumping ,arious belongings to the joorH zalcun drags Danilo up 
bf the wire around his wristsx pulling him to the manacles built into the wall 
and locking him in placeH Guerra wipes his hands with a damp clothx watching 
with keen efesH

”S’m going to see the bofHL
ye stalks vorward and zalcun approaches the doorx holding it open in waitH 

Danilo leans awaf when Guerra gets in his vaceH ”;hen S come backx fou’ll 
remember who fou answer toHL
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CHAPTER T  EWTNY-FIE

T he only individual from Enzo’s crew who had witnessed his debacles 
was Hestia, and he refuses to make an exception for the rest of them. 

Upon returning to the Geovex estate to Dnd “anilo and the General missing, 
he will admit he came close to losing his restraint.

”He saw his opening and took it.B Gellert leans against the wall, spear 
tucked between his crossed arms and rolling his eyes at ‘orak. ”He and Ye 
General both.B

”Aou have no way to prove that.B ‘orak pinches his nose, pressing shallow 
breaths between clenched teeth in an attempt to calm himself.

”Nnd you have no proof he was taken.B Gellert’s eyes tighten. ”qo more 
than an abandoned necklace.B

Enzo sjueezes the tags in his hands. The Wade’s etchings bite into his palm. 
Easton leaps from his seat and runs from the room. He stumbles over the sill 
and shuts the front door with a bang while everyone watches on. ;ith the 
tension swirling the air, nobody dares to stop him. Hestia huSsR undoubtedly 
eager to leave. —he shifts on the couch, elbowing 1eina in the side accidentally.

”;e can’t ignore Guerra’s plans8” ‘orak glares at Gellert and continues 
speaking before Gellert does. ”Everything we found in his juarters suggests 
the most reasonable explanation.B
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”Jost reasonable, but unlikely.B Gellert drops his spear onto the Voor, 
listening to the blade ting oS the stone. He recrosses his arms.

”Even if it is, he doesn’t deserve whatever is coming his way,” ‘orak starts.
”He deserves what the 1oyal ‘eseecher has decidedly planned for him.B 

Enzo turns with a sneer, rolling the Wade beneath his Dngers. ”However, that 
punishment puts the citizens between Nudantei and the southern region in 
Weopardy. Therefore, we should see to it he does not receive it.B

‘orak grimaces, shaking his head.
”;hat of the GeneralIB 1eina asks.
”He’s of neither use nor consejuenceR leave him to his fate.B Enzo Vicks 

his hand.
Hestia raises a brow in argument but recognizes the tone of Enzo’s voice 

as a warning to keep her opinions to herself. —he settles into the straw fabric, 
picking out a large piece Wabbing into the back of her bare arm.

”;hat’ll you have us doIB ‘orak asks.
”;ho gave you the false leadIB Enzo asks as he begins pacing.
”Lonatan of the Oillusta 3sle. -eft for Ythe city of Dsh and sea’.B
”“ecariiIB Enzo scowls.
”“emaunti, 3 believe.B
“emaunti is a trade center known for its gangs8a beacon of activity for 

black markets and piracy. Enzo had been lucky when “ecarii made no eSort 
to engage in such aSairs, despite being short hours away by sail. Hearing its 
name causes his gut to coil.

”Nnd his next clientIB Enzo cups his hands behind his back and thumbs 
the Wade tags in thought.

”N chieftain of the ;arwest quicalli.B ‘orak watches Enzo pass behind 
him.

”Oery well, you will8”
Easton falls  through the front door,  catching himself on the nearest 

chair. ”There’s blood.B
”;hereIB Gellert pushes oS the wall, trudging to the door.
”4utside the front door.B Easton shoves shaky Dngers through his mousy 

hair, ru5ing the splayed locks further.
”;e didn’t see thatIB 1eina sits up from her spot on the couch, looking 

amongst the group.
‘orak shrugs at her.

2MF



”;e wouldn’t have, they8” Easton glances at Enzo as Gellert reaches 
him. ”3t was buried during the, uh, the sandstorm.B

”“id you bend the fabrics of timeIB Enzo shouts, causing the group to 
Wump. ”EastonIB

”;ell, uh, 38”
Gellert touches his hand to Easton’s shoulder, nodding at the open front 

door. ”—how me.B
Enzo sighs and shakes his head. The door rubs shut.
”3’ll talk with them, Enzo.B Hestia peers up at him, wiping sweat from 

her forehead.
Enzo raises a brow at her, knowing that when she does speak to Easton, 

it’ll be a softer conversation than he needs. He turns back to ‘orak. ”3nK
tercept Lonatan’s meeting. Take Hestia to head the aSair.B

”;hyI ‘ecause 3’m quicalliIB Hestia scoSs,  uncrossing her legs and 
folding her arms.

”qo, because your sensitive nature will appeal to their caution.B
”;hat makes you think they’ll  be cautiousIB ‘orak grabs his  back, 

twisting out his sore back when he stands.
”They are conducting business in “emaunti.B
‘orak tilts his head with raised brows, conceding.
N ball of Dre erupts inches from ‘orak’s face8a collision of blue and 

orange.  He leans back,  fanning the roiling heatR  a  fruitless  eSort  as  it 
evaporates in the air with immediacy. ‘orak swallows, his eyes glazed with 
panic when he turns to Enzo.

”Go.B
‘orak doesn’t need to be told twice. He rushes out the front door as it 

opens, causing Easton to scramble into Gellert. 1egardless of his urgency, 
Enzo doubts he will arrive at the repurposed brothel in time.

”;here’s he goingIB Gellert tugs Easton in, peering out the door.
Enzo sighs, sjueezing the Wade tags. ”Jagus has called upon him.B
”Enzo8” Hestia’s voice cracks as she stares at him with watery eyes. The 

inevitable death magnifying the strain of “anilo’s absence.
He nods, understanding the weight of her concerns.
”There is nothing to be done.B ;hen Hestia looks ready to argue, he adds, 

”‘orak and Jagus are both tending to the situation. 4ur focus must remain 
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on intercepting Lonatan and deriving any pertinent information from his next 
meeting. Gellert will travel with you in ‘orak’s stead.B

N momentary silence settles over them, disturbed by the hum of hot air over 
the sand. The wood’s pores and the cracks in the brick glow faintly from their 
eSorts to track “anilo’s sensitivity. To no avail.

”Lonatan has never given us false information before,B Gellert says as he 
reaches Enzo.

”3t does not mean he never would.B Enzo pushes his thumb into his eyebrow, 
nose scrunching in irritation.

”Nnd meIB 1eina leans on her knees.
”Take Easton.B Enzo looks up to where Easton leans on the door, Dngers 

picking at the scabs on his hands. ”There will be messages sent to the 3otai Trail 
troops by qalcun ‘armithol8the ‘eseecher’s adviser. “iscover what you will.B

”Aou trust Yis sourceIB Gellert sjuints.
Enzo considers the juestion, but he knows the answer immediately. 1egardK

less, he continues his current path, willing himself to consider multiple avenues 
before arriving at his response.

”Jore than Lonatan.B Enzo approaches 1eina. ”Take great care to keep him 
away from the guards and the snakes.B

1eina looks up at Easton.
”3 will.B —he stands. ”Nnd 3’ll try to get into the ‘eseecher’s personal juarK

ters.B
”Gellert and ‘orak could aSord such risks. ;e cannot. Try to glean what you 

can from the comings and goings of the juarters at a safe distance.B
1eina nods Easton over, gathering her juiver and arrows from the table. 

”qeed anything EastonIB
”;ater.B
”4bviously.B —he says.
;hen he approaches her, she slings her arm over his shoulder and ushers him 

from the room.
”;here are we meeting youIB Gellert grabs one saddlebag, abandoned by the 

door after the initial panic upon their return. His screwedKup expression screams 
of his skepticism.

”—hushari 4utpost, northeast of 1iver Tranduanopa.B Enzo grabs his staS 
and the dragonhead Vares blue, responding to the surge of his magic. ”3 will see 
to Jagus and ‘orak before Woining the others in Nudantei. ‘urn the estate.B
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Easton, 1eina, and Gellert look amongst each other but make no comK
ments. qone aloud. Though they disagree, they accept his command withK
out juestion. 7or they know as well  as  Enzo, that the Jad General  of 
Nudantei is many things, but he is no fool.

KKKKKKKKKKKKKK
“anilo’s legs shake as he Dghts Guerra’s eSorts. His poor selfKcontrol 

allows for many things, but crumbling before the ‘eseecher with tears on 
his face will not be one of them. 3nstead, he keeps his knees locked and 
his glare Dxed on Dosymo. —word runes glow in the hand of the ‘eseecher. 
N bright blue that washes out the hue of DrelightR a competing force in 
the darkened juarters. Nnd though the man has charged the weapon as he 
desired, his displeasure at “anilo’s intact determination is apparent.

;hen Dosymo paces around “anilo’s front, the sword glimmers at the 
edges of his vision.

”qalcun8” Dosymo waves and qalcun stumbles to his side with a tense 
expression. ”He’s served his purpose today. Hand him oS to the soldiers at 
my door. 3 don’t want him spoiling my mood.B

qalcun dips his head and drags “anilo by an elbow. He doesn’t wait for 
“anilo to get his feet beneath him, but he does slow so that he isn’t dragK
ging “anilo’s weight. The remains of Guerra’s clanging armour approach 
the door. His meaty hand locks onto “anilo’s Waw and he growls in his ear.

”Thank you. -ieutenant.B
Guerra strikes the sword against the Voor, creating a gapping and Wagged 

seam as thick as “anilo’s foot. Guerra’s hard chuckle echoes, and he releases 
“anilo’s Waw.

qalcun plows them into the hall, slamming the heavy darkwood door 
behind them.

”‘eseecher Guerra wants him contained elsewhere.B qalcun clenches 
the collar of “anilo’s tunic, oSering him to the soldiers like a kitten. N 
hapless casualty in qalcun’s profession.

The soldier on “anilo’s right grabs a Dstful of his hair, a malicious grin 
emphasized by his missing teeth. His excitement glimmers like the marble 
walls behind him, the torches Dxed on it, casting menacing shadows over 
the expansive hall.

”3’ve got this covered. —pecial cell for a special traitor.B
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“anilo ignores the sharp pain of the clenched Dst at his scalp as the soldier 
leads him through the white corridors. He’s led around each corner with a 
yank. He’ll be amazed to have hair left in that spot by the time they reach 
the cells because, while the ‘eseecher’s ‘est are skilled, they aren’t creative.

Ns they enter the empty courtyard, horror passes through “anilo. The 
gallows are erect for the upcoming Hanging “ay, a reminder of his loss and 
what he has yet to lose. His captor Werks his gaze around when his stare 
lingers too long. N foot soldier chuckles in appreciation, stepping aside to 
open the chamber door on the back wall of the public courtyard.

3nmates grab at him, whistling as he’s marched through the stone hallK
way. Jost of them curse and spit in his direction, and familiar or not, he 
knows he put them here. Dnows he’s responsible for their bruised faces.

He’s kicked into a crowded cell for Dve minutes, and within that time his 
cellmates fracture his ribs. His middle will be a mass of bruises. He’s brieVy 
grateful the soldiers chose a collection of frightened men rather than the 
hulking, bitter exK1avager staring at them from across the hall.

Frovocative comments echo around “anilo where he lies on the cell 
Voor, distracting his overactive thoughts by studying the blackened corK
ners of cracked stone within his cell.  4ne soldier passes his cell,  spitting 
the nickname he’d been given by his platoon. Two more angered convicts 
yell ”sunshineB at him tauntingly, twisting the few fond memories which 
remain untouched by the General.

The hall falls juiet within a breath, focused on the clanking metal of 
heavy steps that grow louder down the corridor. Deys Wingle outside his cell. 
;hen “anilo’s cell door Vies open, he refuses to move.

”Have you forgotten how to address your superiorsIB “anilo rolls his 
eyes but remains still. -lodis paces around him, glaring down where “anilo 
watches him with disinterest. The General’s foot settles on “anilo’s knee. 
”Nddress me.B

”-lodis.B
N pop echoes in his small, dark cell. “anilo grinds his teeth, tasting blood 

as he swallows a cry.
”3’ll  have you know that 3  wanted you dead before returning you to 

Nudantei.B
”;hy wasn’t 3IB “anilo ignores the urge to spit, afraid the General will 

see the blood.
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”‘ecause there are greater things than the likes of you.B The General paces. 
”Nnd 3’ve tasted a promise of them.B

“anilo waits for him to resume his pacing before stretching his dislocated 
knee. 3t slots back into place.

N stone bounces next to his head. 3n the darkness of the lower Wail level, it 
appears to smoke8as if it were a smouldering lava rock. “anilo’s gut drops 
unnaturally. The General kicks it aside before crouching down. ”Nnd because 
3’ve been promised more than watching you hang.B

—omething crude reVects in the General’s eyes as he grabs the stone and 
stands. “anilo’s anger ignitesR an old Vame for an old enemy.
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CHAPTER T  EWTNY-SI

B efore joining Enzo’s  crew, Magus had been tasked with branding 
traitors. And it had taken time to get Jonatan to admit his err.

Brandings are left  on one of three places;  the mouth is  for liars,  the 
eyes for those who betray what they saw, and the throat for those who do 
the unthinkable—reserved for the ones who must live with the pain they 
caused; each breath, each thought, each momentary St of forgetfulness a 
burning reminder for the rest of their lives.

Enzo is aware of Magus’ psychotic tendencies, and the longer he keeps 
to Ohushari  xutpost—the longer he witnesses  Borak S- Jonatan’s  inW
juries—the more he witnesses Magus descend into his madness.  Lith a 
sullen e-hale, Enzo marches into the curtained building.

Tight chases the surrounding darkness, consumed by the shadows as the 
curtain curls into place behind him. Enzo twists his wrists, erupting the 
room in a phosphorous light. Hhe smell  of burnt “esh coats the sti“ing 
air.  Magus steps back from the sobbing, round man, blood covering his 
knuckles  as  much as  it  leaks from Jonatan’s  nose.  Ce glares  at  Enzo’s 
entrance.

I?an ” help you, Enzo18 Magus grits his teeth, running the back of his 
hand across his beaded forehead.
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Yire wielders often Snd themselves at war with the “ame within because of 
its catastrophic nature. Magus, though his lineage was divided and his power 
eNually so, is no less immune.

Enzo stares at Jonatan, who gapes back with a swollen eye, a wet face, and 
hair plastered to his brows. Borak loiters on the edge of the round, empty 
building, shaking his head in Enzo’s peripheral.

IHake a break.8 Enzo looks to Jonatan, at the handprint burn over his 
mouth. Ce swaps his argument when Magus prepares to argue. ITet him stew 
in his own Slth. ” am sure you have worked yourself into a thirst, Magus.8

Jonatan groans, then winces as it tears his charred lips. Borak prepares 
to deal with Jonatan in Magus’ absence. Cis eyes are hollow. Enzo doubts 
Magus gave him much time to rest before beginning on Jonatan.

I0ou as well, Borak,8 Enzo says.
Borak sighs, feet dragging through the sand “oor. Ce nods to himself, 

glancing over his shoulder at Enzo before following Magus through the 
curtain. Jonatan winces back as the light from their e-it blinds him.

Ce tilts his head back and sags into the chair, Sdgeting his wrists where 
they’re bound on the wooden armrests. Enzo crosses his arms and waits. 
Jonatan tugs on the bindings, then looks up, eyes landing on Enzo. Cis feet 
scramble in the sand where they’re bound to the chair legs.

ILho is your master18
IUo master.8 Jonatan’s hoarse voice cracks, throat raw and dry.
Enzo hums, pacing circles around Jonatan.
I0ou serve a master,8 he drawls. ILhether it is man or money is another 

inNuiry.8 Jonatan sNuirms when Enzo narrows his eyes at him. ILho paid 
you18

I0ou—I Jonatan wheezes, eyes rolling back in pain, I—can’t...8
I” cannot pull the truth from you18 Enzo crowds him, hands glittering 

with a blue hue and rain pelting across their faces. I” am certain ” can.8
Jonatan’s eyes widen.
Jonatan is a stupid man. 0et, he knows the meaning of the colour in a 

magicWwielder’s storm. Lhile all with magic can wield or bend the elements 
of their world, only those with notable abilities can e-ude a visible e-ternal 
force. ”t’s as horrifying to Enzo now as it had been the day he discovered it. 
But with a man as morally impudent as Jonatan, Enzo Snds some satisfaction 
in broadcasting his power.
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IUo matter.8 Enzo paces around him. IMagus has a mean streak, and ” would 
rather him use it on you than turn it on us.8

Enzo takes deliberate, slow steps to the curtain, glances back at Jonatan’s pale 
face, and peels the heavy fabric away. Ce blinds Jonatan as he leaves.

Magus leans against the e-terior, water dripping from his black hair and the 
yellow of his eyes shining darkly.

I?an ” keep going18 Ce straightens.
Enzo holds out his hand with a brow raised e-pectantly. Magus rolls his 

eyes but drops his hand onto Enzo’s, waiting for his inspection to be over. Cis 
onceWsplit knuckles are pink with faint scars—canyons over bone which will 
forever hurt if his magic never aids them along. Blood stains the patchy colour 
of his knuckles. Lhen Enzo Snishes, he drops Magus’ hand, keeping his palm 
raised. Magus huDs, dropping the other into Enzo’s grasp.

ICe was paid.8 Enzo meets his gaze, grey eyes iceberg cold. IYind out by 
whom.8

Magus nods and vanishes behind the heavy curtain. Borak sighs behind Enzo.
I” wish you wouldn’t encourage him. Ce becomes someone else after.8
ILe all adapt to darker things,8 Enzo says as he turns to him, noticing Borak’s 

shadowed underWeyes, Iit is how we use those dark moments which deSne our 
actions.8

I0eah, well, doesn’t change the fact that he’ll be an arse later.8
Enzo shrugs, lips sewn shut as he sighs. ILalk with me.8
Borak and Enzo follow the border wall, large pikes shooting from the ground 

at a hard angle. Hhe vast desert lands surrounding Ohushari are decorated with 
dense vegetation on the northern horizon, a small forest having homed itself 
along the freshwater lake and river seeping from the 2ntamed Uorth’s jungle.

Hhey march the boundary line twice before Magus tears out of the building. 
As he runs over, Enzo is glad for the absence of blood on his hands. 2ntil 
memory serves the reminder of Magus’ creative knack.

Magus approaches them, rubbing the purpling skin of his knuckles, his magic 
working to heal the damage caused to the new skin. Borak tips his head to the 
sky.

ICe was paid by the Cead of xrders—I Magus swats Borak’s hands away. 
IAnd gave me this.8

A pendant spins on the chain, swinging from Magus’ closed hand—a serpent 
coiled around a raven. Hhe dark metal doesn’t glint in the sunlight.
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IRave it to you18 Borak scowls, and Magus meets his eye.
Lith all of his charisma, and all of his charm, Magus’ grin still shines with 

something fouler. ”t forces Borak’s gaze away. Enzo’s grey eyes remain impassive. 
Hhere are a few unsettled breaths between them before something clears in 
Magus’ eyes. Cis brows curl inward and he clears his throat, gathering the 
pendant in his palm.

I”t’ll get me in, but there’s a problem—I
Borak nods. I0ou’ve branded at least four of them.8
I0eah, that,8 Magus says, pointing at Borak.
Enzo hums, scratching his beard. Ce walks away. Borak and Magus glance at 

one another before tailing behind him, continuing the path along the border.
Hhe Cead of xrders, whilst annoying and ambiguous, is not on their dossier 

of problems. As a cartel, its troubles are vast. As a wealth of information on the 
city’s trades and alcoves, its sources are desired. But as a new enemy, underminW
ing Otormthrower advances—and hiding information on the whereabouts of 
Tieutenant Altamura—it is at the forefront of Enzo’s upcoming plans.

IEnzo.8 Magus steps up when he stops. I” wanna go.8
Enzo Nuirks a brow, tilting his head to convey his disapproval. Hhe sun beats 

onto them, little more than midday, and sweat dots each of their foreheads. 
Borak grabs his shawl to swipe his face free of moisture.

I0ou will be undoubtedly recognized.8
I”’ll take the risk,8 Magus presses, sNuinted eyes on the cusp of crazed, the 

sunlight spearing golden light into his internal “ame.
ILhy18 Enzo braces his elbow in his hand, rubbing his lip with the other.
Magus shifts and glances at Borak.
I3anilo’s not our enemy,8 he glances down at the pendant, rolling it in his 

palm. IUot entirely.8
IBut is he our ally18 Enzo grimaces.
Borak sighs yet again, and Enzo sends a glare his way.
I3oesn’t matter.8 Magus crosses his arms over his chest.
Enzo’s shoulders raise and a growl rattles in his chest. Borak steps back, 

shaking his head. Hhough Enzo’s word was often taken as irrevocable, Magus 
was the most often to challenge—a ram battering into Enzo’s thin patience. 
Enzo grumbles under his breath.

Ce concedes. I”f you are caught, there will be little we can do.8
I”’ll make sure that if it comes down to it, they’ll never recognize me.8
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Borak gasps, reaching out to grab Magus, who walks backward towards the 
horses. Enzo holds a hand in front of Borak’s chest, speaking over his shoulder 
to Magus.

I” will accompany you within the city,8 Enzo says, nodding at Borak in 
promise. IOend word if Cestia and Rellert return.8

ILhat am ” to do with Jonatan18 Borak shoves his arm into the air, looking 
back at the outbuilding in distaste.

I”’ve a few—I Magus shouts.
IRag him, tie him, and send him down 5iver Hranduanopa.8 Enzo waves 

Magus away. IOee how little his Cead of xrders trusts him when it is clear his 
meeting has been commandeered.8

Ce walks away with little more thought toward their current situation, leavW
ing Borak to heave a groan into the open air.

Enzo hates this city. ”n records, Audantei once meant more to both its citizens 
and the Rentled East. But greed and pain and mankind corrupted it. As they 
corrupt all things.

Lhen Magus and Enzo ride through the Black Rates, Enzo keeps a cautious 
eye on the guards from under his hood. Uone of them had been smart enough 
in the past to stop him. xr maybe, more likely, they hadn’t cared.

Otars litter the darkening sky, peeking above Audantei’s walls, the city draped 
in blues and pinks as the clouds overhead dab the sky in wondrous colour.

Magus’ camel sways beneath him, eager to Snd its meal. Magus had preferred 
the bay gelding. But as the animal was likely to be sold on him within his days 
inside the xrder, Enzo insisted on this steed—a much more comfortable ride 
for a long journey.

ICeard a beater in the MidW3istrict recruits anyone who can best him in a 
Sght.8 Magus grins.

Enzo dismounts, pulling his dapple grey beside Magus’ grumbling camel at 
the dayWboarding. Ohe nickers at 5eina’s mare in the opposite stall. Hhey bump 
noses over the divider in greeting.

I0ou cannot beat him in handWtoWhand combat,8 Enzo says while Magus 
yanks on the reins he ties.
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ILho said it was handWtoWhand18 Magus grins.
Enzo rolls his eyes. I3o not attack him from the left. 0ou leave yourself far 

too open.8
IEnzo1I Magus tilts his head back against Enzo’s shoulder. IAre you worW

ried18
Enzo rotates his arm, moving around the rump of Magus’ camel to disappear 

into the thinning crowd. Magus chuckles while catching up to Enzo’s pace.
IUah, things’ll get heated before that.8 Ce shoves his Ssts into his pockets. 

ICeard his blade was poorly made. 0’know18
Enzo casts a glance out of the corner of his eye.
IUo,8 he says, smirking to himself. I” do not.8
Magus bumps shoulders with Enzo before splitting oD.
IHake no longer than Sve days,8 Enzo warns.
Ce slows his pace as Magus waves a hand in acknowledgment, vanishing into 

the sea of bodies. Hhe “icker of warmth in the air—left from Magus’ presence 
and personality—chills to the dying day. Enzo tugs at the sleeves of his drab 
grey cloak to keep the little remaining heat close to his skin.

Rold arches and gaping balconies held open by wood posts inlaid with 
gold glisten against the white stone of the Beseecher’s citadel. A wall divides 
the large stone architecture of the surrounding high community from the 
citadel—a blend of functional and frivolous. ”t had undoubtedly been built 
with donations made by the Cigh 3istrict to ensure a safe community.

Hhe cobbled streets of the high society appear to become one with the 
buildings, made of the same resources as the onceWstout building standing 
across from the balcony of the Beseecher’s Nuarters. ”t stands two “oors higher 
than its neighbours, e-terior layers changing with the passing decades. Enzo 
stands in the middle of the street, appearing entirely out of place in his drab 
clothing.

Easton’s energy spikes when his an-ieties run high, and even more in a 
crowd. ”t makes following him to his location an impossible task. 5eina’s, 
although it reNuires more focus to locate, remains steady. Enzo rounds the side 
of a courtesan’s residence and clambers up the side, its rear garden oblivious to 
his e-istence as the socials party frivolously. Cis callouses catch on the grit of 
the stone roof and he hoists himself over the edge.

IAny activity of value to report18 Ce asks.
Easton jumps.
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5eina glances over her shoulder, keeping the scope pointed at the balcony. 
IUothing. Tots of movement.I

ITots of blood.8 Easton twists his Sngers, stepping from foot to foot beneath 
Enzo’s hard stare.

Hhough the likelihood of Easton disregarding Enzo’s reNuests is nearly 
none-istent, 5eina, when she deems the situation necessary, does not share his 
inhibition.

I3id you—I Enzo starts.
I3idn’t need to.8 Easton wrings his hands. IHhey didn’t bother to, uh, cover 

this.8
IHhere’s not enough blood to worry about. 3on’t know whose it is, anyway.8 

5eina shrugs, looking back through the scope.
IEnough to see, however.8 Enzo steps forward alongside 5eina.
Ohe hums in agreement.
IAnything else worth mentioning18
I”—”’m pretty sure 5eina killed someone.8 Easton ducks behind Enzo at 

5eina’s glare, her black hair fanning over her eyes.
I3on’t worry about it.8 Cer eyes tighten, and she shifts her glare to Enzo 

when he crosses his arms. I3on’t worry about it.8
5eina shifts her attention back to the Beseecher’s citadel. Enzo withholds a 

sigh, but his nod conveys his determination to sort out the truth at a later time.
IHhere’s been no notable activity.8 Ohe oDers the scope to Enzo, whose eyes 

remain trained on the balcony as he approaches. IJust training and setting up 
the gallows.8

IEarly for Canging 3ay,8 Enzo collapses the scope, handing it to Easton.
I2nfortunately, no.8 5eina shrugs when Enzo Nuirks his right brow. IHhey 

make a show of it.8
Easton chokes down a whine behind them. 5eina sighs through her nose, 

looking back at the gangly young man with a pained nod. Enzo continues to 
hold his shoulders high. Hhe last limbs of composure for a harrowed crew.

IMagus is under assignment. Le gather at Ohushari. Hhe horses wait.8
5eina glances up, green eyes glittering with concern, but straightens and 

gathers her Nuiver without complaint. Easton sputters, dropping parchments 
on the dark stone roof and chasing them around as they roll. Ce stares up at 
Enzo in Nuestion.

I” will update you with the others,8 Enzo says. IUo sense being repetitive.8
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Easton’s patchy upper lip curls, papers crinkling in his Ssts, as he shoves them 
into his pouch. Enzo guides him towards the roof’s edge. 5eina Sddles with an 
old arrowhead she keeps from her Srst kill and Srst heartbreak. Ohe looks up 
from her seat on the lip of the stone roof, clenching the dulled tip in her palm 
before returning it to the depths of her pocket. Lith a nod at Enzo, which he 
returns, she descends into the street.

ICe—he’s a mean man...8 Easton sighs, clutching the strap of his bag. I” 
don—don’t like leaving him there.8

Enzo clenches his jaw, “icking his hand to dismiss Easton. I”f Beseecher 
Ruerra planned for—I

IUot the Beseecher.8
Hhe Mad Reneral of Audantei was hard and coarse and sharp. Ce is not the 

kind of man to wait for the justices of Canging 3ay.
ILe must hope he is the Beseecher’s prisoner,8 Enzo says, directing Easton 

to the building’s edge in order to hurry him along, Iand not the Reneral’s.8
Easton clambers down, asking, ICow long do you, uh, do you think the 

Reneral will respect that18
Enzo waves him down, unable to answer.
?oncern festers in his thoughts as they pad through darkened streets, their 

path lit by the dim Srelight that Slters through curtains swaying over doorways. 
5eina’s black hair catches the glint of lamplight. Easton kicks at the stones, 
face screwed up while he chews his Sngers. Enzo sighs and waves at him in the 
darkness.

A Sgure cuts into the street before them, the brim of his hood pulled over his 
brow. Easton collides with the back of 5eina. Mean blue eyes cut through him 
and he tucks even closer to her shadow.

IEnzo Oapienti.8 Hhe man’s smile is warped by burned, wrinkled skin.
I” appear to be at a disadvantage,8 Enzo says as his grey eyes harden, S-ing on 

the man’s stiD gestures. I” do not know you by name.8
I”t is not important.8 Ce leans in, grinning further when Enzo leans back. 

I?all me K”nformant’.8
IHhat title holds little meaning for a man with no name.8
Hhe ”nformant tsks, peering up at him from beneath the hood. I”t does 

knowing who has given it.8
Enzo withholds a growl, arms folding over his chest as he tilts his chin higher.
IAnd pray tell who that may be.8
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ITieutenant.8
5eina grabs the front of Easton’s tunic as his feet scramble into action. Hhe 

”nformant smirks, as if the fumble unveils the very nature of Enzo’s history with 
3anilo.

ILhat do you want18 5eina steps forward to shield Easton.
Hhe stranger grins. IUothing.8
Enzo sNuints, oDering little emotion to convey his intrigue. Hhe shrugging 

informant “icks ruddy brown hair out of his eyes.
ITet us say the proof’s going to be the payment.8
5eina mutters in the 5huari tongue over Enzo’s shoulder, asking for perW

mission to deal with the situation as she desired should the ”nformant overstep. 
Enzo hums his agreement.

Hhe ”nformant folds his arms over his chest, scowling. Ce mutters to himself 
and though they are no more than a whisper, the broken words prove incrimiW
nating. Hhere is a man rumored to sell highWvalued Otormthrower artifacts. Uo 
one in the community knows his name—none alive—but he can be identiSed 
by a partial burn and an ability to speak several languages within the continent. 
English being his most broken. Enzo has little more than wordWofWmouth tales 
as evidence against the stranger.

IAre you open to the attempt18 Hhe informant clears his throat, meeting 
Enzo’s eyes with sudden wariness.

IAnd what attempt might that be18 Enzo raises his brow. I0our intentions 
have not been made clear.8

Hhe stranger sighs, an impatient noise despite his calm e-terior. Enzo smirks.
I?onsider it a trade—of sorts.8 Ce Sshes in his pocket, pulling out a gold 

chain with a gold and diamond serpent pendant. I”f ” Snd the lieutenant, he 
gets it. ”f not, ”’s get it.8

I”t18 Enzo sNuints.
I0our choice.8 Hhe stranger shrugs.
5eina sNuints. Ohe knocks her elbow to Enzo’s, raising a brow with the shake 

of her head. ”n the past, 5eina had been a trusting teenager—she had no reason 
not to be, having been raised in a Otormthrower reserve. But the combination 
of adolescent rebellion and young love brought about its own heartache. Hhose 
who witness a shelterWtown fall to blood and ash tend to become distrusting.

But while she wears her distrust on her sleeve, Enzo can see the stress of her 
worries in the lines beside her eyes.
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I” must be transparent, but an unsavoury character like yourself hardly seems 
an honourable man to hire as means of espionage for someone of the lieuW
tenant’s stature.8

Hhe ”nformant turns several shades of red before sighing. Ce glances at 
5eina, who grins over Enzo’s shoulder.

I0ou’re too suspicious to be a spy,8 she says with a sneer.
IAh.8 Hhe ”nformant nods, de“ating a little. I” am suspicious when ” speak. 

And we’ve not spoken before, have we18
ILell, you’re—I 5eina starts. Enzo holds his hand up, pausing her before she 

can say anything further.
IOir Oapienti, we haves a common ally.8 Hhe ”nformant shifts closer. IAnd we 

are both in a tough situation if what ”’ve heard is correct.8
Enzo hums.
ILhat’s in it for you18 5eina says as Easton tugs on her sleeve.
IGnowing he’s alive’s good.8 Ce rubs the old burns over his nose. Ixr 

whatevers you got is worth more. Ho the right people.8
5eina shoves past Enzo.
IAnd who’s Kthe right people’18 she asks as she steps forward with purpose.
I5eina.8 Enzo uses her momentum to toss her into Easton, glaring when she 

swings around.
As Enzo turns back to the ”nformant, he tugs oD his ring and tosses it in the 

informant’s direction. Blues and greens swirl with starlight in the ”nformant’s 
cracked and dirtWcaked palm. 3ecarii mocks him.

IEnzo18 5eina hauls on his shoulder, but Enzo remains as resolute as stone.
IHell the lieutenant ” am coming.8
Hhe informant nods, Stting the ring over his Snger. Ce then disappears into 

the shadows of the building without another word. 5eina steps forward, staring 
at Enzo’s proSle.

ILas it wise1 Riving him that18
Lith a bated breath he tries to hide, Enzo “icks a glance over his shoulder. 

IHime will tell.8
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CHAPTER T  EWTNY-ESEW

D anilo stirs, dirt scraping his cheek. He groans at the pain across his 
stomach, his body protesting the movements he makes to rub the 

fog free from his eyes.
“You’re not the man I thought.”
Danilo lurches toward the newcomer with a hiss. Chason squats next to 

the shadows of the dark cell, face leaned into the bars. Danilo half-musters 
the strength to glare,  ignoring the twist of betrayal.  The man owes him 
nothing.

“Yeah, I  see how that sounded.” Chason leans back, placing a steady 
hand on the bar he raises his cheek from. “I only meant I thought ya older. 
Look too young behind these bars.”

Danilo’s glare falters, his knuckles itching with a feverish need to break 
Chason’s nose. He glances down at the cracked open skin.

“What are you doing here?” His words drag against his dry throat.
He coughs, guarding his mouth and nose from the rising dirt with a 

stained sleeve. Chason watches with blank eyes and a blanker expression. 
When Danilo’s lungs still, he chances a tired glare at his informant.

“Feels  like you knows about my latest update,” Chason says with an 
attempt at humour.
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The stone walls of the cell press closer with Danilo’s foul mood, a menacing 
darkness lit by the sunlight piercing between fractured stone. Danilo stares 
at the shadows over Chason’s shoulder. With a disappointed sigh, Chason 
scratches the wrinkled skin of his nose, ruddy hair falling into his eyes.

Chason clears his throat. “Made contact with your ally--“
“For what reason?”
“Dunno...” Chason jerks, his eyes wide. “Guess I’m hoping you have some-

body. More than one somebody.”
Danilo licks his scar, cringing when he tastes the unpleasant reminisce of 

dried blood settled in its ridges. He prods at his tender nose.
A prisoner shouts profanities a few cells down, antagonizing his cell mate. 

Danilo groans and drops his head against the dirt. He sags into it; the coolness 
relieving the pulse in his head. The rub of metal against metal echoes in the 
otherwise silent cells, an aggravating reminder of Chason’s presence.

Chason patiently waits for Danilo to wear down his remaining energy. He 
twists a ring about his —nger with a thumbVits black band familiar. Danilo tries 
to make it out in the dark, but Chason tugs it oO and clenches it in his clammy 
palm.

“Come for anotherV“
Metal hinges cry as the sound of the opening courtyard door echoes through 

the cells, driving the prisoners to silence. Chason tosses the ring into Danilo’s 
cell. It skitters across the ground, inches beyond his reach.

“He’s coming.” Chason says.
“He’sV“
“Good luck.”
Colliding blues and greens reSect up at Danilo from the gemstone. His 

breath falters as he struggles to his hands and knees.
“WaiV“ Danilo glances up at Chason, but the man has already gone. 2an-

ished as suddenly as he arrived.
Heavy footsteps echo in the hall outside Danilo’s cell. He lurches forward, 

snatching the ring in recognition and fear. The chime of keys clang above his 
head as the ring slides atop the delicately braided silver on his middle —nger.

General Altamura stands over him, blond hair reSecting in the dim light. 
“You’ll regret —ghting me.”

It’s a warning speci—c to Audantei’s guards. 0ne Danilo had used himself on 
the Etormthrowers he retrieved for Hanging Day.
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As the key slams home, dragging the lock on his cell door open, Danilo takes 
comfort in the heavy, unfamiliar weight of ;nzo’s ring, knowing the General 
may strip it from him. <ut Danilo hopes that if he’s being marched to his death, 
the General will wait until after.
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CHAPTER T  EWTNYE-IHT

H orror stories of the Reckoning had seared themselves into the fear tinted 
corners of Kosymo’s mind from a young age, morphing from burning 

shadows to beasts with charred wings and curling horns—of a desolation van-
ishing without trace—of souls screaming about acid and ash. He was kept awake 
by his night terrors. And the few nights he could Tnd sleep, he’d wake again in 
fear of his world burning.

jhere was one night more memorable than the rest, when he woke to 
screaming and heat more fervent than his dreams. He thought nothing of it, 
until the Fames crawled up his arms and pain drove him to move—he now wears 
heavy armour to protect the thin, damaged skin. His feet hadn’t carried him 
far—planted in the charred dirt zust out of reach of the Tre, unmoving and eyes 
distant as he watched the house snap and sag before him. EroSen, while everyone 
inside screamed. 2very last person he cared for burning beneath a blaSing blue 
Tre high and vast around him. He should have run.

jheir screams stopped when slow, soft, and sure footsteps approached. And 
even with all his fears and all his nightmares alight around him, he turned to 
her with certainty. Her dark eyes reFected the Tre as she scrutiniSed him. 0he 
whispered sweet nothings. A tempting and believable tune.

jhose dreams linger in him to this day.
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He accepted his title as the Royal Geseecher and changed the course of Au-
dantei’s mission. Lith all of Audantei’s allies and secrets, hunting 0tormthrow-
er footholds had been far easier than it should have been. And with a determined 
and devoted Deneral, the wake of their destruction became legendary.

‘lodis drags the lieutenant along by the metal cuIs on his wrists while 
they trudge onward through the desert, the glowing sword tucked between the 
manacles. Glue runes cast a bold hue across “anilo’s chest regardless of the 
unforgiving brightness baring down on the marching troops. jhey’re slower 
than Kosymo would like, but the Deneral had insisted on binding “anilo’s 
ankles Yto keep him from running’. ”t’s a load of crock, because though ‘lodis 
had trained the boy, Kosymo doubts he would bolt beneath the steady gaSe of a 
thousand men. “anilo zerks away from the Deneral. jhe Deneral Tsts the hair 
licking at “anilo’s zaw.

Nxou’ll regret Tghting me.J
jhe Deneral has been repeating himself since they started marching from 

;astui—the military outpost two days northeast of Audantei. His psychotic 
rambling was triggered the moment he dragged “anilo oI the rump of his 
horse, driving a crop into the tender wound on “anilo’s thigh. Kosymo doesn’t 
linger on the obscurities of his Deneral, as the edges of Ketusai sprout alongside 
him.

0i3 hundred people live in Ketusai—the acclaimed mining town of the 
north—making zewelry and trinkets with gems and metals which could rival 
Oerusaiq its southern competitor. And every one of them were rumoured to be 
of 0tormthrower blood.

Lomen and children screech as the soldiers pour through the paths. Kosymo 
nods to the men, signaling for them to begin their slaughter. He watches with 
interest when the Deneral cranks “anilo’s head back, forcing him to watch. 
“anilo’s zaw clenches and the tip of the blade glows brightly, charging under 
the direct contact with the lieutenant.

Nxou made this possible.J Kosymo grabs “anilo’s zaw, shrugging out to the 
burning town. Njhis is your legacy.J

“anilo scrunches his eyes shut, zerking on the chain. ‘lodis releases him, 
smirking when the boy launches free. He stomps atop the rope binding his 
feet, forcing “anilo to brace his arms and knees beneath him or risk gaping 
his chest on the blade. jhe sword fractures the ground, the crevice crumbling 
ahead of “anilo’s hands and swallowing the nearest house. “anilo pales when 
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multiple screams cut short. Kosymo grins at the Deneral before strutting 
around to “anilo’s front.

Njhank you, ‘ieutenant.N He shoves his hand beneath “anilo’s white 
knuckles, grabbing the hilt of the luminous sword. 

He tears  the sword from the manacles,  slicing the bone of “anilo’s 
wrists. Cn instinct, “anilo clutches the blade. He hisses and his Tngers curl 
reFe3ively.

jhe weapon trembles Kosymo’s arm—the runes surging with power. 
“anilo’s smeared blood mars its glow. He sneers up at Kosymo, twisting 
his stinging wrists in the manacles, his scar pulling his anger across his face. 
Kosymo grins at him hungrily, then turns, dragging the sword against the 
ground to feel it rumble under his feet.

‘lodis clenches “anilo’s hair,  cranking him after the Geseecher as he 
cripples building upon building with 4uick slashes at their foundations. 
jhe wake of the sword’s destruction grows around their knees. Kosymo’s 
eyes water from the burn of smoke on the air.

jhey reach the entrance of the mine held up by stones and one bulky 
post.  Kosymo rolls  the sword in his  wrist  and slashes  at  the beam. ”t 
crumbles before the sword scrapes the wood’s surface.

Njhis will serve me well,J Kosymo says with a dark chuckle.
‘lodis drags “anilo closer. “anilo zerks in the Deneral’s grasp.
NGehave.J Geseecher Duerra holds the sword to “anilo’s throat. Nxou 

will  serve me well,  too. Gut if  you continue to be a problem, ” have no 
grievances emptying your wrists on the blade.J

He presses the sword closer to the healing wound on the lieutenant’s 
neck, breaking it open and staining the blade’s tip with blood. “anilo’s 
eyes widen when the sword vibrates.

N?ight bleed you out anyway.J Kosymo smirks.
jhe Deneral tips his chin and Kosymo meets his eyes. jheir steady gaSe 

swaps a series of 4uestions and orders while Kosymo’s guards shear through 
men sprinting from the brush beside them, armed with mining hammers 
and picka3es.

N5ome.J jhe Geseecher grins. N” have more to play with.J
“anilo thrashes as the Deneral drags him through the growing ruins of 

Ketusai. ‘lodis remains unperturbed, as if all the boy’s strength and weight 
are nothing more than a sack of barley.
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Grickwork scatters the paths dividing what remains of the buildings. 
“anilo’s sorrowful eyes T3 on a doll clutched in a tiny hand pinned beneath 
a collapsed wall. jhe pooled blood stains the doll’s dark wool hair black.

N0ir—N the Deneral recoils, eyes tight with fear, N—your hand.J
Kosymo looks at his empty hand, then the one clutching the sword. His 

veins swell across his skin, puIy and red, the blood black inside his olive 
comple3ion. He grunts, e3amining the still blue runes of the sword. jhe blade 
has dwindled from a blaSing glow to plain steel—its runes Fickering colour.

NHow long was he holding it6J Duerra asks, turning to the nearest of his 
guards.

NErom ;astui to here.J
NAnd how long have ” had it6J Kosymo drops his arm, the sword skimming 

across the dirt.
jhe soldier’s words stutter when the ground shakes. NOust short of the 

same.J
Kosymo grunts again, twisting the sword in his grip.
NDuess you’re lucky, ‘ieutenant.J He leans closer, gripping “anilo’s chin 

and forcing his gaSe up. Nxou’re no use to me dead.J
N0ir.J jhe Deneral zerks his chin, re4uesting Kosymo’s attention. NHe will 

Tght you at every turn.J
N‘et him.J Kosymo saunters down the path, sword pointing ahead of him. 

NHe’ll bend or break, eventually.J
Deneral ‘lodis grips “anilo’s hair and tilts his head back until he can see 

“anilo’s eyes. jhey sparkle with deTance. jhe Deneral sneers, well aware 
that his oIspring takes one thing from him that cannot be smothered or 
destroyed—willpower.

Kosymo glances back, watching ‘lodis step down on the rope between 
“anilo’s feet and shoves “anilo to his knees. Lith the sword ceasing to 
vibrate, Kosymo cares little for how the Deneral handles his prisoner.

He swings around, gripping the sword tighter with eagerness. A black 
blade slices before his eyes, a hair’s width from cutting into his skull. jhe 
blond at the other end grips her a3e tighter and readzusts for another hard 
swing. Kosymo catches her a3e with the sword’s hilt. Her blue eyes sparkle 
with an array of emotions.

He chuckles. NAnd who might you be6J
Kosymo can feel the sword zump at her pro3imity.
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“anilo shouts at her, only getting half her name out before ‘lodis gags him 
with a tight hand around his neck, s4ueeSing until “anilo’s eyes widen and his 
curled hands scrape against the metal of the Deneral’s armour.

Hestia’s eyes harden before shooting over Kosymo’s shoulder.
Nxour blood will do,J he taunts.
He kicks her knee and she yowls, shifting her weight to carry the a3e dif-

ferently. Kosymo wrenches the sword back. He cuts the air where she had 
been. jhe sword pulses with power and tears a gaping wound into her shoulder 
without kissing her skin.

0he cries and falls to the ground, her skin blackening with her anger. ”t blisters 
with heat. Glood seeps through her Tngers. jhe sword’s runes waver from blue 
to red, the hilt smoking. Kosymo yells and tosses the blade, reaching for the 
sword at his waist.

He swings for Hestia’s neck, and a gold hue wraps around his arm, freeSing 
him mid-motion. Dellert leaps from around the corner of a collapsed house, 
his spear aimed and hand stretched before him. Hestia shifts, magma erupting 
from the ground beneath her. Kosymo sticks his free hand between his teeth, 
whistling his soldiers into action. His arm trembles as he Tghts Dellert’s magic.

Hestia screams at Dellert as he approaches. Her words are deep in her ;uicalli 
tongue and her bloody hand reaching for “anilo. Dold magic fractures over 
Kosymo’s forearm. Dellert slides to the ground, barricading himself and his 
cloak over Hestia. Kosymo breaks free, hollering as he slices thin air.

A smoky breeSe pulls the edges of Dellert’s maroon cloak where Kosymo’s 
pinned it into the sand. Kosymo pants, a deep and trembling sound, as he stares 
at the fabric. jhe soldiers grind to a halt behind him. He tears the sword free, 
and Dellert’s cloak Futters down the path.

N5heck the area.J Kosymo growls. jhe soldiers look at one another, wary 
eyes glancing at Kosymo. NDoBJ

jhey scatter, leaving “anilo alone with Kosymo and ‘lodis. “anilo gasps as 
‘lodis releases him, gaSe T3ed on the ground by Kosymo’s feet. Kosymo stands 
in the middle of the remains, inhaling the putrid combination of blood, smoke, 
and burning Fesh. 0creeches pierce the billowing Tlm consuming Ketusai’s 
infernal ruins, hollowing out that cavity in his chest he kept Tlled with abysmal 
and futile promises. “epositing him into that old horror. jhe spectre of his 
damnation swallows the destruction. ”t breathes the lasting curse of grief into 
his veins.
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He turns, trudging forward to collect the sword, willing the dead runes to life. 
jhe remaining colour blows away like ash, leaving darkened shadows within, 
which could do nothing to combat the sensation within him. Kosymo’s scowl 
deepens as he towers over “anilo, his colossal frame ampliTed by the mass of 
armour over his shoulders.

He spits at “anilo, hauling him up by his shirt. N0o. xou were one of them.J
Lhen he tosses him back to the ground, he meets the Deneral’s eyes—cold, 

with an anger churning in their depths. Regardless of ‘lodis’ zudgments con-
cerning how the Geseecher handles the lieutenant, Kosymo knows he won’t dare 
speak them. jhe man—his own father—treated him worse. And for that, they 
say nothing.

His men enzoy their time demolishing Ketusaiq lifting its riches from the 
remains and terroriSing the last of the living. Cnce “anilo is chained to the 
remains of a well and forced to be present for the soldiers’ entertainments hosted 
in Ketusai’s devastated courtyard, Kosymo wanders about to admire their work. 
‘lodis follows him, on alert after the failed rescue attempt. And while Kosymo 
recogniSes the Deneral as a devoted man, he cannot keep himself from feeling a 
threat in his presence.
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CHAPTER T  EWTNYW-WE

S hushari Outpost is far closer to Audantei than any of them would like. 
Enzo more than his party. But it is one of the few remaining locations 

in the Gentled East they can aRord to lose.
—eina and Easton sit on the couch-a stack of strawbstuRed fa’ric crab

dled in part of a dilapidated wagon-snapping cards ’etween one another 
at a speed neither Enzo nor Borak would ’e capa’le of playing. —einaqs 
vuick wit  kept Eastonqs  actiMe mind and oMerbactiMe mouth occupied. 
,eanwhilex Enzo and Borak pace circles neNt to the rounded wall of the 
hutx their continuous paths neMer diMerging or intersecting.

Easton and —eina found little  information in ;alcunqs  lettersT  few 
detailed the political adMancements of Audantei-in cryptic tones-and 
fewer were sent to the distant patrols. Hhough Enzo despises waitingx not 
much can ’e done ’etween the four of them.

Enzo glances across the darkened roomx lit ’y the Juttering cloth oMer the 
door. Borakqs shoulders sag with guilt. Ie returned an hour agox haMing disb
posed of jonatanqs ’ody down the riMerx his remains Misi’le through the char. 2n 
the time ’etween ,agus leaMing the hut and Borak enteringx jonatan had sucb
cum’ed to his in0uries. And while the intention to kill him was within ,agusx 
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it was clear he would rather the man suRered. Enzo straightensx preparing to 
confront Borak.

A rushing wind-akin to the release of an Audantian catapult-cuts 
through the tense silence. Both Borak and Enzo drop to the sandx waiting for 
a strike that neMer comes. Borakqs eyes widen in recognition and he sprints 
through the curtain. Enzox left more confused than ’eforex rushes after him.

Hhe sunqs light reJects oR the sandx and Enzo raises an arm to guard his eyes. 
Ie winces at the lightx rushing to 0oin Borak where he kneels oMer Gellert and 
Iestiax ’lood smeared oMer their unresponsiMe forms. A tunnel of gold dusts the 
air in a faint path-easily mistaken for sand-snaking through the sky ’etween 
their location and where Gellert had ’rought them from.

WIelp me carry herxD Borak shoutsx shoMing Gellert oR Iestia.
Enzo approaches at a controlled pacex cautious of spraying sand oMer the three 

of them. Ie places a palm oMer the gaping wound on Iestiaqs shoulder. Borak 
’ackhands him.

W2qMe already done that. Gra’ her.D
Borak kneels ’etween her legsx gripping her thighs and staring at Enzo with 

urgency. Ie directs Enzo ’ackwards. —eina holds the curtainx shouting at Eastb
on to clear the ta’le. 2n his panicx Easton shoMes eMerything oR. Glass shatters on 
the groundT contents of mugs spray oMer the sand Joor. Borak leaps into action 
when Iestiaqs placed.

WGo get Gellert.D Ie orders.
Enzoqs face scrunches ’efore he gestures for —eina to follow. Eastonqs frantic 

and incessant vuestions slow their attempts to heaMe Gellert inside. ?hen they 
deposit him on the couchx Enzo shoos them out. Ie and —eina know Easton 
cannot handle the ’lood.

9espite the darkened lightx Enzo sees enough to realize none of the ’lood 
is Gellertqs. Ie sets to work cleaning Gellert as ’est he can. Another half hour 
passes after Enzo Knishes his task ’efore Borak collapses into the nearest chair. 
ENhaustion and fear are clear on his face.

Enzo assesses the damagex rounding the ta’le with a ’owl and rag. A mass of 
stitches holds together red and swollen skin starting at her collar’one and ending 
near her el’owx a white glow ’ranches from the Meins surrounding them.

W?hat could cause such an in0uryYD Ie lifts a rag from the ’owlx wiping 
smeared ’lood from around the area.

Borak tips his head with a tired glare and Enzo raises a ’row in response.
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W?eqll know when she wakes.D Borak says.
Enzo humsx looking oMer Iestiax and resumes his focus on swiping the red 

stains from her skin.

After leaMing Petusai a smouldering heap of so’’ing ruinsx Posymo marches 
his soldiers ’ack to ;astui. Hhereqd ’een few ’uildings and fewer tents capa’le 
of hosting as many soldiers as Guerraqs caraManx which meant some of his men 
stayed ’ehind to put up tents for the troops. And a priMate residence for Posyb
mo.

As Posymo Jings ’ack the Jap to his tentx sparing his eyes from the Gentled 
Eastqs oMerpowering daylightx and he throws the sword atop the makeshift ta’le. 
Ie sneers in disappointment when the weapon falls without laying waste to its 
surrounding. Hhe Jap ’illows ’ehind himx signaling anotherqs entry.

W2qMe come to talk.D Ier Moice carries a sultry airx ’ut heqs known her long 
enough to hear its underlying anger.

W1ouqMe no reason to ’e out this far.D Ie turnsx drinking in her appearance.
W;either do you.D
WUomex darlingxD he saysx giMing her a lopsided grin to displace her foul moodx 

Wthereqs no reason for you to chase me with this animosity.D
WApparently there is.D She scowls.
Ie rolls his eyes and stalks around herx his arm tight around her waist.
WAnd what haMe 2 done to not only put you in such a sour moodx ’ut to haMe 

giMen you enough of a reason to chase me to Audanteiqs furthest reachesYD
W1ou are distracted ’y the promise of false greatness.D She shoMes him ’ackx 

sauntering to the ta’le and glaring down at the sword.
W2t promises me power. 2 only take adMantage of it.D Posymo read0usts his 

Mam’races. WIe is my key.D
She whirls aroundx dark eyes shining red in the ’rightness of the tentqs thin 

fa’ric. ?hen she rushes up to himx she stops shy of shoMing herself into his facex 
calming herself for a moment of collectedness.

W2 haMe ’etter plans.D
WLlans which are taking too longx woman.D Ie ’rings his hand upx dropping 

it on her collar’one with the slightest svueeze-a warning.
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W1ou are out of linex PosymoxD she says.
WAm 2YD
Ier dark hair falls from her shoulders as she tips her head ’ack. Posymo gra’s 

the ’ack of her head with his free hand and rushes to meet her lips. Ie drinks 
her in greedilyx regardless of her hesitance and disinterest.

W1ou are mine.D Posymo en0oys the way her lips curls in careless disgust 
wheneMer he lays claim to her.

W2 asked for him speciKcally to ’e my Iead of Orders-W
Ie cacklesx loud and unKltered. W2s that your reason for chasing me out 

hereYD
WAnd you mock me ’y giMing me a Jee infested ’eggar.D She continues.
Posymo strokes her cheek with metal coMered knucklesx watching a white line 

appear on her frighteningly pale skin.
W,ay’e 2qm 0ealous.D Ie says.
She scoRs. WHhat is no eNcuse for undermining me.D
W@ndermining you would mean 2 had a use for you.D Ie cups her 0aw. Ier 

eyes ’lazex rage drowning what paltry amount of pain he eNpected to see. Iis 
smirk pulls into a deMilish grin.

W1ou are a snake.D
WSays the serpent.D Posymo pats her cheekx dropping his hand and towering 

oMer her.
W1ou will keep to our plan.D She steps away from himx shrinking into herself 

as he assesses her.
W;o.D Posymo rolls his shouldersx cracks his neckx and steps forward.
She ’acks into the post at the center of the tentx gripping it with ’oth hands 

and watching with wide eyes as he closes in.
W1ou chose a poor Iead of OrdersxW she saysx her nails drag on the wood as 

she rounds the postqs edge. WAnd were a poorer Beseecher.D
Ie falters at her sudden grin.
A sword pierces his chestx the path through his ’ack carMed out ’etween his 

ri’s with precision. Ie attempts to ’reathe around itx his hand gripping around 
the weapon as his knees giMe out from under him. Blond hair tickles his cheek as 
his assailant leans down. Each word is slow and direct when it skims the surface 
of his skin.

W9o you regret Kghting meYD Hhe Generalqs words are smooth and mocking 
in Posymoqs ear. Ie coughs up ’lood when he tries to speak.
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Alodis rips his sword from Guerra. Posymo collapses ’ackx choking around 
the fullness of his lungsx and his arm Jails when he paws at his chest. Iis woman 
saunters forwardx straddling his stomach while grinning down at him.

W1ou forgot something importantx Guerra.D She drags her nails oMer the 
open wound a’oMe his heart and his mouth opens in a mute cry. W1ou. Are. 
,ine.D Ier dark eyes roll up to Alodis. WAong liMe the king.D

Guerraqs chest stutters with a Knal ’reath. She keeps her eyes KNed on Alodisx 
who keeps his on hers. Ier smile unnerMes him.

Hhe ’lack gossamer skirt is opavue in the sunlight cutting through the tentx 
her pale skin glistening ’eneath the fa’ric as she stands. Ier ’odice clings to her 
torso fromx as Alodis can sympathizex the sweat merging with the heaMy ’lack 
fa’ric.

She rounds the opposite side of the makeshift ta’lex nothing more than a 
wide ’oard propped up ’y two ’arrelsx and reaches for one of Guerraqs most 
eNpensiMe wines and two round glasses. Alodis eNamines the sheer purple colour.

WUongratulations.D She tips the wine into the glass and oRers it with an 
outstretched hand to Alodis. WHo the new Beseecher.D

Alodis steps oMer Posymoqs ’ody and the growing pool of ’lood and svuints 
at the contents of the cupx thum’ following its lip.

W;ot to worryx my dear GeneralxD she smirks. W2qd not murder two —oyal 
Beseechers. ;alcun will do me no good.D

Alodis sips at his glassx watching her pour a chalice ’efore tipping ’ack the 
contents. Ie smirks at her in return.

W9onqt drink for en0oymentYD Ie asks.
She tilts her head as if considering how to answer. But Alodis can see the 

stillness in her eyes.
WHhere are far more en0oya’le things in this world.D Ier gaze falls to Posyb

mo.
Alodis spares a glance oMer his shoulder. W1ou want his ’odyYD
W;ot in the slightest.D She sneersx Jicking her dark locks oMer her shoulder 

while dancing the glass ’eneath her lips.
W;either do 2.D
She humsx watching the ’lood run oMer the edges of Posymoqs eNpensiMe 

carpets and sink into the sand.
WAnd what of youx AltamuraYD Alodis tips his chin up to her in vuestion. 

W?ill you keep to our planYD
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Ie smilesx closedblipped and 0oylessx and nods oMer his shoulder at the ’ody 
without taking his eyes from hers.

W2 waited twenty years to kill him. 2 can wait another twenty if need ’e.D Ie 
leans closerx glass at his lips. WSiren.D

Ier grin leaMes him feeling displaced-as if he made a deal with the deMil.
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CHAPTER TH  RTI

D anilo, though he’s done horrible things in the name of good, will be the 
Arst to admit .udantei has few honourable goalsv .udantei’s soldiers 

are brainwashed to belieRe the yoBal ceseekher and his orders are Jawless, liMe 
Terusai glassv panB soldiers follow that failed belief to their deathv

cut some men are eRilv
-he dried zurzle leaRes of the .rrisoot Jower are inkrediblB zotent, ofI

ten used in small doses to dilute an animal’s aggressiRe reszonse, allowing the 
handler to kontrol them without harmv .udantei’s militarB utiliEes it against 
hostilesv xt has bekome a stazle for kell blokM guards and oqkers with the highest 
ranMingsv F—tensiRe training is reWuired before the soldiers are allowed in the 
streets with it on their zersonv 2ewer are sent beBond .udantei’s wallsv

Danilo  has  heard  whiszers  of  a  time1and  of  rumoured  okkasions 
still1where foot soldiers befriend liMeIminded men in order to diz their Angers 
into akts of Riolenke and greed that .udantei’s sBmbolism won’t stand forv 4ith 
those stories kome sobbing women begging for Rengeanke and men demanding 
for their honourv xt is a shame their grieRankes are handled bB men with the same 
sinsv

.t the RerB least, Danilo kan be grateful it was from a time zastv . time where 
those men were branded as traitors of .udantei and kast beBond the wallsv
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Le hozesv
.s he stares  at  a  bowl Alled with a zurzle substanke reminiskent of 

zotIzourri,  Danilo wonders if those men were kast from .udantei after 
all, or if theB had worMed their waB into the dezths of the ranMs, silentlB 
szinning their lies and trazs in a Anal akt of greedv

-he tent Jaz whizs in the windv pen kakMle outsidev . haEe in the air 
klouds his mindv Deszite how mukh he akhes, he wished for “osBmo to 
returnv xf onlB for the rezrieRe he would haRe from his shredded, drB throatv

-he tent breaMs ozen, and Danilo forkes himself to remain still as an akt 
of deAankev . khukMle rings oRer his head, zierking through himv xt leaRes 
his bellB sloshingv Lis eBes snaz uzv

-here’s a heaRB red stain on the metal zlates of “osBmo ”uerra’s old 
armourv 4orse is  the redIhot anger in jlodis’  zale blue gaEev  Le grins, 
turning to dismiss  the guards at  the entrBv  Danilo doesn’t  notike he’s 
holding his breath until he releases a broMen gaszv

jlodis MnokMs a kBlindrikal stone against Danilo’s forehead as he zassesv 
5.lwaBs Mnew Bou were an assetvP

Deszite Mnowing better than to ozen his mouth, Danilo kannot Meez 
a sneer from marring his fakev ceseekher .ltamura smirMs, drozzing the 
stone inside the bowlv

5x will hang BouvP Le glares at Danilo oRer his shoulderv 5cut onlB when 
Bou haRe nothing left for me to taMevP

2rom the ”eneral, it kould mean anBthingv 2rom the newlB rising ceI
seekher, Danilo kannot fathom the destruktion zlannedv

jlodis dizs a rag into the bukMet beside the zedestal, rings it out, and 
wrazs it around the lower half of his fakev 4ith a last stare, jlodis taMes 
the stone and begins grinding whateRer shaze remains from the zedalsv 
Danilo swallows, gritting his teeth together while twisting FnEo’s ringv -he 
tentakles bumz akross his other Angers, settling him enough to en?oB his 
last breaths as a free manv 

4ith the ”eneral’s unfolding zlans, maBbe this is for the bestv
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YinMs and oranges zaint the horiEon as it  zeeMs into the eRerIdarMening 
roomv ”ellert groans on the Joor, attemzting to Jint the AreIzit at the 
building’s kentrev

5Lad to let him go, did BouSP Le swings around to glare at FnEov
5Lad to be done,P FnEo saBs into his hand, skratkhing his beard, his zath 

along the wall of the wooden dome unbroMenv
”ellert rolls his eBesv
-he khatter, while konsistent, refuses to grow in the small szakev Lestia 

hisses between her teeth, kradling her arm where she sags onto the koukhv 
coraM leans out of her direkt reakhv

FnEo rolls a rustB brookh into his zalmv xts emblem is nearlB unidenI
tiAablev  4ith its  grooRes  worn thin from age and dirt  and neglektv  . 
halfIRisible raRen skars its frontv

pagus stumbles through the kurtained doorwaBv
5”ood6P ”ellert throws the Jint to the ground, stomzing awaB from the 

zitv 5Nou do itvP
5Nou returnedvP FnEo stares,  froEen in his zath1brow furrowed and 

eBes unblinMingv
yeina leazs uz and runs oRer  to zush the kurls  from pagus’  eBes, 

e—amining the kuts aboRe his browv
54hat hazzenedSP ‘he smears the blood awaB with the kuO of her sleeRev
coraM stands, tearing a striz from the rag on the table and dizzing it into 

a basinv Le shoos yeina awaB as he kloses in on pagusv Lis skowl deezens 
when he deems yeina’s fussing unnekessarBv

5Nou arriRed earlier than e—zektedvP FnEo klaszs his hands behind his 
bakMv

5NeahvP pagus winkes when coraM rubs harshlB at the wound, slazzing 
coraM’s hand awaB to turn to FnEov 54as madev ”ot as mukh as x kouldvP

5pade bB whoSP coraM maMes a sekond attemzt at pagus, onlB to be 
dodged againv

pagus shrugs, stumbling to the Are zitv Le lands on his Mnees with raised 
zalmsv -he air swirls beneath his hands and Jame bursts sMBwardv coraM 
BanMs on the bakM of pagus’ kollar,  dragging him to the nearest broMen 
armkhair and dezositing him on itv

5pagus,P FnEo startsv
5x’m Ane15 pagus swats coraM’s hand awaBv 5-iredvP
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FnEo hBzothesiEes pagus’ magik1while a sourke of signiAkant zowI
er1used more energB than he kared to admitv Le slezt long hours after 
battlesv pukh liMe coraMv cut with no inklination as to how longv

FnEo nods, withholding a sigh as he resumes zakingv
5Low about before Bou kollazse from e—haustion and are out for the 

ne—t two daBs, Bou tell us what Bou found outSP coraM JikMs pagus’ nosev
pagus grumbles, a tired stare aimed coraM’s waBv
57ot mukh1lots of .rrisoot leaRes headed to the ceseekher’s kitadelv 

.nd a lot of khange in their ranMsvP Lis eBes wander to FnEo as he zasses 
bB the old khair and around coraM, who sWuats ne—t to itv

52akts whikh we had gathered bB this zoint15 FnEo glankes at pagusv
57ot this mukhvP
FnEo humsv
5FnEo,P Lestia saBs as she shu8es forward, zlaking a hand on his elbowv 

5-hat’s not far news from what we heardvP
”ellert sloukhes on the koukh akross the Are zit, leaning on his Mnees 

and rubbing his zalms togetherv 5. sourke heard Bere will be a shift koming 
uzv -heB wanted to arrange zassing through the cridge of Csaira into Be 
khannelvP

5. AshermanSP FnEo glankes between themv
5-rader, of a sortvP ”ellert rolls his shouldersv
5‘aid to giRe this to our jadB,P Lestia saBsv ‘he winkes and zoints to 

the brookh in FnEo’s zalm with her other handv Le resumes zakingv -hat 
mukh, theB had said zriorv

cetween the skrazs of information his krew had been fed, FnEo kannot 
zieke together the true means of it  allv  -he fakts At together seamlesslB 
regardless of their holes and the missing gazs where other fakts belongedv 
Le konkludes, howeRer zoorlB the Rerdikt, that it isn’t liMelB koinkidenkev 
Net,  deszite the insuqkient zrognosis,  he kan onlB hoze it  is  enough to 
szearhead their aktions in the right direktionv

Lestia’s argument with ”ellert grows louder, and FnEo slizs from the 
outbuildingv -he kurtain swaBs at his e—itv -heB will bleed their lungs drB 
before giRing uz, and while he Mnows it was in their nature as Aghters, he 
hates the kollateral that komes of itv

Dlouds oRerhead in the darMening sMB remain froEen in time, unkhanging 
greB masses amid the slowIdarMening bakMdrozv FnEo sits in the main building 
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on a khair oRerlooMing the baB window, sheer fabrik Juttering at either side of 
the glassless ozeningv

. zale fog settles atoz the ground, the wind klawing grooRes beneath its 
surfakev ‘aOron sunlight kombats the khill’s bloodless wounds, dousing the 
air aboRe the outzost in a lingering warmth, zromising to return and mend 
whateRer ills the night maB bringv FnEo stares into it, thoughts tethered to realitB 
bB neitherv Le remains unmoRingv .side from the gentle twist of the khain 
belonging to Danilo’s ?ade tagsv

yeina enters, silent and stoikv FnEo kan sense the khaos in her magik from his 
seatv

5Le’s herevP ‘he saBs softlBv
4ith a Arm e—zression in zlake, he turns to herv ‘he shifts in the door on the 

other side of the room, hands klenkhing and releasingv
54hoSP
‘he inhalesv 5-he ceseekhervP
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CHAPTER TH  RTIY-OE

B eseecher  Llodis  Altamura  found  that  the  best  way  to  Snd  a 
gtormthrower was to follow the random prowth of  .lants  in an 

otherwise barren desertT ,heir mapicv while destructiWev has an a-nity for 
drawinp life to themT

khen he marches his men alonpside a trail of lonp’prass prowinp from 
desolate sandv he Hnows theyzre pettinp closeT xe tosses a blacH stone in the 
air and catches it in his .almv its Wibration prowinp stronperT xis sus.icions 
are conSrmed when he sees Srelipht on the darHeninp horiGonT A beacon 
in a Wast land of des.airT

khen his soldiers storm the out.ostv they are ej.ectinp a SphtT Mellertv 
with his darH sHin and darHer eyesv a..ears ready for Oust thatT But none 
of the gtormthrowers moWeT Paybe they ej.ected a diKerent BeseecherT 
Paybe they are froGen from the plowinp blue sword Wibratinp beneath his 
.almT “r maybe they are in shocH oWer the manacled man he drapsv paGe 
blanH and unres.onsiWeT

Iower and preed had blinded ”osymoT Llodis Hnows better than to let 
those triWialities be such a crutchT

E2 can be a reasonable manT1 Llodis prinsv tiltinp his head at the array of 
emotions amonp 9nGozs crewT

Y?q



9nGov his prey eyes Slled with more hellSre than a man should .ossessv 
does not moWe or s.eaHT xe Hee.s his hands braced on the walHway banister 
from where the main out.ost buildinp sits on stiltsv ten feet aboWeT

ERou will  die for what you call  reasonableT1 xestia lurches forwardv 
clutchinp her shoulder when BoraH prabs herT

Llodis chucHlesT
9aston toes closer to 9nGo with watery eyesv moWinp slowly under the 

aim of Audanteizs archersT xe says nothinpv Oust prabs 9nGozs sleeWe and 
waits for their eyes to meetT 9nGo resumes his stare at Llodisv moWinp 9aston 
behind him and out of reach of the arrowsT

Llodis prins at the rest before turninp to the soldier at his leftT Ekould 
you die for meD1

EResv sirT AlwaysT1
EAnd youD1 xe turns to the man on his riphtT
Ekithout 0uestionv sirT1
E2 will not be the one dyinp todayT1 ,he Beseecher twirls the sword in his 

pras. before meetinp xestiazs eyesv watchinp her .ale in fear as the sword 
plows stronperT ghe draps her paGe awayv looHinp to BoraH for aidT ELoyalty 
is a .owerful thinpT1

Llodis looHs bacH to 9nGo in time to see the man raise his  chin and 
s0uintT 9nGozs eyes ;icHer oWer Llodisz shoulder to the man who betrayed 
those Wery loyaltiesT

Ekhat do you wantD1 9nGo asHsT
Llodis chucHlesT Ekhat do 2 wantD1
ERou haWe not come to ;aunt your newfound statusT And certainly not 

with .eaceful intentT1
xe shrups and then nods at his soldiersT
E2zm brinpinp ruinT1 xe watches his men lipht their torches and burn the 

dried prass at their feetT ,hey ste. oWer the bepinninp embers before moWinp 
towards the outbuildinpsT EBurninp your resourcesv at the Wery leastT1

Faisinp the swordv he .laces it  to Nanilozs  o.en throatT  Feina raises 
her bowv drawinp the strinp bacH until a plowinp preen arrow sits in .lace 
apainst the riserT All but one of Llodisz archers moWes to aim at herv the 
other trained on 9aston hidinp behind 9nGoT ,o her creditv  she remains 
resoluteT

,he Beseecher prinsT
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EAnd you are poinp to let meT1 xe can taste the tension liHe salt on a 
Hnifezs edpeT 2t remains on the air for a few momentsC lonp enouph to allow 
the straw roofto.s of the outbuildinps to .lume smoHe into the airT E2 would 
consider a tradeT1

khen he meets 9nGozs eyesv the manzs mind is fast at worH behind themT 
ERour termsD1

E9nGoT1 BoraH admonishesv moWinp as if to run at himT But the archers 
Hee. him stillT

Llodis watches with raised browsv intripued by their hesitation and reluc’
tanceT 9nGo waits for him to continueT ,he Beseecher reaches behind him to 
taHe a chain from one of his soldiers without remoWinp his eyes from 9nGozsT

E“ne soulTE xe tups on Nanilozs manacles before tossinp him to the sand 
at his feetT E:or anotherT1

All eyes are on Nanilov willinp him to react to the harsh treatmentT 2t taHes 
eWery ounce of .ower he has to Hee. from lauphinp at their useless ho.eT

9nGo straiphtensv releasinp the handrailT  ,he crew calls to 9nGo as he 
descends the staircase into the chaos of Sre and soldiersT  2t  feels  liHe a 
challenpev the way 9nGo deliWers himselfv and it has Llodis clenchinp the 
sword in his handT ,houph he wants to use itv  hezs smarter a man than 
”osymoT

EA soul for a soulD1 9nGo saysT
Egoul for a soulT1 Llodis mocH bowsv arm thrown out and head ti..edv 

his eyes locHed on the gtormthrower before himT
9nGo nodsv ejamininp NaniloT Llodis plances down and smirHsT Nanilozs 

distant eyes em.hasiGe the paunt shadows beneath themv and his shallow 
breaths barely moWe his chestT 9Wen to the Beseecherv it is reminiscent of 
how Nanilo looHed months apo at xanpinp NayT xe enOoys the thouphtT

E2 surrenderT1 9nGo saysT
,he words force a prin .ast eWery ounce of Llodisz inhibitionsT
EMood manT1 xe can see 9nGo tryinp not to sneerT EBut youzre not the 

soul 2 wantT1
‘ov 9nGo would be a sweet Wictoryv but Llodis wants to stri. Nanilo for 

the Wery acts of deSance which set him a.artT Llodis nods to his soldiersv and 
they .inned 9nGo to the proundT xis Hnees brush Nanilozs stomachT

Llodis touches the sword to the bare sHin of 9nGozs necH and the runes 
;areT xe tiphtens his hold on the hiltT
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E2 came to ruin youT1 ,he shar. edpe of the blade caresses throuph the Srst 
layer of sHinv but Llodis wonzt draw bloodT

Nanilo couphs below Llodis and his paGe shoots downv eyes hard and .eeledT 
khen it ha..ens apainv it sounds liHe the boy is choHinp on a name!a name 
similar to that of the man Hneelinp before himT Llodis plares at 9nGo from 
beneath his browv his hair ;yinp about his heaWinp breathT

Ekill he coo.erate for youD1 Llodis tilts his head in considerationT Exezll 
coo.erate for youv wonzt heD1

9nGo doesnzt res.ondC not Werballyv not .hysicallyT Llodis cracHs the shar. 
metal edpe of his pauntlet to the hard bone aboWe 9nGozs browv slicinp the sHinT 
9nGo falls!blinHinp and shaHinp his head!and the moment he hits the sandv 
chaos breaHs outT

@ollidinp hues of red and pold rain down on Llodisz forcesv his soldiers 
thrown into the .osts of the outbuildinps as they run to adWanceT g.ecHs of pold 
barrel throuph the air at Llodisv who shifts beyond their reachT Nry prass lifts 
with ;ames behind himT

xestia screams!a battle cry his men are inca.able of!and rushes forward 
in a blurv mapma churninp the sand beneath her feetT Nes.ite the hollers of their 
Beseecherv none of them can reach the gtormthrowerT xer aje seWers heads from 
their shouldersT Llodis raises the swordT

xe driWes it apainst the pround and the sand ri..les liHe a rollinp waWev 
u.rootinp the dome buildinpsT An outbuildinp .ost sna.sT And xestia is sent 
s.rawlinpT xer yel. echoes oWer the Sphtv and she clutches the bloody bandape 
on her shoulderT

EBurn itT1 Llodis sna.s at the nearest soldierv noddinp at the main buildinpT
:rom the sti;inp heat of the wasteland and the Sre rapinp around themv it 

taHes no time before the entire out.ost has been enpulfedT ,he prowinp mass of 
smoHe mor.hs the hollersT ,hrouph the darH clouded airv Llodis notices 9nGo 
where he liesv facinp Nanilo with a tremblinp hand apainst the boyzs dirt’stained 
faceT

g.arHs and ash ;oat throuph the airv and the blaGinp heat bounces oK his 
sHinT ,he .ained and anpered scream of a .sychotic ‘uicalli cuts throuph the 
otherwise mute airA B9astonCz :or the Srst timev Llodis watches 9nGozs face 
scrunch u. in .ain not caused by a .hysical woundT
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CHAPTER TH  RTIYT-W

A  growl reverberates in Enzo’s chest as the Beseecher’s guards drop Danilo 
on the marble foor o. Audantei’s grand throne roomH ke staunches the 

.ear blooming in its place at the lac, o. a responsey this .rom a boW who cannot 
hide his true .eelingsH

Iith the manW chandeliers above casting xrelight through the room with 
enough power to rival Audantei’s suny Danilo’s wounds would shine against his 
s,inH Lnsteady Enzo xRes his gaze on “lodis Altamuray who lounges in the red 
velvet throneH Lts gold embellishments acting as a crown the ToWal Beseecher 
was never meant to wearH

”?a,e him beneath the barrac,sH” ke waves his hand at DaniloH ”L’ll deal with 
him laterHN

A soldier wipes greasW hair .rom his .aceH ”But the barrac,s aren’t as securey 
sirHN

”ke won’t be alive long enough .or it to matterHN
?he soldier doesn’t argue .urtherH ke pic,s up Danilo’s .orearm and drags 

him along until he reaches the large double doorsH
”Ihere’s the adviser2N “lodis tilts his heady light eWes sheering through the 

line o. men at his sideH
”3alcun2N a soldier saWsy stepping .orwardH
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”Ihere2N
”Ie don’t ,nowH MirHN
”Gind himHN “lodis leans to the sideH ”L want him deadHN
Enzo glowers at the -ad —eneraly “lodis opts to stare at himH A terse silence 

xlls the air above their headsy but it doesn’t last longH
”Gigured the great Enzo Mapienti would run himsel. through be.ore considj

ering surrenderHN “lodis tilts his heady his hair .alling fat to his .ace in stringW 
sectionsH ”Are Wou that loWal to him2N

Enzo lets the statement sity not eager to come across as a liarH ”3oH ?hough L 
more than WouHN

Ted tints the Beseecher’s nec,H
”ke’s alwaWs been mW enemWCmW rivalyN “lodis saWsy leaning on his ,neesH 

”GunnW he means more to Wou a.ter all he’s put Wou throughHN Enzo remains 
silentH Beseecher Altamura smir,s and allows his hal.jchuc,le to snea, throughH 
”Ihat an interesting thoughtHN

“lodis standsy circling Enzo and raising his arm to the grand doorH Lt croa,s 
openH ke grabs Enzo’s 4awy distorting the drag echoing in the high ceilingsH

”Yare to elaborate2N “lodis saWs .rom between grit teethy his eWes on the cusp 
o. crazedH

Enzo pulls .rom “lodis’ gripH ”3ot .or the li,es o. WouHN
”MhameHN “lodis grinsy watching over Enzo’s headH ”?he ,id seemed niceH 

kate to spill red so waste.ullWHN
Enzo glances over his shoulder as the soldiers fop Easton alongside himH Deep 

purple bruises tint his 4aw and the oozing cut on the bridge o. his nose swellsH 
Enzo xnds himsel. momentarilW grate.ul Easton is unconsciousH

”ke can’t withstand the same beatings Wou’ll ta,eH L ,now thatHN “lodis grabs 
Easton’s army bending the 4oint o. his elbow aw,wardlW until the taut s,in turnsH 
”But do Wou thin, Wou can withstand the same as mW traitorous lieutenant2N

Enzo’s control blazes in his eWesy and he re.uses to meet the Beseecher’s gazeH 
A dar, chuc,le rumbles the airH

”ke deserved everWthing he gotH And moreHN “lodis leans .rom above Easton 
to glimpse at Enzo’s .aceH ”A man without morals to xght .orChe’s a cowardHN

Enzo’s nausea is at war with his overzealous emotionsy but his .ace portraWs 
none o. itH

”Yowards deserve to bleedHN Be.ore the meaning o. the Beseecher’s words can 
settley the sic,ening pop o. Easton’s elbow xlls the emptW airH
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”8ouy Enzo Mapientiy were never a cowardHN “lodis drops Easton’s arm be.ore 
rounding to Enzo’s .rontH ”But Wou will beHN
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CHAPTER TH  RTIYTHREE

D anilo is weightless. Adrift in a timeless space. Disturbed by nothing 
but an incessant pattern thudding against his skull. A rushed and 

anxious beat. He scrunches his face up, lip twitching when his scar pulls, 
and tries to pry his eyes open. The sudden light makes his head pulse, and 
he snaps them shut. With a groan, Danilo allows himself to drift back into 
the untethered world.

He’s unsure how long it’s  been before he wakes again, his peace dis-
turbed by a palm urgently shaking his chin. The faint perfume of Arrisoot 
dances on the forefront of his memory. He gasps, vuttering his eyes open 
and lurching from where he lies. A hea“y hand pins him to the voor.

S”tay.—
Danilo’s  eyes  roll  backEor he blacked out againEbefore he meets 

znBo’s face.
SGack to me. There.— znBo’s healing nose emphasiBes his swollen and 

black eyes. SYood.—
Danilo grimaces,  head lolling in znBo’s hold. znBo taps his forehead 

until he opens his eyes, unaware he’d closed them again.
S?our name2— znBo continues bracing Danilo’s face, 6ngers resting in 

the hair o“er his ear.
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Danilo coughs when he tries to answer, his mouth and throat dry as if he’d 
drunk the sand from a mirage. znBo hums before pulling his leather canteen 
from his waist and propping Danilo against the wall.

S”low.— znBo warns.
Danilo tries. He really does. Gut the moment the water hits his tongue, his 

control is like that of the deadEnon-existent. znBo mutters jde6ant’ under his 
breath before tapping his cheek in warning and pulling away. Danilo pants, 
ignoring the Iueasy sensation in his stomach.

S?our name2— znBo mo“es from his heels to his knees.
SDanilo.—
znBo looks prepared to press, but decides otherwise. He tears a strip from his 

shirt, dampening it with the water pouch before returning the cap. Danilo shuts 
his eyes as znBo dabs the wet fabric to the sweat rolling from his forehead. znBo 
sIuints as he swipes grime away from motley bruises.

Danilo tries to not let relief rest so plainly on his face, but znBo’s brows twitch 
with recognition and he repositions his hand to support Danilo’s Law rather 
than clutch it.

SDidn’t tellES Danilo says between coughs, Stell anything.—
znBo Iuirks a brow before smothering it with indi7erence. He says nothing.
Danilo hisses and recoils, pushing his knuckles against znBo’s wrist and away 

from his tender nose. He blinks at the red tinge on the rag. znBo waits for him 
to settle, 6ngers graBing the skin of his Law, before continuing his task, cautious 
as he checks Danilo’s fractured nose. He hums again when Danilo winces.

SN apologiBe.— znBo starts. Danilo furrows his brows at znBo, grunting in 
Iuestion. SN spoke out of anger. Gelie“ed you to deser“e what befell you.—

znBo tosses the soiled rag aside and lifts Danilo’s hands. He prods at Danilo’s 
clenched 6ngers. Danilo tries unfurling them, but the mo“ement is delayed. 
znBo bites his tongue, and pulls Danilo’s 6ngers free to glare at the bloody 
cre“ices di“iding Danilo’s palms. Nce crawls across the surface of Danilo’s skin, 
encompassing the wound. A soundless gasp escapes Danilo and his 6ngers try to 
curl inward before znBo pins them back with the weight of his hand. Danilo’s 
6ngers sting as they regain feeling.

SN would not wish this on the worst of our enemies.— znBo mo“es to repeat 
the action with his left hand. Despite knowing what to expect, the pain takes 
Danilo’s breath away. He 6nds a momentary distraction in znBo’s words. S;east 
of all, you.—
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znBo watches Danilo like one would watch a wounded, cornered animal 
before tearing another strip from his shirt. The Arrisoot lingering through 
his bloodstream has stripped him of the energy it would take to kick up a 
fuss. znBo damps the new rag and holds it to the 6rst palm. Danilo’s certain it 
should ha“e hurt. He’s e“en more certain when znBo furrows his brows. znBo 
swipes at the wound, relief 6lling his features when Danilo tugs his palm away 
with a gasp.

SDid you know N fought to stay2— Danilo asks through grit teeth.
SNn a sense.— znBo reaches into his pocket, depositing the clicking Lade tags 

on Danilo’s thigh.
Danilo blinks at the tags, vipping one o“er with uncooperati“e 6ngers. 

His rank stares up at him on the chipped stone. A swarm of thoughts churn 
through his mind. znBo pauses in his ministrations, glancing between him and 
the tags. He takes them up, holding the chain wide to settle it o“er Danilo’s 
shoulders. When Danilo reaches up to tuck them beneath his shirt, znBo grabs 
his hands, laying them palm-up on his thighs, and tucks the tags out of sight.

Danilo had ne“er belonged to Audantei’s military. Fot in the same means 
the other soldiers had. He was an outcast. Gut the tags belong to him. He 
earned his rank and the respectV if not from the soldiers, then from the city.

SHoped you’d 6nd them.— Danilo traces the Lade o“er his shirt.
znBo hums in answer, 6nishing with one of Danilo’s palms and mo“ing to 

the next. When znBo is halfway 6nished with it, Danilo bra“es speaking the 
Iuestion on his mind.

SWhy are you here2—
Danilo, for the 6rst time in his life, hears znBo audibly swallow. He sets the 

rag on his knee before grabbing either side of Danilo’s head.
S?ou are not my enemy.—
Danilo sags against the wall, nodding. He wants to ask if znBo could e“er 

forgi“e him, wants to know whether znBo could consider him an ally before 
they face the death upon them, but unlike the things he doesn’t want to say, 
this won’t lea“e his lips.

A gaspEharsh and LaggedErips through the settled air, spiking it with a 
tension so hot, Danilo tastes his heart in his throat. znBo pins him to the wall, 
speaking to him past the pulse in his ears.

SEzaston.— znBo shifts to the other side of Danilo’s front, allowing him 
to see beyond his shoulder. SNt’s zaston.—
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SG? THz UNKz.— zaston groans, bleary eyes blinking in his surroundings as 
he 6nally wakes.

Danilo scrunches up his face and releases a shuddering sigh. znBo slides o7 
him.

zaston continues moaning and whining. znBo places a hand o“er zaston’s 
mouth, scolding him with words softer than Danilo has heard. His hand re-
mains on Danilo’s knee while the other lifts from zaston’s face. Danilo settles, 
using znBo’s distraction to familiariBe himself with the barracks’ underground 
cells, the all-encompassing dirt walls lit by a single torch lining the narrow hall 
on the other side of the metal bars.

They were likely the only prisoners in these chambers, as it remains a well 
kept secret among the higher-ranking oPcers.

SWhat’d they do to me2— zaston gripes.
znBo helps zaston sit up and keeps him from mo“ing his swollen elbow, the 

slee“e pushed around his upper arm to keep from constricting the inLury. Danilo 
pales, eyes 6xed on zaston’s mottled face. The bruises are healing.

SDoes...— zaston glances between Danilo and znBo. SDoes it look that bad2—
znBo keeps his expression blank. He follows zaston’s gaBe.
SN’m sorry,— Danilo says.
SWhy2—
zaston rubs the hand of his uninLured arm through the hair vattened on the 

side of his head, wincing at the tender spot Danilo knows is there. Gecause the 
patterns of the welts and lesions that blaBed atop zaston’s skin matched the 
beatings Danilo had preferred for torturing his capti“es. Danilo recoils from 
zaston’s grimace. znBo glances between them with a resolute expression.

A trapdoor groans in the distanceEcutting through their con“ersation and 
echoing down the narrow wall of the packed dirt corridor. They fall silent, 
tensing as it thuds against the ground. 9etallic footfalls echo in Danilo’s mind. 
His heart thuds in tandem with the synchroniBed steps of the Geseecher’s 
GestEthey ne“er left the citadel. His stomach twists up into his lungs as two 
soldiers 6le in to guard either side of the cell door while another two guard the 
outside, eerily inhuman with their perfected turns and stances.

The Geseecher enters, and Danilo wonders how he had forgotten.
;lodis Altamura shifts his shoulders, unused to the weight of his new ar-

mour. 3nlike 0osymo, who preferred the simplicity of his gaudy steel plates, 
;lodis painted his red and gold. The throne’s colours. 1ropped beneath his arm 
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is a matching helmet. He hands it to a guard who takes it with the mo“ements 
of a wooden toy.

SHello, boy.— ;lodis grins.
znBo sti7ens in Danilo’s peripheral, but Danilo’s focus doesn’t falter. He 

struggles 6rst to his knees, then to his feet, and looks Geseecher Altamura in 
the eye, taking what little enLoyment he 6nds at the disgust marring the man’s 
scarred face.

S;lodis.— Danilo grins back.
”harp steel knuckles crack across his cheek, and he stumbles back into the wall 

from the force. Gracing himself, Danilo stares the Geseecher down. He refuses 
to fall beneath him again.

The sword’s metal glints menacingly from within the sheath at ;lodis’ hip, 
and Danilo pales as it’s pulled free. ;lodis points it at his throat. znBo stands, 
torn between protecting zaston and defending Danilo. Gefore znBo can make 
it to his feet, one soldier pins him to the opposite wall. The other points a sword 
at zaston, who still looks as if he’s trying to 6gure out what’s happening.

SN ha“e... orders. Gut it will only keep me from you for a time.— ;lodis scowls. 
S?ou will die. Are you prepared, boy2—

He had been once. Gut now he doubts whether it had been his own commit-
ment, or if he had been conditioned to lay his neck under the guillotine as the 
other soldiers were.

;lodis replaces the sword into its sheath. As he approaches Danilo, his meaty 
hand thrusts out, constricting around Danilo’s throat and pressing into the 
bruises he’d left.

S?ou will be.— ;lodis’ frigid blue eyes glare down his ex-lieutenant. SWhen 
N’m done with you, you will be.—

The Geseecher shifts his hand to cup Danilo’s Law, pulls him away from the 
wall, and taps his head with enough force that Danilo drops, unable to catch 
himself. Dirt builds beneath his nails as they scrape the wall for purchase.

znBo struggles against the guard, his magic splitting the ground, water slick-
ing the sand voor. zaston’s wide eyes vick between the chaos. ;lodis swings the 
sword against zaston’s throat while znBo grips the soldier’s helmet and freeBes. 
Danilo glares up at the old Yeneral.

As if testing the action, he drags the sword’s tip through zaston’s skin. The 
runes glow red and ;lodis trembles, gripping the sword tighter. His entire arm 
shakes with e7ort. He stills, sweating and panting while his guards stare on.
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;lodis slices through the front of Danilo’s shirt. Danilo gasps, clutching his 
chest. His hand is sticky and red when he pulls it back. The sword settles and 
the runes glow blue. ;lodis raises it abo“e his head and turns to zaston.

S”pill mine.—
Danilo snaps his Law shut, not realiBing the words were his until the Geseecher 

turns with the sword lowered.
SHis blood won’t be any good,— Danilo pants, pushing to his knees and 

ignoring the urge to stand. S”pill mine instead.—
;lodis lurches forward to grab Danilo’s face, glancing o“er his shoulder at 

zaston and znBo.
S?ou ne“er would ha“e been my Yeneral. ?ou’re too weak.— Gut e“en as he 

sho“es Danilo back, he doesn’t resume his pre“ious act. Nnstead, he stares down, 
eyes narrowed. SUool.— ;lodis spins the sword. SN’“e been gi“en an order. And it 
ends with you.—

The air churns and the hair on the back of Danilo’s neck stands. znBo whips 
his head in zaston’s direction before warping the helmet beneath his hand. 
;lodis raises a hand to strike Danilo again.

Glood vicks across Danilo’s face, red magic twisting a sword through ;lodis’ 
chain mail. A soldier grapples at his empty sheath. ;lodis howls, gripping the 
wound with one hand and spinning around, spearing the sword through zast-
on’s middle.

znBo forces the soldier from the cell, hurricane winds whipping the Geseecher 
o7 zaston. The sword clatters alongside him. Danilo lurches forward, and the 
remaining guard by the door grabs him by the throat and throws him back in 
time to slam the cell door shut. They crank the keys back when Danilo scrambles 
to his feet and clutches the bars. Danilo glares at the troops dragging ;lodis from 
the cellarV blood runs from his mouth. Yood, Danilo thinks.

znBo is on his knees next to zaston, pressing palms to the spot beneath his 
chest. Glood runs between znBo’s 6ngers. zaston gurgles, sagging against znBo. 
Danilo knows it’s pointless, as zaston’s blood co“ers them both.

zaston vops a hand at Danilo. He slides o“er on his knees, catching zaston’s 
hand as it swings toward him.

S?ouES zaston coughs, blood dotting his bottom lip, Swere worth... being 
foolish for.—

Danilo grimaces. zaston turns his gaBe up to znBo.
STEnext we meet.— His breath rattles as it falls. Fe“er to raise again.
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zaston’s hand slackens in Danilo’s and he stares on numbly. The band of 
zaston’s ring catches his own. Nn a detached haBe, Danilo slips it free, remo“ing 
himself from zaston’s side while znBo tucks his face against zaston’s. The 
brown gemstone of zaston’s ring shines at him from his open palm and he places 
it onto his 6ngerV another manacle to bear. He presses his lips together.

Eompanionship isn’t a ser“ice he o7ers. And now, neither is protection.
S3ntil next we meet,— znBo chokes out.
Danilo bites his tongue, his chest vooding with angerEinLustice. He marches 

for the cell front. ;ea“ing him unattended will be their last mistake.
He grips the bars and dri“es his heel against the bottom bracket anchored in 

the dirt wall. Their holding cell was once an ale cellar. Nt hadn’t been designed 
to hold prisoners. The bracket doesn’t mo“e on the 6rst strike, or the second, or 
the third. Danilo blinks back the lingering spots in his “ision, hea“ing himself 
up onto the bars and Lumping onto the anchor. Dirt sprays where it breaks free 
from the wall. znBo barks behind him.

An ex-Fa“ager guard rounds the corner, scars decorating his face in criss-
crossing lines. He pulls Danilo into the bars. The metal scratches his cheek and 
purple powder plumes the air. His “ision blurs and his knees buckle beneath 
him.

znBo’s hand cushions his head as he hits the ground.

znBo’s 6ngers tremble as he settles Danilo against the voor, Danilo’s sensiti“ity 
dancing chaotically within him. With a sigh, znBo slides his 6ngers o“er Danilo’s 
eyelids. He cards his 6ngers through Danilo’s looser curls, trans6xed by the ring 
shining on Danilo’s hand.

He unclasps his cloak. ;oathe as he is to face the realities of the situation, he 
kneels next to zaston. The array of bruises and stains across his skin ampli6es 
the horror of the scene. znBo swallows a sob and lays his cloak o“er the boy.

znBo doesn’t want to send him. Doesn’t want to imagine Hestia’s shattered 
face as she screams and breaks things with tears running down her cheeks. 
Doesn’t want to think about 9agus lea“ing for days and returning so drunk 
he cannot crawl on his hands and knees. Doesn’t want to imagine the catatonic 
state it will put Yellert in, or the threat it will be for Gorak, who will try 
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to contain the calamity before it happens. Doesn’t want to picture Feina, so 
broken and lost she’s unable to cry.

znBo doesn’t want to lea“e them with the hope he will li“e. Despite his de-
sires, he raises his hands. The edges of the cloak lift, following znBo’s mo“ement, 
water pooling beneath.

Then zaston is gone.
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CHAPTER TH  RTIY-FOR

D anilo wakes up staring at a dry puddle of blood. Distantly, he wonders if 
he should remember why. Sweat lines his face, and his shirt sticks to his 

back. He groans, and Enzo glances his way, a keen eye watching as he braces his 
elbows beneath him. Laughter grates on Danilo’s raw nerves, and it rings oddly 
inside his skull, along with the echo of dragging feet down the corridor outside 
the old converted cell.

Danilo lands against the wall, half on his side and half on his front, head 
spinning. Numb, trembling Tngers bounce around the sti— brown stain on his 
tunic. His chest burns with each breath. He tries to search Enzo’s eyes, but 
they’re turned to the creaking cell door.

-he Trst soldier Danilo believes to be NaloMa secondxinxcommand from the 
border patrol of Rerkidia’s southern linesMrecognizable by his closexcropped 
black hair and the frown lines emphasizing his scowl. -he second is the ejxIavx
ager who powdered Danilo the day prior, and Danilo knows the ill bode that 
comes with the man’s arrival. His deep scars are horrifying, deep and grooving, 
the skin over his cheeks thin. Iioder had a malicious 2ealousy for Danilo in the 
past. 3t’s absent from his eyes now. 3nstead, a hunger takes its place as he slams 
the cell door shut, leaving Nalo to lock it behind him. -he idiot leaves the key 
in the latch.
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”B’know,A Iioder says as he crouches over Danilo, ”if it weren’t for the 
;eseecher’s plans, 3’d make you regret everything.A

”-hink he does,A Nalo says, his hand on his hilt as he stares down Enzo. ”No 
cause is worth the Wrrisoot.A

Danilo notices Enzo’s hands shake as he stands. -here are tricks to keeping a 
Stormthrower weakP Trst is the Wrrisoot. Wfter that comes the denial of food and 
water. W Stormthrower can convert their energy into magic. Cithout food their 
magic converts to energy, and without water, they dwindle to nothing more 
than bones in a few days’ timeMEnzo, while trembling and unsteady, stands 
ready.

?risoners who are given Wrrisoot for over three days die from dehydration. 
qonsidering the fact Danilo is still alive, they mustn’t have been locked in for 
over two. Danilo glares up at Iioder, trying to dislodge the thought that perhaps 
his sensitivity bought him time from dying of dehydration, and things were far 
worse than he imagined.

”Do you regret itGA Iioder grabs his face, s"uatted over Danilo’s awkward 
seat.

”5o to hell,A Danilo says.
W knife slides out from its leather home, the tip dancing in front of his eyes. 

Nalo snaps his gaze away from Enzo. ”Iioder.A
”Shut up,A Iioder says, tracing the side of Danilo’s face with the tip of the 

knife.
”Iioder.A
”Shut up.A His knife meets the top of the scar near Danilo’s nose, following 

the path down. 3t settles beneath Danilo’s lip, the tip touching to his gums 
beneath. He ignores the sting and taste of blood.

”IioderMJ
”Shut up, Nalo.A Iioder swings around, pointing the knife toward his partx

ner.
”He’s property of the ;eseecher.A Nalo points his sword when Enzo moves 

and raises his brows. ”Last time you toyed with his prisoner, he was the 5eneral 
and still almost had you killed.A

”He doesn’t scare me.A Iioder spits.
”He shoulMhey.A
Enzo rushes Nalo, and Danilo uses Iioder’s distraction to clamber up. His 

hands feel distant from his arms, and when he’s pushed to his knees, nails scrape 
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at his scalp and shove him back to the ground. Danilo swings his head around 
under Iioder’s grasp as the soldiers argue above him. Nalo’s hand clutches 
Enzo’s throat with a whitening graspMnot strong enough to successfully 
su—ocate him, however.

Iioder wrenches Danilo onto his back, his Tngers skating over the mulx
tixcolour bruises decorating Danilo’s 2aw and neck. 6udging by the crazed look 
in the eyes of the ejxIavager, Danilo should be afraid of what is yet to unfold.

”Chat would it matterGA Iioder grips the underside of Danilo’s 2aw, pressx
ing the heel of his hand down on Danilo’s airway.

Danilo coughs, kicking his leg out in hopes his thrashing will break Iioder’s 
hold. Iioder s"ueezes his throat tighter. Chen he tries lifting a hand to Tght, 
Iioder kicks it down, locking both of Danilo’s arms beneath him while stradx
dling Danilo’s chest. His lungs protest Iioder’s weight.

”Don’tM” Nalo says.
”Chy notGA Iioder walks the Tngers of his free hand up Danilo’s nose. 

”Not like he’ll say anything. Con’t even remember it.A
”3 will,A Enzo chokes out, and Nalo loosens his grip.
Iioder coos, eyes locked on his prize. Chen Danilo’s eyes haze over, he slaps 

his cheek and grins when Danilo kicks again. -he silence in the room grows 
thick with boiling anger.

”-ake him.A Iioder nods his head at the ejit.
Nalo grips Enzo’s hair and drags him from the cell.
”ChereGA Enzo plants his feet and the soldier lurches.
He tugs on Enzo’s scalp. ”3t’s Hanging Day.A
Nalo drags Enzo down the corridor and their shouts and scu7es echo until 

the trapdoor slams shut. Iioder lifts his hand from Danilo’s throat, and Danilo 
wheezes air in around his words. ”Bou’re underx"ualiTed to give orders.A

”Look who’s talking, Futcast.A
Iioder’s pale eyes 8are before he raises both hands to Danilo’s throat and 

leans his upper body onto locked arms. Danilo doesn’t have the room to 
thrash. ;ut as his body screams for air and darkness clouds his sight, it’s all he 
does.

”B’know what 3’m a fan ofGA Iioder leans down, forcing even more weight 
on Danilo’s aching airway. ”qontrol.A Danilo gapes, Tghting to Tnd even a 
whisper of air. His head 8oats from his shoulders. ”3t’s a high like no other.A

Dirt builds beneath Danilo’s nails as he claws at the ground. His eyes throb.
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”Do you think it runs in the familyG Bour father sure seems to like itMthe 
power. Doubt you’re any di—erent.A Iioder’s nails scratch at the skin on Danix
lo’s neck. ”Distinctly remember you being famous for that.A

Danilo knows he should panic the moment he feels his body sag beneath 
Iioder’s hands. Iioder lets go. ;lack spots dance across the ceiling as Danilo 
heaves in. Iioder’s palm snaps to the side of his face, gripping hard. He doesn’t 
let Danilo go until his head stops lolling to the side. Danilo blinks at the pouch 
Iioder pulls from his waist. He rolls his head to the side and Iioder turns his 
2aw to face him. Iioder spins the bag between his Tngers, over Danilo’s head.

”;een wanting to do this since you killed Neor. -ook me a while to Tnd the 
new guy distributing this stu—.A

He brings the bag to a stop.
”qontrol.A Iioder sco—s. ”Bou never had any, did youGA Danilo rolls his 

tongue and coughs, planting his feet on the ground. ”Nah, you did. ;ut it wasn’t 
enough, huhG 3 mean, look at your life. qouldn’t control the men. qouldn’t 
control the sword. qouldn’t control your daddy, or how hard he hit you.A 
Iioder chuckles at Danilo’s glare. ”qan’t control me.A

He wiggles his Tngers into the small bag, a grin crawling across his pocked 
face.

”Everyone claims Wrrisoot isn’t addictive.A Iioder leans back. ”3 think we 
both know that’s a lie.A

”Lost a handful on you last time. Let’s not be so wasteful.A He pulls the bag 
open.

Danilo thrusts his hips, throwing Iioder forward and spilling the Wrrisoot 
above their heads. He yanks his hands free, punching above Iioder’s kidney. 
Iioder howls, curling up in pain. Danilo 8ips them, pinning the Iavager bex
neath him. Iioder knees Danilo’s tender ribs.

He rolls, dragging Danilo towards the Wrrisoot. Danilo braces on his forex
arms and drives his elbow back. W crack resounds in the air and Iioder cries 
out. Danilo locks an arm around Iioder’s neck and forces him into the powder. 
Iioder snags Danilo’s hair and thrusts the side of his 2aw into the powder as well. 
Danilo coughs in surprise but holds Iioder down until the man slackens.

Danilo hauls Iioder from the Wrrisoot by his scalp. -wenty seconds of silence 
ring in the air, allowing Danilo a reprieve to tame his racing heart. Ws he tilts 
his head back, he notices a Tgure stands in the cell’s doorway with their sword 
drawn.
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”Cell... 3 pity the fool who calls you incapable, Dani.A Ragus raises his 
brows with appreciative laughter.

Danilo smirks with a wince. ”He kinda did.A
He leans into the wall  after standing, his knees buckling beneath his 

weight. Nausea swirls in his empty stomach, made worse when he shakes 
his head.

”DaniloGA Ragus’ voice sounds garbled. Danilo counts out his breaths, 
bracing on the wall to correct his knees. ”Hey.A Ragus clamps a hand on 
Danilo’s shoulder, looking him in the eye. ”Bou goodGA

6udging from the growing furrow of Ragus’ brow, it takes far longer 
for Danilo to respond than it should. He gestures in Iioder’s direction. 
Ragus must understand because he tucks an arm beneath Danilo’s, bracing 
Danilo’s weight with his shoulders.

”3 gotcha, but you’re gonna have to help me.A Ragus glances down at 
Iioder. Danilo groans.

W blood stain in the sand glares up at him and he drags his feet, tensing 
with urgency.

”3 knowM” Ragus shifts, tightening his grip. ”3 know. Let’s get you out 
Trst.A

Danilo’s  legs move like they’re trudging through marshland, his  feet 
suctioning to the 8oor. Ragus takes a steadying breath and Danilo tries 
to copy. Each slow step threatens Danilo’s "ueasy stomach. Chen Ragus 
s"ueezes Danilo’s sore ribs, Danilo’s mind stutters. He drags his eyes to 
Ragus while they stumble down the corridor.

”Bou realGA
Ragus gazes at him, eyes tight and grip tighter. ”Beah buddy, 3 am.A
”R’kay.A
0or a  stretched second, the dirt  walls  are  magniTed under Danilo’s 

Tngers. -hen the numbness takes hold.
Something thuds in the distant end of the tunnel, metal dragging alongx

side rushed steps. Ragus deposits Danilo against the wall, and Danilo nods 
at him once his head stops spinning. Ragus lifts its sword from his sheath, 
freezing when a kid, no older than twelve, tears around the corner. He trips 
across the uneven dirt 8oor, wide black eyes staring at Ragus. Dark hair 
frames his Tne features, and Danilo grasps to remember why he’s familiar.

”How old do you guys startGA Ragus whips around to Danilo.
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Wnother set of steps echoes in the underground corridor, and Nalcun 
launches in front of the child.

”?a, 3’mM”
”Bou’ll not argue with me, Wri.A Nalcun barks over his shoulder.
Ragus straightens. ”Nalcun ;armitholGA
”BesGA Nalcun turns with a palm in front of the child.
Ragus sheathes his sword, instead o—ering his hand. Nalcun stares at it and 

the child reaches around his waist to accept.
”Wri.A Nalcun directs a pointed glare at the kid.
”ChatGA -he boyMunbothered by the heated stareMgrins at Nalcun, cheeks 

and eyes glittering.
”5et back in the pass.A Nalcun demands.
”3 have a mission, ?a.A
”Ws do 3. 3t is keeping you alive. Now get.A Nalcun pushes the child through 

the doorway by the head of his head.
3nstead of running in the direction they had come, he runs around Nalcun’s 

other side, dragging a sword behind him. -oo heavy to carry. He o—ers the hilt 
to Danilo, and its black runes fade like ash into a crisp blue. Ragus whips his 
head to the child, gaping in "uestion.

”0inished my mission, ?a.A Wri bounces on his heels, running in the other 
direction.

Nalcun watches him go, turning to Ragus and Danilo when he’s safe, and 
sheathed his own sword.

”Wudantei was never a place of death,A he says, glancing at Danilo, then back 
to where the child vanished. ”3 do hope one day our city can remember that.A

Danilo nods, eyes hazy. Ragus answers on his behalf. ”Beah, same.A
Nalcun o—ers his hand, which Ragus takes. -hen he is o—. Ragus peers 

through the doorway, his neck craning up and down before turning to Danilo 
with curled brows.

”Ragic.A Ragus grins.
Danilo smirks, moving to stand. Ragus scoops beneath his shoulder before 

he falls.
”5onna be even harder to get you outta here now,A he grumbles. ”Hold on 

to that sword.A
Danilo grunts, dragging his feet beside Ragus. Car echoes on the ground 

above their heads when they reach the stairwell. Ragus clutches Danilo’s hand, 
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holding the sword, nodding. Danilo nods in return, following Ragus up the 
cellar stairs.

He’s blinded by the glare of the sun re8ecting o— the sand and walls of the 
barracks. Retal clashing with metal echoes at Danilo’s side. 5ellert grabs him.

”qould you take any longerGA He turns to Ragus.
Danilo feels a surge of heat as Ragus pulls a shield of Tre between them and 

the nejt wave of soldiers. Fn his other side, gold hues 8icker in the air and three 
men lay groaning.

”qome, Danixboy.A Ragus grips around Danilo, pulling him along.
”Chat’s wi’ himGA 5ellert throws his spear, piercing through the shield of 

an oncoming soldier, and pulls it back to him. He looks over his shoulder at the 
blue glow casting over his Tght. ”How’d he get FatGA

”Later,A Ragus says, searing the eyes of the man swiping a sword in their 
direction with a satisTed smile.

Danilo looks down at his hand, rotating the sword. His thoughts drag like a 
paddle through mud. ;oth Ragus and 5ellert play gatekeeper well, but he has 
the key to the problem at hand.

?ower surges through Danilo, moving in his veins with a speed which rivaled 
lightning. His sight rings clear, the e—ects of Wrrisoot scrubbed from his mind. 
He trembles, clenches the sword, and slashes at the ground. qracks and Tssures 
consume the training grounds and barracks, sand billowing in the wake of 
destruction. 3t clears, pulled away on Wudantei’s higher winds. Some soldiers 
look among themselves before dropping their swords. Fthers run to regroup. 
Danilo sighs, his sight waning, and the sword slides from his Tngers.

”Did you know it coulM” Ragus snatches Danilo’s elbow.
”No.A 5ellert lifts the sword from the ground with a hiss.
Danilo takes it, unaware of the scene unfolding before him. 5ellert clutches 

his sizzling palm. His magic fades the burn. Ragus and 5ellert stare at one 
another.

Dragging Danilo along re"uires Tnesse and talent from both Ragus and 
5ellert. Soldiers pour from passageways and Tre arrows from slitted gaps of 
upper corridors of stillxstanding barracks. Danilo thrusts the sword when his 
mind works in his favour, though the longer it takes for Ragus and 5ellert to 
drag him to their rendezvous, the more infre"uent it becomes.

Ieina volleys arrows from the wagon she stands atop, bow pointed skyward. 
-he few stragglers struggling against their deaths Tnds the arrows turned to 
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vines within their lungs, and their bloody vomit 2oins the mess surrounding 
them. ;odies pile in a semixcircle around the rear of the cart.

Hestia swings with a lazy arm, focused on holding the horses steady. Chite 
gauze hangs from her shoulder, torn by the ongoing battle.

5ellert hops beneath Ieina as she Tres another set of arrows, using the cover 
she provides to drag Danilo into the tailboard of the wagon. Danilo slumps 
against the into it, sword arm twitching.

”Hes. IeadyHA Ieina shouts over her shoulder.
-he wagon shifts as the horses stomp about in the action, eager to 8ee when 

Hestia tightens the reins. Danilo’s eyes roll, and the sword loosens in his grasp. 
Ragus pats his cheek while clambering into the wagon, near landing atop him.

”Not yet.A Ragus 8icks Tre to life in his palm and pushes it into Danilo’s 
chestMDanilo gasps at the heat rushing through him. He lurches upward and 
grips the edge of the cart, panting at the fever roiling through him. ”Ce need 
you. Down one already.A

Wnother Tfty soldiers pour from the corridors, chasing ;orak and Enzo. 
Danilo stares at them from beneath his brows, clenching the sword. ;orak 
boosts Enzo into the wagon, shoving a foot on the wheel to bolster himself up. 
5ellert draws him the rest of the way in, but not before a soldier aims a spear at 
;orak’s open back.

Danilo grits his teeth and raises the sword. His world slows. -he sword draws 
across the air in front of the soldier’s neck, beheading him and slicing the throat 
of the man behind him. 3ts power swipes the surrounding men from their feet. 
-hough his vision wavers, he braces on the wagon and prepares for another 
swing. He Tnds his wrist and the sword pinned to the wagon.

Iioder sneers up at him, digging his broken nails into Danilo’s armed hand. 
Danilo curses himself for forgetting that Iavagers, ejcommunicated or otherx
wise, tend to sample their supply, which gives them a partial immunity.

;efore he can s"ueeze the sword in Iioder’s direction, Iioder is blown from 
the side of the wagon. 5rey clouds darken the air above the broken gate between 
the barracks and the courtyard passage, a frigid chill in the growing winds. ;orak 
grabs Danilo’s shoulders, bracing Danilo against his chest. Ragus cups Danilo’s 
sword hand and drags them both inside the wagon.

DaniloMwhile he’s witnessed men die at Enzo’s handMhas not seen Enzo 
kill with such unconTned rage. Iioder’s skin tears from his 8esh, and his 
8esh from his bone, as the force of Enzo’s cyclone rivals those of the Dead 
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SeaMblackening the sky surrounding the cart with its ferocity. -he winds 
punch the breath from Danilo’s lungs. Chat he Trst believed Enzo’s strength 
to be was only a hint of the irrevocable storm within him. Fn all the occasions 
Enzo had fought him, the man merely toyed with the thought of killing him.

Enzo stumbles into the wagon and shouts at Hestia. She snaps the reins, and 
the cart begins its 2ostling path through the gate. Enzo clutches at his chest, hand 
grasping a nonxejistent wound.

-hough they leave the grey clouds to churn above the ;eseecher’s citadel, 
Danilo’s world grows darker. He blinks at Enzo, noting the rope burn around 
his neck and the strands of hair stuck to his sweaty forehead. Screams from the 
streets would shred apart whatever concern may roll o— his heavy tongue. He 
slumps in ;orak’s hold, a hand patting against his cheek.

”Leave him.A 0ingers land on his forehead, combing the hair back from his 
face. ”Ce no longer re"uire his aid.A

Danilo tries to Tght the Wrrisoot, his attempts upended when a hand slides 
over his eyes and the blurred world vanishes.
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CHAPTER TH  RTIY-  FE

E nzo’s kicked awake, having fallen asleep next to Danilo from depleting 
his magic reservoir. He blinks up at the sky and clears his uncomfortable 

throat.
Sohn GiPak -lace is a secret abode few magicAusers use to their advantage. 

Ond when they do, it is often said their odds of success would crumble beneath 
the rotten remains of the house, along with their hopes. jthers say a heavy curse 
hangs over the house. Enzo, of course, knows curses Roin hexes and superstition 
in the believable imaginings of the incredulous. Iegardless of his disagreement, 
their arrival at GiPak -lace darkens his spirit. Nf the Bephla’s chosen have found 
it to be the last resort of escape, he is to consider it with the ill it bodes.

Morak and Gellert lift Danilo from the wagon, rushing to be free of it before 
Oudantei’s horses can catch up. Hestia Rogs after, tying up the tears on her gauze. 
Ieina stands atop the wagon, dagger in one hand and the reins in the other. She 
nods at Enzo, waiting for him and —agus to move along.

Gellert bought them little more than a few minutesWusing his magic to 
allow their carriage passage through the dropped Mlack Gate. Lith 2lodis OltaA
mura as reigning Meseecher, Enzo will not chance their freedom by abandoning 
e4ciency for false assurance. He aids —agus from his drunkAlike stupor and 
gasps, sharp pains lancing through his chest while he exits the cart.
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Ieina cuts the horses free, and the remaining leather in her hands slaps 
against the ground. She Rumps oP the groaning cart. Nt crumbles to its original 
state, as Enzo knew it from Shushari jutpost... Nf a little more blackened than 
before.

—agus grumbles, pressing ahead once the three close in on the sunken buildA
ing hidden by sand and long grass, the surrounding savanna forest growing over 
the old remains. Enzo pauses, allowing —agus to move down the uneven steps, 
remaining free of sand from clayAbrick walls on either side.

He hobbles into the entry and drops into the nearest chair. Lhile blinking in 
the darkness, he leans over the small, round table. His sleeves disrupt the ?lm of 
dust across its scarred surface. O hand drops onto his shoulder. He glances up 
at Ieina before s”ueezing her ?ngers with his own.

CBeed anything;T Ieina holds his eye, nodding though he’d not spoken. CNf 
that changes, tell me.T

Enzo pushes a hand through his hair, watching her move through the 
ageAstained walls of the living ”uarters. O lone item on the table’s dusty surface 
draws his eyeWan envelope with his name scrawled hurriedly in stark black ink. 
His ?ngers dance around the envelope’s edge, not moving it from the table until 
he determines no presence of something fouler.

He Yips it over and the yellow wax seal of the House of Farielle mocks 
himWthe Head Iegion for the Dead Lest. Lith a s”uint, Enzo drags the edge 
of Danilo’s con?scated dagger through the ornate symbol5 water encased in ?re. 
‘he envelope’s lip bounces free.

‘here is no signature at the letter’s end. Bo kind regards or farewells. Mut the 
letter closes with a clear indication it was ?nished as intended.

‘heir western partners have been at war with a formerly underground jrder 
for the last decade, though Enzo’s informed the jrder’s existence wavers with 
no clear origin. His presence in the Gentled East was originally to ascertain 
whether Oudantei’s actions were a branch of the western cult. He instead found 
their massacre to be bigotry. Ond his unending battle began.

Enzo skims the letter’s vague contents, implying warning and re”uesting aid. 
Despite his desire to decline, he knows the letter has made it into GiPak -lace 
by Falista’s sanction. Ond from discussions he prefers not to remember, it is a 
call he would be re”uired to answer.

Enzo pushes to his feet, staggering through the dark main ”uarters. —agus 
snores from the dilapidated leather divan, the furniture’s low back threatening 
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to deposit him on the Yoor. Gellert sits sti6y in an old chair at —agus’ side, 
shaking his head with a halfAwry smile. Enzo rolls his eyes in response. He 
continues past, pressing through the doorway as Morak and Hestia bustle 
by. Hestia’s gaze shoots up at his entry.

CJou should be sitting.  Lhy are you up;T She scowls,  pressing her 
knuckles into her hips.

Enzo shuts the door behind him. CN am at liberty to do as N please.T
Hestia grits her teeth, shoulders tensing beneath Enzo’s de?ant stare. 

Morak inhales sharply.
CLas Ieina in the main room;T Morak asks,  straightening from his 

position over Danilo.
CBo,T Enzo says.
Ieina has a habit of tending to herself alone, hiding her wounds from 

everyone until she physically collapses under them. ‘hey all know if she 
vanished after a hardAwon excursion, she took an inRury.

CHes, please check on her.T Morak demands.
CN don’t wanna argue with her,T Hestia says, swinging around to Morak.
CMut you’ll argue with me and Enzo;T Morak gestures towards the door.
She screams through her teeth and marches to the table, sweeping supA

plies into her arms before charging out the door. Enzo drops into the chair 
next to it,  leaning his  head on the spongy wall.  He inhales the mildew 
before shutting his eyes. Morak shu6es around, and Enzo uses his time to 
catalog the importance of his next steps.

7oremost, though simplest, is discovering how they came to be in posA
session of the sword. Second is the current state of Oudantei’s Meseecher. 
O far more arduous task, considering the Bephla’s chosen unveiled their 
faces, as well as their magic, to the whole of Oudantei.

Morak pins Enzo’s head in to the wall with a ?rm hand around his Raw, 
ignoring Enzo’s Yinch. Lhen he reaches up, Morak smacks his hand away. 
He pulls down the collar of Enzo’s shirt.

CBasty hangman’s  burn,T Morak says,  prodding the raw skin.  Enzo 
scrunches his face but otherwise remains silent. C‘his could scar even after 
helping it along.T

Lhen the hangman realized the citadel was under siege, he took it upon 
himself to drop the trapdoor early, attempting to strangle Enzo with the noose 
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by hand. ‘he hangman himself fared no better. Iegardless, the ”uick thinking 
proved to make Enzo’s life unbearable for a fraction longer.

Morak frowns, moving his palm from Enzo’s neck to hover above his chest. 
CEnzoWC

CSee to him.T He nods to Danilo, tacking on when Morak looks ready to 
argue, CN am not headed elsewhere.T

Morak scowls before nodding, moving over to the bed. He needs the dying 
light to see Danilo’s inRuries.

CSee to his hands.T Enzo attempts to clear his throat of the incessant burn, 
shutting his eyes once again.

CStop that. Nt won’t help,T Morak says, skating his palms over Danilo’s ribs, 
lightning ?zzing beneath them as it works cracked bone together.

Lhen ?nished with Danilo’s sides, Morak pushes Danilo’s ?ngers open and 
blinks at the silvered scars across the insides of his palms. His eyes Yick back and 
forth, thumb tracing the scars before looking at Enzo.

CDid you do this;T Morak asks.
Enzo grunts in response, not bothering to open his eyes. Morak returns DaniA

lo’s hands to his sides, ?ngers roving across Danilo’s rings, and chews his bottom 
lip while glancing over Danilo’s entirety as if it could provide an explanation.

Gellert shoves the door open, glancing at Enzo when the man looks up in 
curiosity. CJou got 8e nightshade oil, Morak;T

CJes. Lhy;T Morak straightens with a glare. CLhat happened to you;T
CBot me.T Gellert folds his arms over his chest. CHestia is yelling for it.T
Enzo hums in laughter.
Cji, enough.T Gellert sneers. CShe’ll gladly take a chance at you.T
CShe needs no reason for reprimanding me.T Enzo says.
Morak doesn’t move. He s”uints at Gellert. CHes is mendable with treatA

ments, but N’m not giving her nightshade oil. N don’t give —agus the nightshade 
oil and he’s subApar.T

CMecause —agus is an idiotWC
CMecause there are three diPerent nightshades and every one of them is toxic. 

‘here’s a thin margin between ePective and deadly. —agus would poison himA
self ?rst from inhalation, then would kill his patient. jf course, that’s not before 
heWC

CMorak, give me 8e thyme oil 8en.T Gellert scowls, rolling his eyes when Morak 
stalks away grumbling.
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He takes the oPered bottle from Morak and halts when Enzo gestures for 
him to stop.

CN have a task for you. Ieturn to me once you deliver the nightshade,C 
Enzo says, giving Gellert a pointed look to which Gellert nods, Cwithout 
bodily harm.T

Gellert grunts in acknowledgment and Enzo rolls his eyes, Yicking the 
letter up in his hands. Morak sighs as he rounds the bed and places a hand 
on Danilo’s swollen knee as he passes. His brows screw together while he 
Yexes his ?ngers over the inRury. He Yicks the letter as he passes, nodding at 
it when Enzo glances up with a ”uirked brow.

CLhat is it;T Morak says, leaning against the end of the bed.
CHeard news on 0iPane Farielle;T Enzo’s chair creaks as he shifts, oPering 

the letter to Morak. He crosses his arms, watching Morak s”uint at the paper, 
tilting it toward the light pouring from the small round window on the far 
wall.

CBo. Lhy;T Morak asks.
CHe’s dead.T
‘here’s a brief silence as the news sets in. Morak blinks, shakes his head, 

and sighs. He folds the letter, holding it out to Enzo between his index and 
middle ?nger. Enzo takes it, setting it down on the supply table at his left.

C‘hey’re asking you to go,T Morak assumes.
COs of now, none are asking.T
CJou gotta go.T Morak’s shoulders drop and he lifts a Rar of soothing balm 

from the clutter, twisting the lid free.
CN am re”uired to do nothing,T Enzo responds curtly. CN have duties here.T
Morak snorts, scooping the balm with his ?ngers and setting the Rar at the 

table’s edge.
CLe like you Enzo, but we don’t need you.T
Morak Rolts forward, smearing the balm across Enzo’s sheared skin. Enzo 

hisses, his argument ?zzling from his mind. Morak tilts Enzo’s chin up with 
his free hand to access the entire wound.

Lhile Enzo knows the Bephla’s chosen can succeed where they apply themA
selves, he would like to believe that his presence ensures they will do it right. 
‘here are many, in past and present, who argue his aid and his wisdom to be 
unre”uited. Some imply it is a crutch. Ond though Morak may be Enzo’s elder, 
Enzo believes in his experience of directing less savoury charactersWsuch as 
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—agus, and, though she may have the masses fooled, Hestia. Me that as it may, 
if Enzo received instructions to give Morak command, he would do so.

CFalista will demand you go.T Morak presses the balm in circular motions 
into Enzo’s neck.

He scowls at the friction.
CFalista will drag me. Her re”uest for my stationing there has been under 

review for the better of a decade,T Enzo replies.
CEnder review by whom;T Morak’s voice raises.
C—ysel.T Enzo smirks for no longer than a second, but Morak does not miss 

it.
CJou were the 7irst’s ?rst choice; Enzo...T He rubs his brow with the heel 

of his hand before gathering more salve from the Rar. CJou denied the oPer for 
Head of Iegion;T

CN never wanted status.T Enzo rolls his eyes. CMesides, N had pressing personal 
matters.T

Morak sighs. CJeah.T
Salve stains Morak’s blue tunic in a darkened, greasy streak as Morak wipes 

oP the excess product. He caps the Rar and deposits it among the clutter, hands 
passing over the supplies before pausing.

CDid she take oP with both rolls of gauze;T
Enzo glances at the table. He shrugs. CJour punishment for making her go.T
Morak tips his head to the ceiling with a sigh, then stomps to the door, 

pointing at Enzo before leaving. CStay still.T
His steps falter when Gellert blocks his path. ‘hey step around one another, 

and Gellert shakes his head as Morak charges through the dank main ”uarters. 
Gellert tells him which room before chuckling deeply.

CDid she accept it;T Enzo asks, leaning his head back against the wall.
CDidn’t say what it was.T He grins. CNf she noticed, she said no’ing.T
Enzo hums, watching Gellert close the door behind him.
CN do not want you anywhere near Oudantei.T Enzo holds Gellert’s gaze, 

though he blinks at him confusedly.
CLasn’t planning to be.T
Enzo drags his eyes from Gellert’s, lingering on Danilo’s sweaty forehead 

before ?xing on the wall. He presses his lips into a line. Gellert nods and moves 
further from the door, turning his gaze to the remaining soul in the room. His 
face is impassive as he counts Danilo’s bruises.
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C‘he Meseecher sustained a fatal inRury,T Enzo says to Gellert. CHe was last 
seen asphyxiating on his blood. N desire an updated on the state of Oudantei’s 
political reign.T

CNs 8his over;T
CLe have yet to hear con?rmation of his death. Entil then, we continue as if 

he lives.T
Gellert scrunches his face and nods, patting Enzo’s shoulder with the promise 

of a swift return. Enzo doesn’t watch him leave. Nnstead, he drags the chair from 
against the wall to the bedside. He tucks his chin into his palm and pushes back 
the hair clinging to Danilo’s forehead. Sweat beads on the surface of his skin. 
‘he s”uealing door tears through Enzo’s endless thoughts.

C‘hought N told you to stay,T Morak grumbles beneath his breath. CLill there 
ever be a time you listen when N speak;T

CN always listen,T Enzo says. CN do not always obey.T
Morak’s agreeing laughter cracks through the air. Nt mutes whatever the man 

grumbles next. Enzo doesn’t move away from Danilo until Morak comes to 
stand at his side. He leans back in the chair. Morak unrolls the gauze, tugging 
Enzo’s collar away from the salve and Yicking away strands of hair. jnly after 
he starts wrapping does Enzo speak again.

CJou are not aiding the Orrisoot from his system;T
Morak pauses, staring down his nose at Enzo, who glances up with a raised 

brow. He looks between Danilo and Enzo5 a hint of humour in the depths of 
his eyes. He winds the gauze around Enzo’s throat, distracting Enzo from his 
toneWheavy with dual meaning.

CHe’ll be ?ne.T Morak focuses on tying oP the fabric, then cups the cloth with 
both hands. Enzo swallows at the warm sensation.

Head of Iegion. O title Enzo never intended to have. His purpose in 
this warWthis ongoing battleWis to turn Oudantei’s forces upon themselves. 
‘hough he is hesitant to accept, duty silences his reasons.

CJou know you’re going to need to start, right;T Ot Enzo’s raised brow, Morak 
tacks on, C2istening to people.T Lhen Enzo blinks without a ”uickAwitted 
response, Morak huPs and nods at Danilo. CJou’ve got someone relying on you. 
Fan’t ignore them now.T

‘he statement is heavier than Head of Iegion.
CN can try.T
Morak shakes his head, releasing Enzo’s neck.
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CBow,C Morak says while rounding Enzo’s other side, hands casting a purA
plish hue over Enzo’s chest. COre you going to tell me; jr do N have to ?nd out 
for myself;T
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CHAPTER TH  RTIY-  S

D anilo groans. His stim ucselhs tbrow in tiuh ditb bis bhaA. p banA sylavs 
ofhr bis ,aeh“ a tbcuw iuyrhsshA into tbh Aiy o, bis nosh anA Fnghrs 

laving ofhr bis har.
k”hfhr wro’h.J
Daniloqs hvhs zctthr. SagghA wlch linhs Aistort bis fision“ tbh ,hroeitv o, tbh 

yain riyying tbh nhrfh hnAings ,rou ditbin bis s’cll. Hh s?chhIhs tbhu sbct 
anA sdallods a dbinh. Bilhnt wrhatbs hebo in tbh roou as tbh banA on Daniloqs 
,aeh Aanehs aeross bis ,orhbhaA. p sigb rattlhs iuyatihntlv.

kHod arh bis ditbAradal svuytous o, tbis shfhritv-J p ebair Arags aeross tbh 
dooA zoor anA a dhigbt yrhsshs to tbh lh,t o, bis whA. kj cnAhrstanA prrisootqs 
csh as a Aissoeiath.J

kjt is a Aissoeiath.k Eora’qs banA uofhs to bis ebhst“ anA Danilo ditbbolAs a 
griuaeh at tbh yrhsscrh. kEct dh bafhnqt atthuythA a rhsech ,rou tbh Hanging 
ylat,oru. pnA tbhrhqs not a lot o, tiuh whtdhhn aAuinistration anA tbhn.J

Daniloqs Fnghrs tditeb“ anA tbh crgh to sbi,t whnhatb Eora’qs eonstant yroA2
Aing onlv grods as bh wheouhs uorh alhrt. Hh Aohsnqt dant to wh ada’h vht. 
pda’h uhans ,aeing tbh rhalitihs o, bis in5crihs“ bis scrrocnAings“ anA bis hrrs. 
ps it is“ 1nIoqs foieh bas ta’hn on a grcm dhigbt“ anA Danilo isnqt ’hhn on whing 
whnhatb it.
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kEhsiAhs“J Eora’ savs“ kj tbin’ dh ean agrhh bhqs baA uorh tban uost 
yhoylh.J

1nIo bcus.
Danilo ,ollods Eora’qs uofhuhnts tbrocgb tbh roouCtbh ting o, a 

glass wottlh anA tbh serayh o, a dooAhn instrcuhnt against a dooA tawlhtoy. 
His slod sthys Arag eloshr to 1nIo.

kpnA voc-J Eora’ dbisyhrs. Wbh hAgh o, tbh whA Aiys.
k”inh.J
Bo“ not Fnh“ 5cAging wv tbh ecrt Aisuissal. Eora’ sigbs.
kprh voc in yain-J
kYo.J xonthuylation slods 1nIoqs  foieh.  kj  dill  noti,v voc sboclA 

eirecustanehs ebangh.J
kjqll bolA voc to tbat.J
1nIo bcus“ anA Eora’ sbcOhs ,rou tbh whAsiAh.
kHh nhhAs to sdhat tbrocgb tbh rhst.J Eora’ eloshs a woo’ ditb a so,t 

tbcA. k3ill voc 5oin cs-J
kGhs.J
k3ill bh-J
Danilo ,crrods bis wrods.
kBboclA dh Ahthruinh biu eayawlh  o,  uofing ditboct folatilh  rh2

syonsh.J 1nIo sbofhs bair ,rou Daniloqs ,aeh“  tbh rocgb s’in o, 1nIoqs 
yalu Aragging along bis ebhh’.

Hh groans“  wlin’ing in tbh sagging ehiling ofhrbhaA. Eora’ ebce’lhs 
,rou aeross tbh roou anA tbh thlltalh rcw o, a Aoor signals bis lhafh. Dani2
loqs shnsitifh hvhs dathr ,rou bis hmorts. 1nIoqs bair ,alls in bis yhriybhral“ 
tbh uan tilting bis bhaA in asshssuhnt.

p tigbtnhss sits in Daniloqs ebhst at tbh tbocgbt o, ,aeing tbh uan. Bineh 
tbhir cnsyo’hn agrhhuhnt to yhaeh,cllv eoh4ist“ Danilo bas cyhnAhA it not 
oneh“ wct tdieh. pnA dbilh tbhv uav bafh ignorhA tbhir yrowlhus in tbh 
ehll“ tbhir yrowlhus doclAnqt stav eonFnhA to tbat ehll.

Danilo wrafhs glaneing at 1nIo a,thr tbh uanqs sheonA iuyatihnt sigb“ 
bafing notbing to Aistraet biushl, otbhr tban wlin’ing adav tbh hnAlhss 
yains o, bis tirhA hvhs. 1nIoqs ,aeh is iuyassifh. Wbh rigiA linhs scrrocnAing 
bis hvhs Ahhyhn ditb an huotion Daniloqs  shhn on ,hd oeeasions.  3itb 
notbing to sav or Ao“ Danilo sdallods anA daits ,or 1nIo to syha’.

k3oclA voc li’h to atthuyt sitting-J 1nIo starhs at biu Aodn bis nosh.
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Danilo noAs“ nacshathA wv tbh uofhuhnt. 1nIo yrofiAhs uiniual bhly“ 
insthaA tilting bis bhaA anA datebing Daniloqs yroehss. ps tbh silhneh strhtebhs 
whtdhhn tbhu“ Daniloqs Fnghrs sin’ into tbh wlan’hts. Hh FnAs a loosh tbrhaA 
anA tdists it arocnA a Fnghr. 1nIo s?cints at biu.

kpnA tbh fhrAiet-J
kWbh... fhrAiet-J Danilo yarrots. His bhaA ,hhls AhtaebhA ,rou bis sboclAhrs.
kHod arh voc ,hhling“ Danilo-J
Wbh csh o, bis nauh ua’hs Daniloqs wrain s’iy. Hh starhs wlan’lv wh,orh 1nIo 

raishs tbh wrod o, in?cirv. Danilo inbalhs“ bis lcngs wcrning ditb tbh uotion.
kEhhn whtthr.J Hh sdallods“ ignoring tbh ebcrn in bis stouaeb.
1nIo seodls“ glaneing at tbh Aoor. kpt lhast voc arh syha’ing tbis tiuh.J
Daniloqs tbocgbts trafhl in eirelhs. Hh straigbthns“ bhafv hvhs lanAing on 

1nIo ditb ycryosh.
k3batqs bayyhning-J His dorAs slcr anA bh noAs to tbh Aoor.
k3bat tbh otbhrs ecrrhntlv Aisecss is not ,or voc to eonehrn vocrshl, ditb.J
kEora’Ck
k9mhrhA“ vhs.J 1nIoqs atthntion ,alls wae’ on biu. k3hqfh vht to Fgcrh tbh 

shfhritv o, tbh sitcation.J p,thr anotbhr asshssuhnt“ bh aAAs“ kpnA voc nhhA to 
rhst.J

Danilo ebo’hs arocnA bis argcuhnt“ sagging against tbh bhaAwoarA. Hh 
wrhatbhs yast tbh aeiAie rish in bis tbroat. Wbocgb bh uav agrhh ditb 1nIoqs 
eonelcsion“ bis uoctb Aohs not.

kj ofhrsthyyhA wocnAarihs“J bh ucuwlhs“ bhaA lolling onto bis sboclAhr.
1nIo bcus. kGhs“ voc AiA.J
kjqu sorrv.J
1nIo sigbs“ stcAving Danilo ,crtbhr. Danilo griys tbh toy wlan’ht“ snayying 

tbh stranA trayyhA arocnA bis Fnghr. Hh raishs tbh tbrhaA to bis hvh lhfhl“ 
datebing it ,all atoy tbh wlan’hts. 1nIo ta’hs it anA zie’s it to tbh zoor“ lhaning 
eloshr to Daniloqs whA to bolA bis atthntion.

3bhn Danilo eonsiAhrs tbat bhqA gonh sharebing ,or 1nIoqs serctinv in tbh 
Aavs wh,orh bis eaytcrh“ bh doclA bafh tbocgbt biushl, eou,ortawlh whnhatb it. 
Ect as 1nIoqs stonh2grhv hvhs zie’ ofhr bis sba’ing banAs“ bh FnAs it ,orhwoAing. 
1nIo bcus“ anA bh sdallods.

kxonsiAhring tbh awborrhnt AhuanAs uaAh wv vocr awcshr“ vocr ayolo2
gvCdbilh ayyrheiathACis cnnhehssarv. 3h arh at ,aclt ,or not eonsiAhring tbh 
rhyhrecssions o, vocr tracua.J
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Danilo li,ts bis banA to rcw bis ,orhbhaA.
kjs tbat hfhnCk
kEheacsh o, ocr narrod2uinAhA tbin’ing“ dh sboclA not bafh h4yhethA voc 

eayawlh o, rhuhuwhring tbh ucltitcAh o, cnelhar rclhs sht wh,orh voc.J
Danilo sdallods. kj AiA rhuhuwhr.J
kWbhn j sboclA atonh ,or uv Ahyortuhnt. pnA shh’ h4eclyation ,or tbh awcsh 

dbieb voc scstainhA ,rou uh.J
1nIo daits“ ebarting haeb wlin’ anA wrhatb Danilo ta’hs as bh shttlhs on tbh 

dorAs to sav.
k3bat-J Danilo seodls.
1nIo bcus.
Daniloqs hvhs elosh“ tbh bhafv liAs ta’ing ,oreh to yrv oyhn again. 3bhn 

Danilo uhhts bis hvhs“ 1nIo starhs at biu inerhAclocslv.
k3bilh voc arh cndish ,or ignoring tbh rclhs“ voc arh not rhsyonsiwlh ,or tbh 

eonAcet otbhrs eannot uaintain.J
kjqu too tirhA ,or dbathfhr vocqfh saiA.J Danilo Aroys bis bhaA against tbh 

whA“ sdalloding tbh groding crgh to fouit on biushl,.
1nIo tays bis ’nce’lhs to Daniloqs 5ad“ bolAing an alh ucg FllhA ditb dathr. 

Danilo starhs at 1nIo ditb ,crrodhA wrods. Hh yclls adav ,rou 1nIoqs banA“ 
bis sbifhrs Aragging oct bis cnsyo’hn ?chstion.

k3oclA voc whlihfh uh i, j elaiuhA to bafh uorh eonehrn ,or voc tban ,or tbh 
,ath o, tbh ;hntlhA 1ast-J

kYo.J
1nIo suir’s. k;ooA. Goc bafh not lost dbat sanitv voc elaiu to bafh.J
Hh Aohsnqt lht Danilo lhan adav again“ bis banA grawwing Daniloqs 5ad. 3bhn 

Danilo griuaehs at tbh ucg“ 1nIo raishs a wrod in eballhngh. Danilo sags“ 
aeehyting tbh ucg ylaehA at bis liys. Hhqs grath,cl tbhvqrh alonh.

”rou 1nIoqs erhashA wrod“ Danilo scyyoshs tbh uan h4yhethA uorh tbirst 
,rou biu. jnsthaA“ bh lie’s at tbh hAgh o, tbh ucg.

His ebills h4bacst biu. Hh elhnebhs bis banAs in tbh wlan’hts gatbhrhA arocnA 
bis daist“ anA tbocgb bh basnqt datebhA ,or 1nIoqs rhaetion“ tbh uan ucst bafh 
notiehA. 1nIo yclls tbh ucg ,rhh anA li,ts Daniloqs sin’ing ebin. Wbhir hvhs uhht 
anA 1nIo noAs“ rhlhasing biu to sht tbh ucg asiAh. Daniloqs cneooyhratifh liuws 
,hhl AhtaebhA as 1nIo aiAs biu Aodn.

Hhqs aslhhy wh,orh bis bhaA rhsts against tbh yillod.
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CHAPTER TH  RTIY-ESEV

W hen Danilo wakes next, it’s with a strangled scream and a hand pinning 
him to the bed by his throat. He clenches the collar of Enzo’s shirt and 

while there’s a ure in Enzo’s eyes, his hand is urm, not constricting. Danilo 
writhes, Nnable to still his trembling body. “one of his limbs respond to his 
command.

B!orak”v Enzo shoNts oTer his shoNlder.
Rhe door collides with the wall, and !orak hoTers in the doorway with blank, 

wide eyes.
Danilo shoNld let go now. Aeally, he shoNld. Especially since Enzo’s eyes 

crease with fear. Rhe mNscles in his arms twitch as he tries to release.
BRell them to stop.v Enzo grips one of Danilo’s wrists, pNlling a hand free 

from his collar and hissing, B“ow, preferably.v
!orak Tanishes.
Danilo slackens in Enzo’s grasp, panting throNgh his exhaNstion. His eyes roll 

back with a groan.
BYh, no.v Enzo shakes his face and Danilo blinks Np at him. B2oN need to 

know.v
Danilo sighs and Enzo drags him Npright. !orak rNshes into the room, hands 

plastering to Danilo’s face and neck.
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B2oN don’t thinkIB !orak says with a hNC before Enzo interrNpts.
B? do not. 2et ? haTe not seen a response aside from.v
!orak nods, brows fNrrowing. BDoesn’t feel like it.v
Enzo raises a brow, scratching his beard.
BDoesn’t feel any diCerent,v !orak clariues.
Enzo hNms, walking from the room. B-ome, yoNng YltamNra.v
BRhoNght yoN wanted me to rest.v Danilo sags forward, resting his arms 

atop his knees. Enzo swings aroNnd.
BWhy is it yoN feel the need to oppose my eTery demandqv He shakes 

his  head.  B?  said to rest,  yes.  2oN no longer haTe the lNxNry.  We haTe 
information which aCects yoN.v

Danilo groans, heaTing his legs oTer the edge of the bed. !orak lNrches 
forward with arms stretched oNt to help. Enzo stops him from across the 
room with nothing more than a raised hand.

BEnzIB !orak starts.
BHe will do it.v
!orak grimaces and crosses his arms, taking a few steps back. Danilo 

steels himself, and wobbles like a drNnk sailor swaying aboard a sea;tossed 
ship. Enzo nods at !orak, who giTes a pointed stare as he scoops beneath 
Danilo’s shoNlder. Danilo leans on him.

Rhe darkness of Danilo’s room doesn’t riTal the main MNarters6 a solitary 
roNnd window matching the other is half;bNried by sand. Rwo rNn;down 
leather coNches spice the room with coloNr. Rheir occNpants tNrn tense 
stares toward him.

BRhis doesn’t need to happen, Enzo.v jagNs pNlls at the mismatched 
stitching from the arm’s patch Nntil Hestia slaps his hand.

B?t happens now,v Enzo says.
!orak deposits Danilo in a Tacant chair. He shifts with a scowl, and his 

mNscles ache against the chair’s rigid back. Aeina uxes her gaze on him, 
NnSinching when they meet eyes.

Danilo’s eyes drop to his trembling hands and he cNrls them into his 
sides. jagNs stands, moTing to sit on the low table closest to Danilo. He 
raises his palms to Danilo’s forearms, skirting aboTe the skin. Danilo sighs 
as the heat soothes an itch beneath them that scratching won’t relieTe.
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BHonestly, Enzo. How are we sNpposed to go aboNt thisqv Hestia slaps 
!orak in the face with her ponytail, her moTements between Enzo and Danilo 
Jarring eTen while seated. B2oN think any of Ns are smart enoNgh to Nnder;
standqv

Ohe gestNres  to  the sword on the table.  Danilo’s  eye  gets  caNght on 
itItrapped. His breath hitches and as jagNs drags his ungers across Danilo’s 
arms, and the broiling heat snaps Danilo’s attention to him. jagNs nods and 
takes a steady breath, the corners of his moNth ticking.

BETen ?IB Enzo begins.
B2oN whatq What else are we going to do with it if yoN cannot decideq We 

can’t hand it back oTer toIB
B!orak,v Enzo says, cNtting oC Hestia with a gestNre at the sword.
!orak swallows and stares at Danilo, NnsNre whether Enzo means what he 

implied. Yt Enzo’s raised brow, !orak sighs and shifts forward on the coNch. 
He leTels his hand oTer the sword. ?t gleams Np from the table, mocking all 
who look on.

7ightning strikes across the blade, darkening the metal in Jagged lines. 
Danilo gasps, pressing himself into the back of the chairIbone;straight. 
8agged white lines boNnce across the inside of his eyes, the sNrroNnding skin 
reddening in the same angered paths. jagNs Sinches, Danilo’s nails dipping 
into the Sesh of his forearm. !orak pNlls back, wide eyes on Danilo.

Enzo stares at Hestia, waiting for her to look away. Ohe raises a palm to her 
moNth.

B?f yoN wish to destroy it, be my gNest.v He crosses his arms. B2oN will risk 
destroying him.v

Danilo pants raggedly while eTeryone else stares between him and the sword.
BHowI?Iit...v Hestia swallows. BHow’d we not see itq How’d we not 

knowqv
Ohe looks toward the empty space beside her, JNst as Enzo does. Rhe silence 

deafens them all.
BWhy did it respond to himqv Aeina pNlls dirt from beneath her nails, 

picking at the skin Nntil jagNs reaches oTer to grab her hand. BPf all the blood 
it has spilled and coNld haTe chosen, why did it respond to hisqv

DNst glitters in the dark air, stirred by Danilo’s coNghing. He grimaces and 
pNlls his arms away from jagNs’ hands, crossing them oTer his chest. jagNs 
smiles, thoNgh it doesn’t reach his eyes, then stands, making his way to sit beside 
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Aeina. !orak peeks at them bNt resNmes watching Enzo pace a steady circle 
aroNnd the oNtside of the room.

Bjy whatqv Danilo’s Toice wobbles as he cranes his neck to Enzo, sweat lining 
his forehead.

Enzo stNdies him amid his pacing and he twitches beneath the analyzing 
stare6 an Nnyielding storm amidst an already raging chaos.

B2oNr signatNre.B Enzo scratches his beard. Bjore speciucally, yoNr blood.v
Bjy...v Danilo stares at him blankly, Bbloodqv
B?t carries yoNr signatNre.v His Toice wanes, thoNghts continNing silently.
Danilo nods, as if the simple explanation makes any sense to him. Hestia still 

holds her palm oTer her moNth, leaning on her knee with distant eyes.
B?s she okayqv
Enzo tNrns to Hestia and hNms. BOhe knows what yoN do not.v
BWhat don’t ? knowqv Danilo looks to Enzo.
Enzo sighs. BOtormthrower weapons are forged from the magic of their mak;

ers.v
BPkay.v Danilo rNbs his eyes.
When Enzo continNes pacing withoNt a hint of fNrther conTersation, !orak 

groans aNdibly.
BRheir residNal magic, when sNbJected to another signatNre oTer time, can 

bond with the host of that signatNre. Oince eTery signatNre is diCerentIlike 
a ungerprintIit’ll only respond to them.v !orak crosses his arms, casting a 
wayward scowl at Enzo. B?t’s what makes Yrtifacts dangeroNs.v

B“o one said Yrtifact,v Danilo stNtters.
Enzo shNts his eyes and sighs. He meets Danilo’s gaze, his frown weathered 

by the weapon’s existence. Danilo has not seen him look so old.
BWhat’s the diCerence between an Yrtifact and another magical weaponqv 

Danilo asks.
Enzo paNses, his expression skeptical.
BRell me, did yoN witness the destrNction of that weaponqv Enzo replies. 

Danilo nods, rolling his eyes at Enzo’s tactlessness. B-ompare, in yoNr mind, 
the catastrophe following its Nse to that of my staC.v

Rhere was nothing to compare. Enzo Nsed his staC as a branch of his pow;
er, not as a power itself. Rhe sword sitting before him was an oNtpoNring of 
strength, of angNish, and of death. ?t coNldn’t exist withoNt the combined eCort 
of the threeIwhether by the wielder or those at the end of its blade.
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BRhoNght Yrtifacts coNld only be Nsed by those with magic.v jagNs leans 
into his knNckles, glancing oTer the groNp with a laze expression.

BHe does haTe magic,v Hestia says, her sad eyes NngroNnded.
BRhat’s argNable, Hes,v jagNs says.
B?t matters not.v Enzo clasps his hands behind his back.
Aeina heaTes a breath, looking at the ceiling.
Ys Danilo breathes throNgh the serrated sensation skimming oTer his skin, 

something stirs within him6 in the empty space between his lNngs and his ribs. 
Y foreign strength not Nnlike that of his anxiety or his sensitiTity waking as if it 
had been long dormant inside him. Ynd he hates it.

BWhy meqv Danilo says, blinking as the sigh draws him back to the discNs;
sion.

jagNs Sinches in repNlsion, his lip cNrling as thoNgh a foNl odoNr permeates 
the room. Gain Sares in his eyes as he refNses to meet Danilo’s gaze. Enzo stiCens 
when Danilo tNrns to him, thoNgh his face remains impassiTe.

BEaston.v
Danilo’s heart clenches when the atmosphere weeps with grief. He aToids the 

sword, its edges stained with a maroon crNst. Rhe remanent eTidence of malice 
waits to be sloNghed from the earth.

BEaston stNdied the sword.v Enzo glances at the weapon, its rNnes blending 
into the steel. He halts abrNptly at the liTing table’s side, hand hoTering aboTe 
the weapon. B“one of Ns predicted an Nnknown weapon coNld prodNce sNch 
catastrophe.v

When he toNches the hilt, the sword trembles. Rhe table beneath it shakes 
with the force, red encompasses the rNnes and spreads oTer the blade as if it were 
pNlled from a forge. Danilo leans back into the chair. Enzo straightens.

BWeapons forged by magic;kind cannot destroy magic.v
RhoNgh the explanation is TagNe, it explains the pain both !eseechers were 

in once they tNrned the sword on Otormthrowers. !Nt eTen in the chaos, it left 
one scene to stand oNt aboTe the rest.

Rhe cell had been bathed in so mNch red, Danilo hadn’t seen. RhoNgh the 
after;battle clarity tNrned itself on the moment. Pn the tendrils of scarlet magic 
swirling in the air, and the sense of doom contaminating each breath in Danilo’s 
lNngs, a blNe hNe among it all, from the rNnes of a sword that neTer tNrned 
against the !eseecher.

B!Nt EastonIB
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B?t was Easton’s doing.v Enzo tNrns his scowl to the wall,  his  hands 
clenching behind him, steps slightly heaTier than before.

Danilo only breathes in and !orak kicks his foot, sensing the nerToNs 
energy swarming in his chest. He places his head in his hands Nntil Enzo 
paNses beside his chair with a sigh, sMNeezing the Joint of Danilo’s neck with 
his thNmb and middle unger.

Danilo swallows, looking at the sword. B?f ? toNch it again, what hap;
pensqv

Enzo hNms gNttNrally.
BWe don’t know,v !orak translates.
BYnd if ? don’t toNch itqv
BWere yoN there when he0B Hestia drags in a trembling breath, straight;

ening as !orak pats her knee, and aims the back of her hand intentionally.
BHes,B !orak starts.
B“o,v she snarls, ponytail snapping behind her. Her shoNlders fall with 

the TolNme of her Toice. B? JNst want to know.v
Danilo wraps his arms aroNnd himself, clenching his shirt between his 

ungers. Enzo speaks oTer his shoNlder.
BWe were present.v
Danilo hates the heaTy weight of the admission. 
!orak leans forward, resting his forehead in clasped ungers. He peers at 

Hestia from beneath them.
BRhe !eseecher’s mind had half gone.v Enzo’s hand slips from Danilo’s 

shoNlder and he resNmes pacing. He mNtters beneath his breath, BAambling 
aboNt direction and death.v RhoNgh it was more for himself than the others. 

Danilo shakes his head. Rhe actions of the new !eseecher were no diCer;
ent from the actions of the deranged 1eneral.

BHis mind was half gone years ago.v He pNshes against the scar on his 
Npper lip. BEaston isn’t the urst to pay the price for his madness.v

Enzo’s eyes Sick to him, then again, following Danilo’s thNmb as he traces 
the raised skin.

BHis elbow was broken...v Aeina mNrmNrs, head low, as if she coNld no 
longer hold it. Ohe stares Np at Enzo.

B2es.v
Enzo doesn’t elaborate. Which is for the best. 7lodis YltamNra doesn’t break 

a man JNst to see him bleed. “ot like Cosymo 1Nerra. 7lodis YltamNra breaks 
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a man to showcase his control. Ys his once;lieNtenant, Danilo’s seen urst;hand 
how.

?t is better Enzo doesn’t elaborate. Danilo wishes his mind didn’t do it for 
him.

jagNs stands. He approaches Hestia, who mNEes her sobs by biting down 
on the fNr oTer her shoNlder. Rears streak down her cheeks. He palms at her 
face and gathers her in his arms, nodding at the hall. Enzo nods back hesitantly, 
dismissing them.

Rhe creaking pattern of Enzo’s steps cNts throNgh the tense silence. Danilo’s 
rattling breaths rise and fall in time with him. Aeina dismisses herself with a 
MNiet Toice. Her ungers card throNgh !orak’s bangs before she, too, has left 
them to carry the grief. !orak doesn’t blink and Danilo only half;wonders if he 
notices.

Enzo paNses at Danilo’s side, looking down at him with dark Nnder;eyes and 
drooping shoNlders.

BWe do not know what will happen, shoNld yoN remain in its presence.v 
Enzo answers his preTioNs MNestion hesitantly. B“eTer haTe we experienced an 
Yrtifact come to be. jNch less by an indiTidNal withoNt magic.v

BOo0B Danilo stares at the wall to Enzo’s left before meeting his gaze. BWe are 
worse oC than before.v

BRo pNt it simply.v Enzo nods, sinking into Aeina’s abandoned spot.
!orak’s distant, sorrowfNl eyes leaTe Danilo and Enzo alone in the room.
Danilo cNps his face with a sigh, his thNmb pressing into his temple. Enzo 

hNms, shoTing Danilo’s shoNlder with his knNckles Nntil Danilo drops his hand. 
Enzo’s eyes are hard and cold and inMNiring. Rhe silence leaTes Danilo worn 
thin. Enzo pNlls away, grabbing Danilo’s elbow and haNling him to his feet.

Ys the room spins, a desperate, yawning need rises in his chest. ?t’s shaken 
from him in the urst few steps towards the bedroom.

B2oN need rest.v
Danilo doNbts sleep will come easy.
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CHAPTER TH  RTIYE  -HT

D anilo shakes and sweats in the small room alone, attempting to feign sleep 
as people shift in and out of the living quarters. He would rather stew 

in his miserable Rlth than hear Hestia sob and Weina snice. Bould rather not 
reEeive sad smiles from zorak or glares from Tn’o.

yhough the glares he deserves, beEause heIs the reason Taston is dead.
Taston was buried before the- arrived. —t is the onl- thing about the funeral 

he is told. He doesnIt ask how, and he doesnIt ask wh-.
yhe- have been in and out of his  room, asking him if  he needs an-A

thingNasking him if heIs oka-. 2nd all the while, whispers of arrangements and 
tradition and of Earved stone slip in through the open door. He bites down on 
his tongue at ever- slip he EatEhes.

Tventuall-, Hestia mentions the- wanted him there. yhat Taston would have 
welEomed him there. He refuses to fall viEtim to her kind words a seEond time. 
—t doesnIt feel right to mourn with them. HeIs not one of them. 6ot as long as 
the zeseeEherIs blood Sows through his veins. 2s HestiaIs persistent pleas die 
into EonEerned murmurs of his name, he ojers little aEknowledgment. yhen 
the house, or whatever building heIs loEked in now, is quiet.

He la-s in bed, a thin sheet over himself as sweat lines his brow. His bod- 
trembles, despite his stillness, watEhing the sunlight danEe aEross the gre-ing 
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boards of the Eeiling overhead. 2 soft bree’e whistles through the halfAopen 
pane, though itIs not enough to soothe his heated skin. Danilo liEks the salt 
from his upper lip.

”low steps eEho through the empt- house. Danilo ignores the sound in 
favour of his sour thoughts. yhe groan of his door Euts through. His nose 
twitEhes in anno-anEe, but he remains still.

—t isnIt until Tn’o drops into the Ehair at his side that he bothers to look 
over. Tn’o doesnIt look baEk or make an- ejort to speak. He sits in the 
bitter silenEe, Ehasing awa- DaniloIs broken thoughts with his presenEe 
until the- are left alone with nothing between them but the shared pain of 
helplessness.

2nd Tn’o remains in the Ehair, unmoving and unspeaking, until the rest 
return to the building. 6one of them attempt to speak with Tn’o as he Sees 
DaniloIs room.

zorak wanders  in,  e-es  hollow but faEe tight with purpose.  Danilo 
grimaEes at the inevitable foEus heIll be sub?eEted to. Bhen zorak reaEhes 
his bedside, he doesnIt sit or slow. —nstead, he plaEes his Rsts on the mattress 
and leans over Danilo with a sEowl. Bhile zorakIs bedside manner Eould 
use improvement, this is far worse than their past few interaEtions.

3—Im not giving -ou opium unless -ouIre bordering on h-steria, so donIt 
pull a xagus.O zorak pauses before reEonsidering his terms. 3zut donIt be 
like Weina.O

Danilo hadnIt bothered to look around. However,  at the mention of 
opium, the urge to do so took root in his thoughts.

3Bhat does that meanGO Danilo asks.
36othing. 2re -ou in painGO zorak wanders to the suppl- table.
Danilo immediatel- spots the popp- opium amid the variet- of bottles, 

a dark brown bottle with the name written aEross it in a vigorous sErawl. 
He swallows, memori’ing its plaEement as zorak lifts seleEt items from his 
assortment. zorak Eonsiders eaEh oil or salve, weighing them in his palm as 
he mentall- Rlters through their purposes and side ejeEts. 2 proEess heId 
done for zratni. DaniloIs pain doubles as heIs blindsided b- the memor- 
of his abandoned brother. His hope withers before he speaks.

3zratniN3
3DonIt,O zorak sa-s, shaking his head while refusing to look at Danilo. 

3DonIt ask me.O
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zorak sEratEhes his nails against his sEalp, moving from the table with one oil 
and salve seleEted. He takes up DaniloIs hands, turning them palms up to assess 
the unneEessar- patEhwork of wraps Eovering the healed wounds. 2gain.

3zratniIs in?uries were too severe.O zorak sa-s after a long pause. 3— wish there 
was some wa- — Eould have EoerEed his bod- to heal.O

Danilo turns his hands in zorakIs, squee’ing them with all the strength he 
Ean muster. 3yhank -ou.O

3DonIt thank me.O zorak pulls his hands awa-.
Danilo grabs the Erook of zorakIs elbow before he esEapes his reaEh. He keeps 

Rrm until zorak meets his e-e.
3yhank -ou.O
”orrow drowns the brief aEEeptanEe in zorakIs e-es. Danilo lets him slip out 

of his grasp. zorak Sits around him, mouth in a Rrm line as he moves through 
his mindless tasks. His silenEe leaves Danilo alone with thoughts RPated on that 
brown bottle aEross the room, disturbed onl- when zorak smears oil aEross his 
upper lip, and the vapours forEe his e-es to water.

He struggles to remain awake after. 2 side ejeEt zorak mentioned when 
Danilo growled at his bobbing head. Bith the aided silenEe of his drugAinduEed 
state, he falls into sleep.

Danilo la-s in bed staring at the bottle of opium, wondering wh- heIs drawn to 
it. 2rrisoot is not addiEtive unless miPed and rumour states 2udanteiIs militar- 
pa-s double to the Head of ‘rders for the Elean suppl-. Danilo doubts the 
Feneral would spend the same amount of funds, but heIs not a man to waste 
their reserves. BhiEh leads Danilo to believe that there is onl- one form of 
2rrisoot and 2udantei had known upon its Rrst purEhase.

2rrisoot and popp- opium are two ver- dijerent drugs. Danilo knows opiA
umIs uses are for nerves, pains, or nightmares. He also knows it is ?ust as addiEtive 
as it is toPiE. Bhile 2rrisoot is supposedl- addiEtive, it isnIt deadl-. 6ot unless 
the inSuenEed individual is without outside aid for a length- period. zut an-one 
who is under 2rrisootIs inSuenEe for long is likel- not dosing himself.

Danilo ElenEhes his ?aw at the wave of want, forEing his e-es Elosed to ignore 
the bottle shining in the dimming sunlight. He is not interested in beEoming an 
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addiEt. ‘f Eourse, that mentalit- does nothing against the desire for what 
the 2rrisoot had temporaril- provided.

;eaEe.
Danilo had not been so numb to his worldNnot even on the brink of 

death. He doubts the opium would provide a similar esEape. zut the bottle 
sits on the table, daring him to tr-.

—t tests his willpower and selfAEontrol for about another half hour before 
he stumbles from the room. His healing knee slows him. zorak Elaims itIll 
be full- healed in two da-s and Danilo wonders whiEh in?ur- zorak Eould 
be EonEerned over enough to leave all his mediEal supplies in DaniloIs room.

Tn’oIs been illusive sinEe he last graEed DaniloIs room. —f it werenIt for 
his trembling need, Danilo wouldnIt Eare. zut heIs eager for a distraEtion, 
and despite his laEk of enthusiasm about being around people, he feels well 
enough to train.

His knees wobble as he trudges through the empt- main room, voiEes 
and Elattering dishes rising from the entr- aEross it. yhe thought of food 
makes him hungr- for the Rrst time in da-s.

3…ereIs been word.O FellertIs voiEe rolls like a distant thunder through 
the house. Tn’o hums in response. Danilo free’es before he rounds the 
Eorner, leaning up against the wall. yhe grit of the wood rubs on his itEh- 
skin. 3…e zeseeEher lives.O

3;ardonGO Tn’o sa-s and what Danilo guesses is a wood mug Eolliding 
against the Eounter follows.

3…e zeseN3
3— heard -ou.O Tn’o breathes past his anger. 3—t should not be possible.O
3Bh-GO Fellert sa-s.
3Taston punEtured organs and Eould Eraft poison with his mind. yhe 

man should undoubtedl- be dead.O
3He isnIt. 2nd -ou ePpeEted it.O
3— did. yhough the impossibilit- of it remains.O Tn’o pauses. 3Yind out 

wh-.O
Danilo knows, even health-, he EanIt slip from the doorwa- fast enough. 

”o as Fellert rushes through, Danilo meets his e-e. HeIs blindsided b- his 
guilt, threatening to drag him past the Soorboards into the depths of the earth 
where he will remain for the rest of his da-s. Fellert raises a Rst beside DaniloIs 
shoulder, in what Danilo is Eertain is a show of Eamaraderie. yhe darkened hues 
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of his e-es shift and he drops his hand before it EonneEts, then rushes awa-. 
Danilo swallows.

HeIs no longer hungr-.
yhereIs nowhere he Ean go. Hestia Eannot be alone, and if Fellert was 

being sent again, then she will follow him. xagus has been avoiding Danilo, 
an old twinkle of fear in his e-es hidden b- a devouring smirk. zorak is 
often found with xagusNwhiEh makes avoiding them easierNbut refuses 
to meet his e-e, muEh less speak to him. Weina keeps her hands bus- and 
her thoughts busier. BhiEh leaves him alone, wandering through the open 
areas before the p-romaniaEIs Ehallenging ga’e sends him into the direEt 
heat of an overbearing sun.

yheir latest  plaEe of refuge hides in the savanna forest  southwest of 
2udanteiIs walls. ”and pours into his boots, sEratEhing his skin as he blends 
into the surroundings where he sits, staring at a white slab of a headstone.

yhe events leading Taston to this spot repeat in his mindNElear memA
ories broken b- the 2rrisoot. DaniloIs emotions swirl as he Eonsiders the 
poor barriers  of  small  talk Taston had Eharged through. HeId ignored 
DaniloIs vague threatsL the RerEer Danilo had Eome aEross, the more Taston 
pulled at the Eurtain whiEh hid DaniloIs fears.

”weat rolls from his forehead and his e-es SiEk up to the glittering white 
stone, TastonIs name moEking him. He sEowls, ripping dr- grass from the 
ground and tossing it aside.

3Bh- EouldnIt -ou have let him have meGO
3zeEause Taston was inEapable of giving up.O
DaniloIs breath EatEhes in his lungs as he swirls to look at Weina. Yor all 

his training, he never heard her Eoming. ”he stands, staring at him with 
surprise in her e-es at the shoEk on his faEe. 2 stone balanEes on her hip, 
her arms tuEked around it and pressing it to her front.

3—IllN3 Danilo sErambles, sand sinking under his nails.
3”ta-.O ”he sa-s.
He pauses before falling baEk into the sand.
3Be EouldnIt give8 9ou...O Weina sighs, lowering the stone beside TasA

tonIs. 3— wish there was more we Eould do. Yor -ou.O
”he steps baEk, the bright stone shining with the name zratni 2ltamuraL 

…Until Next We MeetI Earved beneath it. His Ehest drops as he swallows around 
wet emotions, afraid speaking his thanks will unleash them. Weina understands. 
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zeEause as she leaves, she squee’es his shoulder. ‘nEe sheIs gone, Danilo reali’es 
she was a better distraEtion than the silenEe.

Bhen he duEks beneath the overhang of the stairwell, his shirt Elings to 
his Sanks. yhrough his Ehurning thoughtsNRPed on the Feneral, his alluded 
death, and how he is more like the man than he ever hoped to beNhe wonders 
if the smok- sEent of sunAseared skin will overpower the sourness.

His thirst takes hold, pushing him into the kitEhen and direEtl- into Tn’oIs 
presenEe. —t takes all his dwindling strength to ignore his keen ga’e. He dunks an 
ale mug into a Eold buEket, slurping baEk the water until its Eontents are empt-. 
Tn’o stands and Danilo reRlls his mug with rapt attention. Bhen Tn’o drops 
his book beside DaniloIs mug, it Elaims xagus and zorakIs attention. yhe- 
return to their silent Eompan- after determining their ejorts arenIt needed. 
Danilo sighs and meets Tn’oIs ga’e. Tn’o hums, squints, and nods with a 
gesture for Danilo to follow.

He pads outside after Tn’o until the sand turns to dirt and the dr- longAgrass 
sprouts a Eluster of trees. yhe baEkside of the house vanishes into the surA
roundings, nothing more than a mound in the spaEe between. 2 village dots 
the hori’on, framed b- the dense trees Easting shadows over DaniloIs faEe. His 
heart lurEhes when a horse snorts, their paddoEk hidden among the wildlife. 2n 
arra- of rainbow birds swarm the branEhes overhead, moEking the hoopoes and 
seemingl- unbothered b- the hawk among them.

Tn’o ePits a shed tuEked alongside the paddoEk with two wooden swords in 
hand. Danilo EatEhes one, spinning it in his wrist la’il-. Bith a sigh, he glanEes 
at the house. Bhite stone glints on the hori’on past it. He turns, sub?eEting 
himself to Tn’oIs ?udgment, and takes stanEe.

yheir movements are slow and nonEommittal, eaEh slopp- deSeEtion folA
lowed b- a squinted, anal-’ing ga’e. DaniloIs arms shake when Tn’o shoves his 
sword. yhe- keep on until DaniloIs arm moves of its own volition. Tn’o pulls 
baEk with a breath.

39our sensitivit- is unEharaEteristiEall- settled.O His stare follows the strained 
musEles of DaniloIs ?aw when he tries to swallow his -awn. 39ou need rest.O

Danilo thinks about the silenEe in the houseNof the mourning and grief 
attaEking the air he breathes. He shifts his feet and takes a wear- stanEe. Tn’o 
raises a brow, glanEes over him, and hums. yhe Rght resumes.

2s far as distraEtions go, it works. Danilo forgets the Eonstant edge of his fear 
hissing need into his veins, and the stupidit- of his Eapture, and the events that 

“MA



followed. 2nd, if he foEuses on the thumpAswing of Tn’oIs wooden blade, 
he Ean forget heIs the reason for the shift in their rapport.

‘f Eourse, it all Eomes baEk when the- stop.
He sighs, looking up at the pinkAtinged Elouds overhead. Bast light Easts 

leaf- shadows aEross Tn’o when he ePits the shed with a pointed glanEe 
at the house. yhe golden ra-s of sundown sparkle oj the sand while the- 
return. DaniloIs shoulders tip at the weight of Tn’oIs hand, vanishing after 
the-Ive desEended the stairEase. His mind is silentNa welEome blankness 
as night looms through the windows.

xagusI somber ePpression brightens when he meets DaniloIs e-e. He 
sidles alongside him with a heav-, Ehattering voiEe and slow steps. zorak 
waits, Eards spread aEross the table beneath the window. xagus leans on 
his Ehair, throwing his other arm around DaniloIs shoulders with a …whatta 
-a sa-, DaniAbo-I. Danilo is too foEused on the pain xagus EanIt wipe from 
his e-es to hear what he asked.

Bhen the sunlight is torn from the room, xagusI Rngers danEe aEross 
the tableIs Eandles and blue Sames burst from their wiEks before burning 
down to red. zorak doesnIt SinEh, his  foEus on the silent Eonversation 
between him and xagus. Danilo looks to his feet and Erosses his arms. 
He detests having to den- the round of Eards xagus ojers, though xagus 
doesnIt let him do it.

36ah, itIs  oka-, budd-.O xagus Elaps DaniloIs arm. 3Yigured it was a 
long shot sinEe -ouIve been out training with Tn’o.O

DaniloIs shoulders drop in relief, and he nods his thanks. His palm rests 
on the door of his room and he free’es. 2 distant -et persistent ringing in 
his ear Eauses his Rngers to twitEh. —t pulls on him, almost ph-siEall-. zegs 
him to wander deeper into the unePplored house. xagus and zorak stare 
at him in Euriosit-. yhe sense of lingering e-es ?olts him into the room.

He tears his shirt over his head and drops it nePt to his pillow before 
falling into bed.

6ightmares arenIt unfamiliar. yhe-Ire a soldierIs lone Eompanion durA
ing their time of serviEe.  zut familiarit- doesnIt mean nightmares EanIt 
evolve into something worse.

2 ?arring gasp Rlls his ears. He swallows. His nails dig into his shoulder, 
attempting to pull 2udanteiIs emblem from his skin. He tries to sleep multiA
ple times, and within minutes heIs ?olted upright, paniEked and sweating and 
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pawing at his ?ade tags. TaEh time, he knows he will be luEk- to get Rve more 
minutes.
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CHAPTER TH  RTIY-  -E

D anilo lays eyes on Enzo that morning and knows something is severely 
wrong. Enzo walks with sti, kneesu fsing his sta, por sfIIort rather than 

as a weaIon. —n all the years Danilo knew Enzobin and oft op cattlebnever 
on’e was the sta, fsed as a ’rft’h.

Danilo doesnTt mention it. Whofgh heTs temIted. EnzoTs ca’k remains 
straight as a coard waiting por Danilo. ‘hen Danilo oIens his mofth to ’ontestu 
the wooden sword hangs limI at his side. Enzo tilts his head with a look. HDroI 
itTu it says. ‘hi’h is Rne ce’afse when Danilo shot fI prom sleeI por the last 
time that morningu a devastating need he will not admit to a’’omIanied it. “e 
nods and takes his stan’eu ignoring all his a’hes.

Segardless op EnzoTs demandu DaniloTs remains alert to ea’h fnfsfal shipt. 
“e noti’es Enzo win’e as he steIs porwardu the sta, swinging acove his head.

”-toIu? Danilo says apter he sideqsteIs the swing with relative ease.
”‘hyB? EnzoTs eyes Cash while he sti’ks the sta,Ts end into the dirtu s2finting 

as ’on’ern Ieters into ’friosity. ”‘hat is wrongB?
”—Tm Rne. 7ft whatTs wrong with yofB?
Enzo s’owls to mask his sfrIrise. ”— am Rne. 0ontinfe.?
‘ater rises prom the middle op the savanna Cooru and the mfd slfrIs at 

DaniloTs ankles. Danilo steIs into the atta’ku twisting the sta, pree prom Enzo 
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in the same movement. “e shoves Enzo ca’k and tosses it to the grofnd. EnzoTs 
eyes ’hfrnu a storm in their grey deIths.

”Danilo.?
”‘ellb”
”NofTve no reason to ce a Iest this early.? “e cends down to grac the sta, 

and Danilo ki’ks it away.
EnzoTs Rngers ’frl into his Ialms. -and clows throfgh the fndercrfsh.
”Danilou” Enzo leers fI prom ceneath his crowsu ”what is the meaning op 

thisB?
Danilo wofld Ireper EnzoTs yelling to the ’ool tone op thin ’ontemIt. “is 

waning Iatien’e tfrns his fnarmofred shoflders wide ceneath his ’loak. Gs 
Enzo standsu Danilo ’an see the thin line he walks.

”‘hy are yof hfrtingB?
Enzo sneers. ”What wofld ce a Ioor 2festion ’oming prom the likes op yof.?
Danilo glares at himu his liI ’frling fntil the s’ar Iflls fn’omportacly. Enzo 

tilts his head ca’k and Danilo leans into the stare.
”jine.? Danilo throws down the training sta,u sand sIraying throfgh grass 

and stone as he retreats. ”DonTt tell me.?
“e knows who will.
”‘here are yof goingB? Enzo hisses.
Danilo tfrnsu hair swinging into his eyes as he glares at Enzo. ”Wo talk to 

7orak.?
EnzoTs eyes widen and the storm within them darkens like cillowing smoke. 

7epore the Rre ce’omes a raging argfmentu Danilo sIins on his heel and stomIs 
o,. “e doesnTt stoI when Enzo shofts. 1ot even as it gains an edge.

Whe threats e’ho cehind him as he slinks into the cfilding and Lellert throws 
aside a saddlecag cepore xfmIing oft op the way. “estiaTs grin droIs and she 
Ieeks fI the stairs. Whe ’ool air inside li’ks his warm skin pree op the early 
morning heatu and it grows ’ooler still when he moves into the kit’hen where 
7orak IreIares lfn’h.

7orak leans over the ’ofnter when Danilo enters. “is gaze Ci’ks cetween 
Danilo and the kit’hen doorway. “e tosses a knipe into a cf’ket. Danilo doesnTt 
know whether to ce gratepfl or o,ended that 7orak disIosed op the weaIon.

”DaniloB? 7orak says in greeting.
”‘hatTs wrong with EnzoB? Danilo droIs his Ialms atoI the ’ofnter.
”— donTtu” 7orak starts.
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”Danilo.? Enzo Rsts his ’ollaru and heTs por’ed to pa’e the pero’ity darkening 
EnzoTs s’owl. ”Jeave 7orak ce. Whis does not ’on’ern him.?

Danilo ’len’hes his Rsts to keeI his Cin’h prom his pa’eu cft EnzoTs eyes Ci’ker 
and he leans oft op DaniloTs sIa’e with a gfarded sigh.

”—t shofld.? Danilo steIs ’loseru ’hallenging EnzoTs ’ontrol.
EnzoTs shoflders tighten and he steIs arofnd Danilou taking a reIrieve to 

regain his ’omIosfre. DesIite DaniloTs targeted argfmentu he ’annot Irod 
Enzo into engaging with Danilo. 7orak ’fts into himu asking acoft his Iain 
and nearqhealed inxfries. “eTs derailedu mind ’onxfring an image op the oIifm 
cottle sitting in Ilain sight on the tacle. Enzo s2fints at his sfdden reti’en’e. 
Danilo lo’ks his xaw and EnzoTs eyes Care at his show op stfccornness.

”Segardless op 7orakTs involvementu — have no reason to advise yof op my 
Irivate a,airs.?

Danilo straightensu palling into his military stan’e. G hacit prom answering to 
the Leneral. G Ihysi’al show op an;iety when ’ommanded to e;Ilain himselp. 
“e takes the aIIrehensive silen’e to ’ontemIlate his cest Iossicle argfment. 
WheyTve ceen throfgh a lot togetheru cft as par as EnzoTs loyalties gou thatTs all 
Danilo has.

”—Tm yofr ’harge.?
”3ardonB? EnzoTs eyes harden and his xaw ’len’hes. 7orak ’hokes.
”—Tm in yofr ’harge. Nofr ’areu Enzo.? Danilo glan’es at 7orak and ’ontinfes 

while Enzo lets him. ”—p something haIIens to yofu it does ’on’ern me.?
Enzo rolls his eyes and cegins Ia’ing.
”G weak argfment prom someoneu at mostu a pew months shy op ceing ’onq

sidered a man.?
Danilo has learned prom many op their Iast disIftesu large and small alikeu 

that Enzo will ce more re’eItive ip Danilo doesnTt shove his thofghts down the 
manTs throatbas is the ’ase with most IeoIleu cft Enzo re2fires a Ie’fliar and 
sIe’iR’ silen’e.

“e lets Enzo Ia’eu wat’hing Iatiently. 7orak Iflls the knipe prom the cf’ketu 
’leans it o,u and ’ontinfes ’hoIIing and di’ing Iotatoes. G series op fnintelq
ligicle grfmcles rise throfgh the air and 7orak smirks.

”Gre yof going to tell meB? Danilo asks.
Enzo ’ontinfes Ia’ing. Danilo tilts his head to 7oraku addressing him in 

2festion cepore Enzo ’rowds his sIa’e.
”1o.? Enzo Rsts DaniloTs shoflder. ”Nof are not to cother 7orak acoft this.?
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Danilo tilts ca’k to 7orak with a sfave grin he on’e fsed to sliI into Ila’es 
withoft a Rght. 7orak cristlesu s2finting his eyes cepore raising a crow at Enzo.

”1ot cothering yofu am —u 7orakB?
7orak snaIs his xaw shft when his knee xerk resIonse tries to answer. “e 

s2feezes the knipe tighteru his po’fs razorqsharI on his task. Danilo ’annot helI 
cft Rnd hfmofr in his dis’omportu gratepfl por what remains op his ’harm. 
Enzo Iins him with an fnimIressed stareu lipting his hand to Ifll DaniloTs 
’hin to him.

“e sighsu Rngers grazing DaniloTs xaw fntil heTs ’ertain he has the coyTs 
attention. ”—p this isu in pa’tu cetween fsu yof will allow me to tell yof in time. 
GgreedB?

Danilo remains silent and fnmovingu whi’h Enzo takes as agreement. “e 
hesitates in the doorway cepore stalking prom the room. 7orakTs knipe hovers 
in the airu his crows pfrrowed at Danilo fntil the coy tfrns to him with a 
’fnning grin.

”Vfst give me somethingB?
7orak tiIs his head ca’k and porth over his shoflders cepore shrfgging. “e 

made no Iromises.
”7esee’her Lferra had...? 7orak Iafses fIon EnzoTs reentryu ’ontinfing 

at EnzoTs depeated nodu ”a vast ’olle’tion op -tormthrower celongings. ‘e 
celieve he was sear’hing por Grtipa’ts.?

7orak Ila’es the knipe down and wiIes his hands on the nearest rag. “e 
rofnds the ’ofnter and Iafses in pront op Enzou Ila’ing a hand on EnzoTs ’hest 
only apter he nods. -harI lines snaI cetween his Ialm and EnzoTs ’hest in a 
cright hfe reminis’ent op the ’olofr cfrnt into the sky apter lightning Cashes.

”jrom my fnderstandingu he pofnd what is ’ommonly reperred to as the 
7eggarTs -tone.? 7orak says.

DaniloTs eyes crightenu his mind Iroviding a Cash op a Cat stone with 
smoking Iores. “is ’hest had ceen tight in that ’ellM an fnnatfral por’e against 
his rics. “e rememcers wat’hing as the Iie’e was tossed aside with sf’h 
’arelessness.

”7la’kB -mokingB?
7orak snaIs his head fI.
”—t gives the illfsionu yeah.? 7orak reIlies. Enzo lays his hand on 7orakTs 

and 7orak lipts away. ”“owTd yof know thatB?
Danilo shrfgsu ”Whe Leneral mo’ked me with it.?
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7orak and Enzo glan’e at one another as 7orak resfmes his task. Whe knipe 
’li’ks against the wood ’ftting slac.

”“ow mf’h have yof readB? Enzo tfrns to Danilo.
Seadingbceing the ’frse op his coredombwas one op the pew things lept 

in his roftine he had gladly thrown oft the window. “e did it only when 
ne’essary.

”‘hyB?
”NofTve read acoft the j—4EB? 7orak looks fI and Danilo nods. ”‘e 

celieve the stone is prom the W“—SDu or his ’hildren.?
-fnlight sliIs in throfgh the little ’ir’flar windowu ’asting shadows a’ross 

the kit’hen. Danilo gracs a se’ond knipe and cegins Ieeling the skin prom a Iile 
op Iotatoes as he listens. 7orakTs prown lipts a littleu and he slides the Iot ’loser 
cetween them.

”—tTs looks like a dragonTs s’ale more than a stoneu? 7orak saysu sIinning the 
knipe and glares Iast DaniloTs shoflder.

”Dragon s’aleB — thofght dragons were myth.? Danilo stares at 7orak in 
disceliep.

”‘el’ome to the cig coy worldu Daniqcoy.? Uagfs says as he enters the 
kit’hen. “e Iats Danilo on the arm cepore slinging his own over DaniloTs 
shoflder. ”— tease. 5cviofsly. 7orak will kill me por letting yof celieve that.?

”—s that the only thing stoIIing yofB? 7orak waves the knipe at him.
”5hu acsolftely.?
”Lood.?
Uagfs gaIes at himu ’lft’hing his heart cepore sliding o, Danilo.
Enzo ’ontinfesu sitting in a ’hair at the creakpast tacle. ”Gs ’reatfres op 

’haosu the ’hildren op the W“—SD lept Iie’es whi’h ’an ce harcored cy magq
i’qfsers to e;hicit or ’ontrol a level op their rfmored Iower. -ome op those 
rfmors ’laim sf’h Iie’es ’an ’hange shaIe to the wielderTs desire.?

”Gnd what ’an the stone doB? Danilo asks.
”DoB Gnything.? 7orak sighsu nodding Uagfs toward Enzo. ”—t only needs 

someone who ’an ’onvin’e it op its IfrIose.?
Danilo nods dfmcly. Uagfs cfmIs his elcow as he moves to sit ceside Enzo.
”-ou” Danilo ’lears his throat when his voi’e creaks and he tries to ignore the 

sfrrofnding eyes on him. ”Whe 7eggarTs -tone is doing... whatB?
Danilo tosses a Ieel towards the Iile. —t cofn’es o, the sideu palling to the 

Coor only to ce’ome dfst on the way down. “e stares apter it.
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”-triIIing my cody op magi’u? Enzo saysu leaning onto his knf’kles and 
wiIing a grima’e prom his pa’e.

Danilo nodsu eyes distant and hands still. ”Does it hfrtB?
”1ot yet.?
”—Tve made him Iromise to let me know when it does.? 7orak s’ooIs his 

’frrent ’olle’tion into the Iotu preeing his worksIa’e again cepore looking to 
Enzo. ”— e;Ie’t yof to tell himu too.?

Enzo ’ommfni’ates how thorofghly he disagrees with only a glare. 7ft he 
doesnTt argfe. Danilo Ila’es the knipe down and dire’ts his attention to the wallu 
sIeaking to 7orak withoft tfrning.

”‘ill this kill himB?
7orak Iafses. ”3ossicly.?
”“ow IossiclyB?
”7est let him restu? 7orak says 2fietlyu droIIing his gaze in pavofr op staring 

at the ’ofnter.
Uagfs cfmIs EnzoTs knee with his own. Danilo swallows.
”—s there any way to reverse itB?
”1ou Danilou” 7orak sighsu setting down the knipe and cra’ing on the 

’ofnter. ”WhereTs not.?
”1othing more than rfmofrs and storiesu anyway.? Uagfs nods at Danilo 

with determination.
Danilo griIs the knipe and lipts his ’hin at UagfsT gaze. “e fnderstands the 

hard stare op a ’overt Iromise. Knportfnatelyu Enzo has ce’ome gipted at reading 
him. ‘ith a nodu he sets ca’k into his task.

”EnzoB? 7orak smilesbsad and hoIelessband Enzo hfms. ”Lo lay down. 
‘ork laying down ip yof have to. 3lease.?

”4ery well.? “e trfdges prom the roomu shoflders low with carely hidden 
e;hafstion.

Uagfs wat’hes him go cepore dragging his ’hair ’loser to the ’ofnter. 7orak 
lipts his knipeu twirls it as his gaze lingers on the doorwayu and sets in on his task 
again. 0omIanionacle silen’e Rlls the airu interrfIted cy gentle ’onversation 
and the heady voi’e op 7esee’her Gltamfra where it e’hoes in DaniloTs mind.
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—tTs fnnatfralu seeing Enzo in ced. Even ip it was sfrrofnded cy cooks and maIs 
and the shimmering ’olors op magi’ lipting o, Iages. Gnd desIite its oddityu 
Danilo savors the imageu tf’king himselp against the door prame.

EnzoTs dark hair palls prom where itTs Iflled ca’ku ’on’ealing the white 
strands sIrofting prom his temIles. “is grima’e tightens the lines sfrrofnding 
his eyes and mofth. Danilo prownsu wondering ip Enzo looked older or was 
older. “e hadnTt seemed so when they sIarred together cepore his ’aItfre.

”Uay — helI yofu yofng GltamfraB?
Danilo xfmIs and tries not to grima’e when Enzo lipts his gaze. EnzoTs sees 

throfgh it and raises his crow. G minfte Iasses cepore Danilo realizes he e;Ie’ts 
an answer.

”—Td rather yof ’all me Jieftenant.? “e shrfgs.
”— wofld rather not.? Enzo twists his legs over the edge op the cedu moving 

’loser to Danilo. ”-eems another imIasse is cepore fs.?
Danilo nodsu straightening o, the door prame. Whenu in a moment op ’larityu 

realizes Enzo had ceen asking why he was standing there and not a’ting oft op 
sorts.

”joodTs ready.?
“e tilts his head towards the kit’hen and stfmcles away cepore Enzo answers. 

Whe man pollows cehind him down the nearqcla’k hall. Danilo noti’es itTs not 
the Rrst time he had no 2falms acoft leaving his ca’k oIen to Enzo. 1owu 
howeveru it pelt more delicerate.

EnzoTs crigade Cow into the kit’henu Iestering Uagfs over his annoying 
hacits. “is grin indi’ates his enxoyment op their harsh Ilayu Ireening at the 
attention. 0lattering ftensils and thfmIing ale mfgs rise with the lighter note 
op lafghter as they situ leaving Danilo to wonder ip Uagfs invites the teasing 
as a distra’tion. Whe warmth in the air lasts fntil they lipt their sIoonsu the air 
hollow where it on’e had ceen Rlled cy fndeterred ’hatter. Lellert inhales his 
cowlu Iafsing to stare Iointedly at Enzo.

Danilo tries not to pollow LellertTs gazeu shoving his tongfe into his ’heek. 
—tTs taken this long to hold EnzoTs attention withoft it ceing done in anger or 
dftyu whatever thofghts or desires he wanted to talk acoft wofld ce done only 
when it seemed Enzo was oIen por ’onversation. Vfdging EnzoTs Iointed stare 
at his cowl to avoid LellertTs hard gazeu this tacle was not the time to try.

”Nof ’anTt keeI it prom him.? Lellert slams his mfg on the tacleu the li2fid 
li’king at the inside edge.
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Danilou  and halp  the tacleu  xfmIsbalceit por di,erent reasons.  Enzo 
hfmsu raising a crow while sIooning his pood. “estia sags into her hand 
and drags her sIoon throfgh the stew.

”DonTt Ilay ’oyu? Lellert says.
3afsing with the sIoon halpway to his mofthu Enzo sighs and straightq

ens.
”— am pflly aware he knows.? Enzo Ila’es the sIoon ca’k in his cowlu 

laying his hands on either side op it. ”1ow is neither the time nor the Ila’e.?
”Here is no time or Ila’e.?
”— assfre yof a time and Ila’e more aIIroIriate than a tense mealtime 

’an ce pofnd.?
”‘e are at war.? Lellert shipts in his ’hairu his eyes Rery.
”1ot now.? Enzo tilts his head in ’ontemIlation. ”Where is a time por 

war and a time por griep.?
7orak s2feezes LellertTs porearm. Danilo tries to withhold prom shipting 

when EnzoTs eyes Ci’k to the side. “e sinks into the ’hairu  drawing the 
entirety op EnzoTs attention. Whe pero’ity op his gaze makes Danilo stftteru 
”howTd he sfrviveB?

EnzoTs crows pfrrow and his shoflders raise.
”—Tm not stfIid.? Danilo polds his arms over his ’hestu repfsing to look 

at anyone else.
”1ever imIlied yof were.? Danilo raises his crow. Enzo ’on’edes. ”Seq

’ently.?
Danilo tries not to s2firm fnder EnzoTs hardu Ifzzleqsolving gaze while 

the man ’onsiders his ne;t words.
”4ery well. Nofr intelligen’e may yet ce Ift to fse.? Enzo leans ca’k in 

his ’hair. ”‘hy had Gfdantei not hanged the “ead op 5rders Ifcli’lyB?
Danilo xoltsu snaIIing his gaze and over the others.
”“ow did yof know thatB?
”— know a great deal. EsIe’ially those Iertaining to yof.? “e inhalesu a 

hint op Iani’ at the edges op his eyes. Danilo dofcts itTs real. ”Nof were 
more a’tive in dfty than the Leneral.?

“estia snortsu  her ’heeks and porehead red.  ”-orryu  cft —  have some 
vflgar oIinions acoft that man and the ’hild he Ift into a war.?

Danilo cristles at the word cft shrfgs when her eyes pall on him. “e 
’ofldnTt deny it.
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”WhereTs a lot — didnTt get told. 7ft — ’an Cesh oft the di,eren’e cetween 
a trfth and a rfmor.? Danilo siIs prom his mfgu hoIing he ’an gather his 
thofghts past enofgh. ”‘e ’laimed it to ce por the sake op the ’ity. 7ft 
Gosymo Lferra killed him por his dishonesty and cetrayal.?

Enzo snaIs his head fI. Whe sheer intensity op his stare is intimidating. 
”Whe Soyal 7esee’her rfns the “ead op 5rders.?

”WheyTve got their hands in ea’h otherTs Io’kets.? Danilo says. ”‘hereTd 
yof think the Grrisoot ’ame promB?

EnzoTs  crows ’frl  togetheru  eyes  Ci’king as  he ’onne’ts  Iast  events 
Danilo hoIes to learn one day.

”Nof were fnder’over dfring that time.?
”— was.? Danilo shovels a sIoonpfl into his ’heek.
Whe others remain 2fietu wat’hing on in ’friositybdesIerate por the 

distra’tion and withoft anything else whi’h Iromised the same level op 
entertainment.

”Whe Leneral  had not aIIointed another Jieftenant 0ommander.? 
Enzo tilts his ’hin fIward.

Danilo knows his ’old pear has no pootholdu cft that doesnTt keeI it prom 
sIreading throfgh him at what Enzo insinfates.

”WhatTs ce’afse the Leneral doesnTt hold that Iower. — was xfst smart 
enofgh to get oft cepore the 7esee’her ’ofld do it cy dismissing my head 
prom my shoflders.?

”jor that reasonu he wants yofr deathB “e ’an no longer dismiss yof 
with Lferra goneB?

”1o.? Danilo rfcs his  dry knf’klesu  shaking his  head.  ”1ou —  think 
thereTs more to it than that. “e never did things simIly.?

Enzo tfgs DaniloTs wrist away when his nails cegin to dig in. Danilo 
swallows at the shake op his hands and the fnwanted desire whi’h pollows. 
‘hen Danilo wiggles his Rngers in recellion to EnzoTs grasIu he re’eives a 
2festioningu raised crow. “e nods and keeIs his hands on the tacle.

”“ow did he sfrviveB? Danilo asks again.
”‘e do not know.?
Danilo shoots his gaze to his dry knf’klesu pollowing the new sIlits and 

the s’ars there. Whe skin Iflls strangely when he ’frls his Rngersu cft he 
had grown fsed to the sensation long ago.

YAH



”3erhaIs it is a sign more than any other to ce IreIared por the worst to 
’ome.?

Danilo nods. Enzo lipts his sIoon cepore addressing the tacle.
”—t aIIears — will  no longer ce DaniloTs Irimary sIaring Iartneru  and 

cetween Iossicle pftfre events and his sensitivityu we ’annot allow him the 
oIIortfnity to sla’k o,.?

Danilo re’oils and s’owls at Enzo. “e lipts his crow in hfmor.
Lellert straightens.  Seina nodsu  waving her hand as she agrees.  Enzo 

palls into e;Ilanations and his ocservations while 7orak leans into UagfsT 
gossiI. Whey give a non’ommittal agreement when Enzo 2festions their 
involvement.  “estia  shakes her headu  giving Danilo a  sad smile cepore 
dismissing herselp prom the tacle.

Danilo wofld give whatever he had lept  on him to know what Enzo 
thofght. 7ft not with gfilt and the weight op Gfdantei on his shoflders. 
Enzo looks at him with ’onpfsion teetering on the line op ’on’ernu Seina 
having ceen dragged prom dis’fssing ta’ti’s and theories cy Uagfs and 
7orakTs ci’kering. Danilo stares into his halp  emIty cowlu  fninterested 
desIite the gnawing in his stoma’h.

“e straightens when LellertTs wary eye lat’hes on him.
”Nof gonna tell HimB? Lellert stares at Danilou eyes moving to Enzo in 

sfggestion. ”5r am — gonna annofn’e His in pront op everyoneB?
”Gnnofn’e whatB? Danilo saysu the 2festion rising creathlessly in his 

nervofsness.
Lellert groansu thofgh he does so with his teeth and liIs lo’ked together. 

Whe tacleTs o’’fIants pall silentu staring at the intera’tion as IeoIle wat’h 
a pailed cft’hery.

”Nof are He Leneral.? Lellert leans over the tacle with his Ialms Iressed 
into the woodu remaining seated only prom 7orakTs hand hovering cetween 
them. ”Gnd wiT 1al’fn rfnningu yof are ne;t in line por 7esee’her.?

G dfll Iie’e op glass ’ofld ’ft the silen’e. 7reaths e’ho a’ross the tacle.
”7y the j—4Eu? Uagfs says into his Ialmu leaning on the tacle.
Seina tfrns her gaze to Enzou who remains staring at Danilou fnmovingu 

a dfal meaning in her gaze. Whe clood drains prom DaniloTs pa’eu his Iallor 
Ialer than Iar’hment. “is hands tremor as he stands. DesIite the mfltiIle 
voi’es ’alling apter himu he ’harges into his roomu ki’king the door shft por 
good measfre.
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“e wrings his Rngers throfgh his ’frlsu sliding down the wall to cfry his 
head in his knees. Danilo Ieers throfgh his Rngers at the crown cottleu glinting 
in the wavering sfn that Ieeks throfgh the winds oftside. ‘ith a ragged creathu 
Danilo drags the desk ’hair to the middle op the cedqprameu IroIIing the ca’k 
against the pootrest. “e droIs into it.

“is stare is R;ed on the carren wall cepore him while the window ’asts tfrcfq
lent shadows a’ross his IroRle. “e hoIes Enzo wonTt ’orral him por answersu cft 
he waits por the inevitacle. Whofgh the on’eqdistan’eu on’eqimIossicle resIe’t 
he ’onsidered por Enzo seemed like an imIossicilityu itTs wraIIed arofnd his 
rics as ip it celonged there all along. Gnd mayce a little had. Uayce it started in 
their cattlesbat EnzoTs ’ofrage and dedi’ationu and held himselp in honor. Whe 
cottle glistens prom the ’orner op his eye. “e swallows. Whofgh Danilo has no 
desire to admit his ’frrent thofghtsu he realizes ip the man ’ameu Danilo wofld 
give him any answer he wanted.

“is hands ’ontinfe to shakeu and he ’len’hes them in a desIerate por ’ontrol. 
—t isnTt the resIe’t that ’at’hes Danilo o,qgfardu cft the Iani’ settled in his 
’hest at the thofght op a world withoft him.

-’ores de’orate the oIifm cottleu marring the glint with its rofnded edges 
where it sits engflped in DaniloTs Ialm. “e clinksu porgetting when he moved 
prom the ’hair. Glmost hysteri’allyu Danilo thinks that this shofld ce the time 
Enzo walks throfgh the door. —n his hazeu he glan’es over. —t remains Iressed 
into the prameu shadows and light dan’ing a’ross the wood prom within their 
’ir’flar ’age. 7y the time he drags his gaze ca’k to the cottleu his Rngers have 
IoIIed the ’aI. Whe rising smell slaIs him ca’k to reality.

Danilo reIla’es the ’aI and stfmcles to his ’hairu the cottle op oIifm req
Ila’ed as ip itTd never ceen tof’hed. —t glistens at him mo’kingly and he drives his 
nails into his s’alIu gaze R;ed on the toes op his coots. Ea’h creath is delicerate 
and drawn. “e ’ofnts ea’h oneu hoIing it wofld ce the last cepore his door 
swfng oIen.

Enzo never ’ame.
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CHAPTER   FRTO

W hile Danilo had known—or guessed—Gellert had an average power for 
a magic-wielder, the man is more than buent in the art of ;attleE even 

capa;le of ;esting zn.o—faster, stronger, more cunning in his movementsA 
’nd though DaniloIs skin twitches to ;e out from under GellertIs stare, he ynds 
the yght forces his wits to ;e present as much as his skillA

StIs ;een a long time since Danilo has felt challengedA
Gellert grunts, the sound speaking volumes more than anjthing he or zn.o 

have saidA Bunlight cuts through DaniloIs vision, and Gellert Ta;s his spear 
forwardA Danilo ducks closer, swinging at GellertIs stomach—he feels guiltj for 
pouring his frustrations on Gellert, ;ut since xorak removed the opium earlj 
that morning, he could not think of anjthing elseA Gellert drops his weapon 
and rolls awaj to avoid the ;low, sand and dirt sticking to his sweatj faceA Hhe 
pale earth is ;right in contrast to his dark comple“ionA ?is ejes swirl in thought 
when Danilo meets themA

”zn.o28 GellertIs voice drips appraisal like honej, oo.ing sluggishlj from his 
tongue with the hint of a heavj assumption, dragging Danilo into the sicklj 
sweet threat of another memorj with another man from another timeA

Danilo tilts his head to where zn.o paces outside their makeshift circle, 
hesitant to take his ejes from his rivalA Hhe jellow glow of the savanna sun ;links 
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through the trees swajing overheadA zn.o pauses in DaniloIs peripheralA ?e 
thinks itIs deli;erateA

Celentlessness bickers in the grej of zn.oIs ejes, latched onto a thought 
and working through everj angle he can yndA DaniloIs learned to hate the 
assessment for multiple reasonsA Gellert sOuints, a similar interest gleaming in 
his ejeA Danilo tenses under their paired focusA Cecogni.ing his discomfort, 
Gellert collects the spear, giving Danilo a reprieveA

DaniloIs hands twitch and he ;ites the inside of his cheek until he tastes 
;lood, grounding his thoughts in the presentA zn.o sOuints at him, ejes roving 
over DaniloIs newest nuances while he awaits instructionA

”Yontinue,8 zn.o directs, his tone not portrajing his thoughtsA
Gellert resumes his advance with more speed and less thoughtA St gives Danilo 

no opening, no chance to do anj more than counter or parrjA
When zn.o calls on them to pause, Danilo groans in reliefA Gellert dou;les 

over, staV at his feet and hands on his kneesA ?e shakes his head, sweat lining 
his temples and TawA Danilo gives the wooden sword a sOuee.e ;efore glancing 
at zn.oA

zn.o, while he doesnIt want to show it, has ;een growing tiredA ’nd Danilo 
would like to saj his sensitivitj urges him to monitor the man—;ut he knows 
itIs his paranoiaA Bensing DaniloIs ga.e, zn.o locks his shoulders higherA Danilo 
leaves it alone ;ecause he can see the fractures in zn.oIs composureA ?eIll ;e 
concerned once he canItA

zn.o calls their training to a ynish and thej move ;ack towards the house as 
a trioA ’ir licks at the moisture ;eading his forehead and he swipes at it with the 
;ack of his hand while kicking the long grass vanishing among the dunesA ?e 
ducks as thej descend into the cool houseA Gellert and zn.o ;ranch in another 
directionA

zn.o calls to him, the wave of his hand a sign to followA Danilo hesitates, 
watching Gellert vanish into a small roomA ?e doesnIt move and zn.oIs ;row 
ticksA

zn.o hums, then approaches himA Danilo e“amines the ;leached streaks on 
his dark leather ;oots until he can no longer ignore zn.oIs presenceA xut he onlj 
raises his ga.e to zn.oIs chestA

zn.o ;reaks the silence, ”Did he—”
”?e didnIt do anjthingA8 Danilo crosses his arms, tonguing his scarA
zn.o hums againA Danilo grinds his teeth and meets zn.oIs ejesA
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”Hhen what S had to discuss can waitA8 zn.o clasps his hands ;ehind his 
;ack, ;eginning his retreat down the hallA  DaniloIs chest spasms and he 
follows without conscious thoughtA zn.o stops, turning to bick his ga.e 
over DaniloA ”’re jou certain28

?e shrugs, ;ut zn.o doesnIt take it for an answer this timeA ”StIs not 
going awajA8

zn.oIs ever-present grimace softensA
Danilo pads after him, free.ing in the doorwaj where a familiar set of 

papers engulf the nearest ta;letopA Dread creeps into his airwaj, hollowing 
out his lungsA ?e turns to zn.oA Gellert glances over his shoulder ;efore 
cataloging the trinkets hanging from his palmA zn.o gestures to the map, an 
e“pectant e“pression glossing over the unspoken emotion ;ehind his ejesA

”zaston would have accepted jour knowledge with enthusiasm,8 zn.o 
assuresA

Hhe statement is  an apologjA Jnlj revealed ;j the waj Gellert whips 
his head over a shoulder and ;links dum;lj at the ledger in handA Danilo 
scans him and toes closer to the map, snapping his ga.e to the parchment 
when zn.o raises a Ouestioning ;row at GellertA Hheir silent e“change is 
;riefA When zn.o steps toward Gellert, Danilo pinches the fa;ric of zn.oIs 
sleeveA

”SAAA8 he glances at the map, swallowingA ”SIm—”
”3ou have nothing to apologi.e forA8 zn.o sajs, then slips awajA
Danilo watches their interaction, following the path their yngers point 

;etween one item and the ne“t, directed ;j GellertIs discussion and notesA 
?is stare remains unnoticed, or more likelj ignored, until Gellert turnsA 
Danilo stiVensA

”Water28 Gellert asksA
Danilo nods and spins to face the map fulljA
With a glance around the room, heIs ama.ed ;j the varjing fa;rics drap-

ing from the ceiling, tied to ‘intioni Tewels and twisted through Lerusai 
TewelrjA Hhe sparkling colors refract over the wallsA Glass set in weapons 
cast dots of light along the ta;lesA StIs a spectacle in the rundown shackA

’s he turns his ejes ;ack to the map, he lifts the Ouill from the inkpot, 
hand catching the ink ;efore it can drip on the pageA Hhe OuillIs maker had 
taken pride in collecting the rare featherA ?is ejes bicker up to the emptj 
ink pots ylled with uniOue Ouills on the shelf, waiting to ;e usedA
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Danilo clears his throat, bipping a corner to test the inkA zastonIs name 
stares  up at  himA ?e ;lows out his  ;reath and slams the page down, 
shoulders tense as he ;races himself on the ta;leA

”Fere we areA8 Hhe water inside the mug vi;rates from the force with 
which Gellert places it downA ”xeen a long time since SIve ;een challenged 
during a sparA8

Danilo nods, ejes bicking over him ;efore gra;;ing the mugA ?e leans 
against the ta;le, ejes on the water he swirlsA

”3ou seemed surprised,8 Danilo sajsA
”’t what2 3our skill28 Danilo nods and Gellert wanders to his own ta;le, 

bipping his ;ooks ;ack openA ”?ardlj someIing to ;e surprised ;jA 3ou 
were Fe 4ieutenant YommanderA zarned it somehowA8 Danilo glances at the 
doorwaj, wondering whether zn.o planned on returning or if he was ;etter 
oV to bee the room ;efore GellertIs attitude took a turn for the worseA ”S 
was surprised ;j how jour sensitivitj adaptsA8

”’dapts28 Danilo ;links, GellertIs admittance ;ringing his escape plan 
to an immediate pauseA

Gellert sighs at the ceilingA ”S wasnIt supposed to saj anjIingA8
”’nd zn.o will torture jou for it, will he28
Gellert laughsA ”5o, he has other wajsA8
”Bounds threateningA8 Danilo lifts the mug from the ta;le againA
”Jf all people, ja should knowA8
DaniloIs mug free.es ;efore his mouth as his chest dropsA Hhat stungA 

?e tightens his grip on the cup and swallows the remainder of its contents 
without fear of choking on itA  Desperate for an e“cuse to bee GellertIs 
determined stareA Gellert grimaces at his own choice of words, ysts curling 
atop his workstationA

’side from poorlj timed statements and snide remarks, Danilo has jet 
to ynd a reason to distrust GellertA ?e pushes oV the ta;le to leave, wanting 
nothing more than to ignore the hollow ache in his  chest—the heavj 
reminder that of anjone left in the 5ephlaIs chosen, Gellert is the most 
likelj to kill him over past grievancesA

”SIm sorrjA8 Gellert reaches out—never touching—to keep Danilo from 
leavingA ”?or Fat as well as jour ;rotherA 3our familjA S understand Fe loss 
jou feelA8
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Hhe statement would ;e considerate and heartfelt if Danilo werenIt the cause 
of his lossE a good man djing in a snowj fortress, lungs ylling with ;lood at his 
attempts to crj outA DaniloIs loss was not the sameA

Gellert spent jears yghting alongside his friend—thej would have grown up 
together, trained together, travelled togetherA Hhej would have shared a time 
when the weight of the world and all of its sins didnIt sink onto their shouldersA 
Hheir worries would have ;een over scraped knees and girlsA

5o, Gellert couldnIt understand ;ecause he didnIt have a lifetime carrjing 
the weight of snuAng out am;ition, hope, and innocenceA

DaniloIs throat tightens from a putrid com;ination of remorse and envjA ?e 
bicks his ejes to Gellert, ignores how his lungs revolt, and leaves the room with 
the ;arest of nodsA Discomfort snaps at his heels until heIs ;aring his ;edroom 
door shut with his weight, and it follows him like a shadow until heIs ;eneath 
the coversA

?e cannot ;e ;othered to shuck oV his ;oots, accepting the smudges amid 
the mustj sheetsA
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CHAPTER   FRTOYF-E

S unlight blinds Danilo regardless of how desperately he struggles to 
blink past the haze misting his eyes. The large wagon tosses about on 

wooden wheels as it hits softened piles of sand. A shout stabs the air. He 
jerks on his arms in an attempt to cover his eyes, but they lay detached at his 
sides. Unresponsive.

Arrows thunk into the inside of the cart. Frozen against the bottom of the 
wagon, he cannot roll out of the line of Gre, or pick up the sword abandoned 
inches beyond his reach. Rellert rolls atop him, shielding his body. An arrow 
pierces through his shoulder and he presses against the wound with a cry. 
—eina tears it from RellertBthe force drawing him o’ DaniloBand notches 
it, Gring at a soldier. The soldier falls from his horse, dead on impact.

Iorak straddles Danilo2s middle, shielding him with a blue hue while 
sending a shock of magic into Rellert2s shoulder. Rellert 8ings himself into 
the 8oor of the wagon, howling and clutching the wound.

Danilo2s world falls into blackness, a hand Gtted over his eyes. He wants 
to scream, to throw it o’, to leap into the fray. Iut he2s kept still. The sounds 
of battle swarm around his ears. 6t gnaws at him he cannot do the one thing 
he was bred for.

To Gght.
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Danilo gasps as he hurdles upright, palming the headboard. He leans over 
the bed, groaning at the bubbling nausea threatening to upend his near/empty 
stomach. He swallows it down and sags into the wood headrest, ignoring its 
veins as they imprint on his skin. Ioth his shirt and his pants cling to him, the 
neckline dark, even in the ghoulish light speckled through his grungy window.

He2s aware Arrisoot/induced hallucinations can siphon into dreams. Despite 
it, his thoughts and limbs are disconnected. His Gngers tremble as if possessed by 
another mind, their control troublesome in his struggle to peel away the blan/
kets. Danilo blinks at his bare feet. Then, in a last e’ort, times his uneven breaths 
with each count of his toes. He repeats the process until his arm responds as an 
arm shouldBespecially that of a seasoned soldier.

Danilo grumbles, stomach 8ipping again when he shu0es them across the 
uneven 8oorboards. He scrubs his Gngers over the tired valleys of his face.

Rellert throws himself down as a shield, no matter how the recurring dream 
changes. And Danilo paid him in advance by taunting a bloody, dying man like 
a cat bored with the kill.

His punishment isn2t death, but the sentence he serves when shadows twist 
memories into a noose of his making. A punishment he2ll serve into his last 
breaths.

And long after.
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CHAPTER   FRTOYT-F

D anilo tosses and turns from the moment he wakes until grst lipht sli.s in 
his windowB ’ut itvs what he deseryes for fallinp aslee. so earlAB c hawkvs 

sbreebh ,arrels down the hall from outsideH and he proansB Ie shrups on his 
tunibH debidinp to forpo his ,oots to kee. from wakinp the othersB cn attem.t 
to .rolonp the solitudeB

Etvs a .ointless debisionB Ie enters the main room and gnds zn-o .erbhed in 
the stillT,abked leather bhairB zn-o looks u. u.on his entrAB xhouph his stonA 
eq.ression doesnvt bhanpeH Danilo rebopni-es the sur.rise sbrawlinp amonp the 
wrinkles at the borner of zn-ovs eAesB Danilo robks on his feet ,efore .addinp 
dee.er into the darkened s.abeH white lipht .eekinp ,eneath the ,lanket oyer 
the o.en doorwaAB

Ie bhafes ,eneath zn-ovs s“uinted pa-e ,ut bontinues his determined .athB 
xhe abt of deganbeH thouph weakH is the most hevs felt like himself without anper 
Woodinp his yeinsB

?”hat is the oripin of Aour sbar28 zn-o asks “uietlAH pesturinp to the raised 
skin stemminp from Danilovs bleft li.H allowinp the ,ook to fall shut on his la.B

Danilo ,links at himH toubhinp his tonpue to itB xhe “uestion onbe sent 
dappers into his heartH ,ut as time stretbhed onH softeninp the sbarvs a..earanbe 
and the stares that linperedH he ,uilt an immunitA to the shar.ness of itB
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?Evm a soldierH8 he saAs with a shrupB
zn-o humsB ?Et is older than when Aou ,epan .artibi.atinp in ,attlesB8
?Yeyer said E pot it in ,attleB8 xhe boubh breaks as he dro.s abross from 

zn-oB
Gilenbe barries ,etween them as zn-ovs eAes softenB ?jou pot it from Aour 

fatherB8
Danilo primabesB
?E pot it from the —eneralB8 Ie blenbhes his hand to kee. from trabinp the 

healed lineB ?c hardTlearned lessonB8
zn-o ,ristles ,ut refrains from sharinp his immediate thouphtsB xhe “uiet 

air tibkles Danilovs feet with its bhillB Ie draps them oyer the s.onpA wooden 
Woor,oardsH una,le to relaq with the horrors bhasinp himB

?jou and E are more alike than we seemB8 zn-o admitsB Danilo meets zn-ovs 
eAesH Oaw blenbhed to kee. himself from pa.inp at the manB ct the show of 
yulnera,ilitAB zn-o looks awaA grstB ?cside from im.ulse bontrolH and keA 
.ersonalitA traitsH and the need to .lease others and .roye oneselfB8

Danilo rolls his eAesH leaninp ,abk into the boubhB Ie prinsB ?Evm not the 
onlA one with somethinp to .royeB8

?cnd how is thatH .raA tell28 zn-o asksB
?jouvre from DebariiB8
?jou are bertain28 zn-o furrows his ,rowsH eAes Wibkinp to Danilovs s“uee-T

inp gnpersB Danilo shrupsH s.inninp the ,raided rinpB ?jou are borrebtB IowT
eyerH E fail to see how it aMebts mA need to .roye anAthinpB8

?xhe waA Aou talkH for oneB Yeyer met a man out of Debarii9or anA other 
eastern wharf9without the seaTslurB8 zn-o primabes at the termB Danilo bobks 
his headB ?—otta .roye not eyerAthinp from the boast is stu.id28

cfter the silenbe barries throuph the airH Danilo wonders if hevs oyerste..edB
?xell meH? zn-o saAs with a .ointed lookH ?DaniloB cre Aou Aour father28
Danilo tries to kee. his li. from burlinpB ?YoB8
xriesB
?xhen whA .roye Aou are not him28
Danilovs Oaw tibks as he thinksH ru,,inp his knubkles apainst the knees of his 

.antsB ?xhe manvs shadow is hard to esba.eB8
zn-o humsB ?xhe shadow he bast oyer Aou in sobietA2 Rr in Aour mind28
Danilo understands whA the fribtion ,etween their .ersonalities s.arked 

arpuments into a rapinp WameB Ie understandsH of all the .eo.le in 0erkidiaH 
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whA it would ,e zn-o to see .ast his wallsB xheAvre but from the same blothH 
if a diMerent bolourB jou bannot hide from likeTminded menB

?”hat is Aour re.ulsion with —ellert28 zn-o asksH disru.tinp Danilovs 
thouphtsB

?Ue.ulsion28 Danilo Oum.sB
?jou haye a di1bult time hidinp Aour feelinpsB8
?Etvs not re.ulsionB8 Ie brosses his armsB ?Yot at him anAwaA9”hat is 

this2 cn interropation28
?Do Aou haye a “uestion Aourself28 zn-o raises a ,rowB
?YoH8 is his kneeTOerk answerB xhen he thinks ,etter of itB ?Yot AetB8
zn-o piyes a sinpleH slow nod in res.onseB Et takes Danilo a moment to 

understand zn-ovs starinp as waitinpB Danilo ,ites down on his tonpue in 
frustrationB

?”ho was the man —ellert lost28 Ie s.its outB
zn-ovs eq.ression WibkersB ?jou know he lost one28
c sibk enOoAment linpers in his bhestB Ie banvt shake itB Yeyer bouldB Et 

was ,red into him as mubh as his looksB Danilovs shoulders raise as reali-ation 
dawns on zn-ovs fabeH turninp his eyerT.resent sbowl ,lankB Ie prinds his 
knubkles into his rouph .ant lepB

zn-ovs eAes narrowH and Danilo tenses for the onbominp “uestionB ?Iow 
heayA is the puilt Aou barrA28

?cre Aou in .ain28 Danilo thinks zn-o maA ipnore him in fayour of takinp 
his s.itgre “uestion as an answerB

?E am not in .ainB8 zn-o .labes his ,ook ,etween the seat bushion and the 
arm of the bhairH leaninp on his kneesB ?xhouph there is disbomfortB8

c berulean hue danbes around his gnpers like obean foamH and with a 
.ullinp motionH Danilo is Oerked forwardH el,ows .inned to his kneesB zn-o 
straiphtensH pra,,inp Danilovs hand and turninp it in his pras.B

?jou haye s.lit the skinB8 Danilo looks down to where ,lood smears abross 
his knubklesB zn-o knits the surfabe ,abk topetherH his mapib hot apainst 
Danilovs handB ?cm E to ,elieye Aou are in nothinp more than disbomfort28

Danilo nodsH gnpers ,ounbinp abross the healinp gssuresB zn-o leans ,abkB 
xheir bonyersation rolls into ,anterH airA in the basbadinp liphtH their .eabe is 
,roken ,A the wildlife wakinp at the .romise of another daAB Et .eters into 
silenbeH the “uiet and bareful lauphter swe.t awaA in the drA airH the ,reath of 
the —entled zast softeninp the dank “uartersH Wibkinp throuph their hair with a 
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faint warmth to bom,at zn-ovs natural bhillB c howl buts throuph the doorH 
the sheet swaAinp with the dunesv la-A ,ree-eB

Danilovs head s.ins with his tirednessH and he leans ,abk into the arm 
of the boubhH liftinp his feet to take u. the entire s.abeB zn-o hums a tune 
while his gnper follows what he .reyiouslA readB

Danilo ipnores the trem,le ru.turinp the underside of his skinH blinpinp 
to the ha-e oyer his thouphts with little eMortB Iis heayA eAelids .ress him 
into the leather bushions and his drawn ,reaths rum,le his bhest9bloser 
to a prowl than a snoreH thouph his onbeTfellow soldiers would arpue difT
ferentlAB Rn the .rebi.ibe of slee.H his lim,s twitbh in re,ellionB Emapes 
Wash ,ehind his lidsB ;uiet sbeneries throuph the —entled zast ra.idlA turn 
,loodA and protes“ueB

Ie pas.sH blawinp at the boubh as he Oolts u.riphtB zn-o subks in a ,reathB 
Danilo burses the crrisoot and zn-o tuts at his bhoibe of wordsB

?Es that the bause of this28 zn-o asksB
?Et was there ,eforeB Etvs worse nowB8 Danilo shrupsH shrinkinp under 

zn-ovs sbrutinAB
xhe .eabe melts from the room as zn-ovs pa-e ,ebomes gerber with the 

sluppish time .assinp amid the ripid silenbeH zn-ovs thouphts bonnebtinp 
.reyious eyents ,efore Danilovs yerA eAesB Danilo shrinksH knowinp zn-ovs 
seen the o,yiousB Ie humsH liftinp a hand to forbe Danilo to meet his eAeB 
”ith eabh sAm.tom zn-o listsH Danilo tenses in his .almB

?Ena,ilitA to slee.H  withdrawn ,ehayioursH  sudden a..etite bhanpeH 
tremorsH irrita,ilitA often manifested as irrational anper or de.ression9? 
Danilo o.ens his mouth to arpueH ,itinp it ,abk when zn-o lifts a ,row in 
bhallenpeB Ie lets Danilo .ull free of his holdB ?jou had no intention of 
yer,ali-inp Aour latest strupple28

Danilo shifts under zn-ovs pa-eB
?<hH no28 Ie ,ristles when zn-o sbowlsB ?”hat was E su..osed to saA2 

Evm gneB8
?cnd ’orakvs neplipenbe with his .referred iatribal reserye was of no 

bonse“uenbe to Aou28 zn-ovs ,row liftsH his fabe prowinp darker the lonper 
Danilo takes to answerB

?”hat28
?Iaye AouH or haye Aou notH selfTmedibated usinp ’orakvs waresH Danilo28 

Danilo gpures zn-o tabked on his name to soften the ,low of the abbusationB

NQ=



<nfortunatelAH zn-o onbe apain is riphtB Des.ite the seethinp anper .um.inp 
throuph his yeinsH the linperinp bonbern in that one word douses itB Ghoutinp 
,abk will .roye nothinp ,ut Danilovs need to defend himselfB

?E didnvt use the o.iumB8 Ie brosses his arms oyer his bhestH shoyinp his 
blenbhed hands apainst his WanksB c lastTditbh eMort to puard his sebretB

zn-o humsB ?jet still Aou sinpled out the ,ottle whibh bould re.libate the 
eMebts Aou desiredB8

Danilo .alesH pa-e danbinp around zn-ovs fabe without meetinp his eAesB ”ith 
a ,roken siph and his tonpue blenbhed ,etween his teethH Danilo nodsB zn-o 
shakes his headH ru,,inp his ,rowB

?E will disbuss ’orakvs im.rudent tendenbiesB8
?Yo .ointB Ievs remoyed itB E donvt want eyerAone knowinpH8 Danilo saAsB
zn-o s.laAs his hands oyer his kneesB ?>an Aou .romise to ,e o.en with me28
?jesB8 Danilo meets his eAes and swallows at the intensitA he gnds in zn-ovs 

pa-eB
zn-o ti.s his head ,abkH starinp down his nose as he analA-es DaniloB Iis straA 

preA hairs swaAB Ie ,reaks the bonnebtion grstH o.tinp to watbh the makeshift 
burtain with a silent ?yerA well8B 

Danilo siphs in reliefH his thanks stum,linp from his li.sB zn-o humsB 
Dark birbles mar Danilovs polden bom.leqionH breatinp a phoul of his eq.resT

siyeH Aouthful fabeB Ie ru,s Danilovs blosest tem.leH ipnorinp the Winbh of surT
.riseB Danilovs eAes Wutter as he gphts the eMebts of zn-ovs mapib mani.ulatinp 
his mindB c yaliant attem.tH bonsiderinp itvs not an a,ilitA zn-o eqerbisesB xhen 
he saps into zn-ovs toubhH dee. in a des.erate slee.B
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CHAPTER   FRTOYTHREE

D anilo is about to slip inside for breakfast when Magus pins him to the 
wall of the stairwell.

“Sorry!” Magus leaps back, throwing his hands up from Danilo’s shirt. “Sor-
ry, buddy. Habit.”

He straightens out Danilo’s shirt and Danilo stares at him, the darker tinge 
of warning edging from his eyes.

“S’okay.” Danilo clears his throat, trying to dip around him. Magus blocks his 
path.

“Come with me vrst,” he says, pulling on Danilo’s sleeje.
Danilo’s stomach Aumps into his throat but he follows. zn ironwood tree’s 

blue leajes Tick in the breeYe as Danilo and Magus wander by. Ihe tension grows 
each time Magus glances ojer his shoulder.

“Nou know, E think half of them would be vne if you killed me on the steps. 
Didn’t haje to drag me out here,” Danilo says in a weak attempt at humour.

“2ah, you’re vne for now.” Magus smirks, but it falls before it can seem 
genuine.

Ihere is a pregnant pause swallowed by the chirrup of birds and beetles 
before Magus vnally speaks again.

“Ihere’s a way to saje 9nYo.”
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“qhat‘”
Magus nods, mojing to sit on a fallen tree. Et bows under his weight but 

supports him.
“He’s being stubborn. qon’t listen to anyone.” He tilts his head to the 

side and stares up at Danilo, sLuinting to block the sun. “N’know, if your 
hair was a little longer, you’d look like a lion. qith the sun and all. Es that 
why you’re called Bthe Rion of zudantei’‘”

“Magus,“ Danilo sighs.
“E know, buddy.” qith a sigh, Magus shojes his hands into his pockets. 

“Ihere’s only rumour. Et’s why nobody’s said anything to you. Out E didn’t 
want you to hear it too late.”

Danilo shifts, standing in front of Magus with crossed arms.
“Ihe Oeggar’s Stone is a remnant of the IHExD. 2ot of his children. Et 

was created to be used by humankind to gije them a taste of power. Gr at 
least that’s what some te…ts claim.” Magus Aerks when the tree slides deeper 
into the sand, planting his feet but still leaning against it. He mutters at 
the rotten wood before continuing. “znyway, from what we gather, your 
father used the Oeggar’s Stone. znd since the stone is  absorbing 9nYo’s 
power, there’s one of two things that can happen. Et tears his magic from 
him and he dies. Gr we destroy the source.”

“Oeing the Oeseecher‘”
“Oeing the stone.” Magus shrugs, face growing bored.
Danilo breathes steadily,  eyes taking in the way Magus chews his lip. 

Magus’ brows furrow when Danilo fails to respond.
“Dani‘” Magus’ joice snaps Danilo into motion, his march spraying 

sand. Magus chuckles. “Gh, you’re gonna make me regret this, aren’t you‘”
Magus follows with a smirk,  brows raised at the storm weajing into 

Danilo’s stern e…pression. He shoulders the front door. Et collides against 
the wood wall with a crack, sealing his decision. xather than follow him in, 
Magus leans outside the front door, waiting for when hell turns on him.

Et doesn’t take much e4ort on Danilo’s part to vnd 9nYo, as the man has 
been in the same two rooms since their arrijal. —ellert Aerks back at the vre 
in Danilo’s eyes, setting his things aside.

“E’m gonna5“ He dips from the room, leajing it to Danilo and 9nYo.
9nYo places the parchment listing the room’s items atop —ellert’s abandoned 

books, staring at Danilo in the kaleidoscopic light bursting through the pen-
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dants and Aewels hanging from the low ceiling. His e…pression is curious but 
still while pale grey eyes scour the anger pocking Danilo’s face.

“qere you going to tell me you knew how to v… this‘”
“2o. E was not.” 9nYo’s face turns stonyPcold and distant in a way that 

should warn Danilo.
He clenches his vsts. “znd why not‘”
9nYo crosses his arms ojer his chest.
“Oecause E will allow none of mine to charge in like the —eneral of zudan-

tei would.” 9nYo looks down his nose at Danilo before mojing a delicate glass 
candelabra further from the table’s edge, then swings around to add, “Reast 
of all, you.”

“Reast of all...” Danilo’s nose curls. He shojes his hands onto his hips. 
“Ihis is still about my past.”

“Ihis is about your self-control and casualty awareness.”
“Nou doubt my loyalty.”
“2ejer once has your loyalty been in Luestion, young zltamura,” 9nYo 

sneers.
Danilo’s vght is brought to a cold stop, hurt dousing the Tames of his 

argument. He swallows, sco4s, and glares at 9nYo.
“znd E should haje known E couldn’t trust yours.”
Danilo shakes his head and leajes the room with his gaYe on the Toor, 

storming outside, deaf to 9nYo calling his name. Ihe world passes by him as 
if in a trance. qhen he passes Oorak and Magus arguing outside, they both 
stop to stare at his e…pressionless face. 2either of them bother to ask where 
he’s headed.

Danilo hacks at a dead tree with the wooden sword, using jengeful 
strength to chip and dent the bark refusing to fall away. z thick sludge of 
poisoned thoughts drowns his heart.

He clenches the false hilt and shouts through clenched teeth before renew-
ing his attack on the defenseless branches. En his state, he stops tracking time.

z stone skitters against the rocky frame of the waterhole. He tensed, 
ignoring the urge to face the threat. His attacks halt, his ragged breathing 
making it di7cult to hear. Distantly, he commends whoejer is braje enough 
to approach him. Ihe anger rushing through him must be palpable in the air.

“Et’ll feel better to vght me.” xeina stops at his side, looking between him 
and the tree.
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Her joice strikes him like wet silk across the back of a bare thigh, cutting 
through to his nerjes. He tosses the wooden sword aside, appraising her with 
his hands on his hips.

“Et’s not a vght when E’m standing ojer you.”
She rushes forward, rolling into one of his knees and bringing a dagger to his 

middle. He catches her wrist with a shout.
“E didn’t accept.”
“Es your enemy going to let you accept‘” Dropping her dagger, she catches it 

in her other hand and lunges at him.
Danilo growls, catching her and throwing her ojer his shoulder. She rolls 

with the mojement, perched on her feet again. xeina smirks and runs at him. 
His sensitijity works in his fajour and before she can make the impact, he 
deTects and drijes a vst into her ribs.

Ihe longer she defends against his strikes and worms her own around his 
blocks, the more Danilo can see where her magic is similar to his sensitijity.

“Nou sense the ne…t strike‘” Danilo asks after throwing her away from him.
She pants, poised for a tackle. He knows she is going to fake once she charges.
“2o, E follow your elbow.” Her green eyes glimmer with mischief. “Es that 

how yours works‘”
qhen she fakes, she throws her leg ojer his shoulders and pulls him to the 

ground as she falls. He’s pinned beneath her, blocking her blows with his arms 
ojer his ears. She pulls back too far, and he drijes his vst into her ribs in the same 
spot as before.

xeina winces, and he takes the pause to roll her o4 him, getting to his feet 
again.

“E was wondering why 9nYo wanted youP“ she kicks at his knee, missing 
when she has to duck his elbow, “training so hard.”

Danilo’s frustration gathers in his hands, and drijes his vst at her tender 
ribs. Et stops mid-air, jines wrapping around his wrist and trapping his arm. He 
swings his opposite hand up, grabs the back of her neck, and pulls her stomach 
into his knee. She drops her hold on him, coughing but grinning. Ihe jines 
shrijel into the sand.

“Nou nejer did let yourself be distracted,” xeina pants, rubbing her stomach. 
“znd you’re choking out your sensitijity, by the way.”

Danilo pulls on his arm, trying to stretch out his shoulder. “Choking‘”
xeina takes a couple of steps back, nodding.
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“Neah, Aust when it starts to do the work for you, you stomp it down.” She 
gestures up and down at him. “Makes sense since you’d haje to control your 
mojements, you know, as a soldier.”

He nods. xeina wanders ojer to her dagger, e…amining its dirty edge before 
sliding it into her sheathe. Ihe blistering sun shines down ojerhead through 
the sparse treetops. 9ach step makes the blooming bruises achePeach kick, 
each hit, each time she slammed him to the groundPand while he’s nejer 
been fond of the pain, he is fond of the familiarity. zn olije branch e…tended 
among the thorns. xeina smirks at him and gestures for him to follow.

9nYo is piecing together stratagems for after his death when xeina struts into 
the room. Her face cascaded in an array of fractured colours. Ihe Aewelry and 
crystal insets from weapons refract what little light slips in through the sand 
cojered window. —ellert turns at her entry.

“Danilo’s stronger than E thought,” she sighs, pushing her hair out of her 
face and placing her mug on —ellert’s desk. Her hand rests atop it.

—ellert coughs out a laugh before turning to his work. “Hadn’t learned it 
when he tore through Be 2arota camp‘”

“Nou don’t remember that E’m vrst a long-distance vghter‘” Her wood 
mug screeches on the tabletop, and she smirks at 9nYo’s annoyed scowl.

zs she closes in on 9nYo’s workstation, she turns and straddles a chair. Her 
mug hangs from her hands as she leans ojer the backrest. 9nYo, aggrajated 
by her presence and by the knowing gleam in her eye, takes precautions to 
ignore her. She has no business interAecting herself on behalf of Danilo.

“0reparations‘” xeina tips the chair closer, scowling at the words scrawled 
along the top of the parchment.

9nYo Luirks a brow at her disapprojing tone. “zs the Second, and with 
duties E will pass to you upon my death, it is in your best interest E make 
arrangements.”

xeina sighs, glancing at —ellert. —ellert shrugs with a scowl.
“2ot to insult you, 9nYo, but we’d be vne.” xeina clacks the chair legs 

against the Toor as she settles back, peering up at 9nYo when he hums. 
“Danilo won’t be.”
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He shoots her a grimace, noticing the red welts turning jarious shades 
of green and purple.

“Did heP“
“E o4ered.” She swirls her water before taking a swig. “He’s tense. Nour 

argument did a number on him.”
9nYo sneers.  “Ef  his  concern was with surjijal  rather than acting a 

martyrP“
“Do you really think that’s what this is‘ Do you really think that’s in 

his character‘” She sighs, watching 9nYo brace himself against the table. 
“9nYo, he’s spent his entire life causing... well, E’d say problems, but we all 
know that’s not strong enough.” qhen 9nYo says nothing, she adds, “He’s 
eighteen years old, and he’s killed more people than the three of us.”

“E am aware.” 9nYo sighs, nodding solemnly before clearing his throat 
and standing ojer her.  “Howejer,  his  e4orts would be better spent on 
sajing hundreds as opposed to one man.”

xeina watches him. Et drags against 9nYo’s patience, and she knows it. 
Gf course, she uses it to her adjantage, and often on behalf of others. Dor an 
indijidual who can’t trust herself to make informed decisions, 9nYo vnds 
she is more than willing to meddle in the a4airs of others.

“qellP“ xeina stands, patting his shoulder, “E think that’s what you 
need to tell him.”

—ellert stares with a white knuckled grip on his book, his face turning 
jarious shades of red. qajing two vngers, she slips through the door.

“Did E not say Be same Bing‘”
“Same thing, di4erent words.” 9nYo smirks at —ellert’s sound of annoy-

ance before a book slams down on his table. qhen 9nYo chuckles, —ellert’s 
shoulders loosen.

“Nou’ll listen to her‘”
—lancing ojer his shoulder, 9nYo nods, placing his latest page down.
“2o time like the present,” 9nYo says,  and crosses his  arms ojer his 

shoulders in a wide stretch before toeing from the room. —ellert pumps 
the air in triumph seconds after 9nYo passes through the doorway.

9nYo knows nothing about children or soldiers. He will admit as much. So, 
while he may be headed to Danilo’s room, his slow steps are merely a projision 
for time to decide which of them he’s more willing to face. Ihe child, whose 
bitter emotions wrought 9nYo’s beyond control. Gr the soldier, who refused 
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to bend a knee in serjitude without 9nYo vrst projing the reason why. zs he 
reaches Danilo’s room, he has yet to decide.

9nYo watches Danilo spin the rings on his vngers with a distant look in his 
eyes. Danilo turns to him when he leans against the doorframe. Ihat wretched 
scar deepens the boy’s scowl, though this time Danilo doesn’t correct it. 9nYo 
knows it isn’t personal. zs a boy, Danilo couldn’t regulate his emotions or his 
control. zs a warrior, he was forced to try.

9nYo can no longer hate either.
“qill you allot me the credit due for recogniYing what you are failing to 

communicate‘”
“qill you let me go‘” Danilo snaps.
9nYo sighs, entering the room with a hand on the door. He closes it when 

Danilo makes no argument otherwise. Ihey stare at one another, unsure how 
to proceed. Danilo rambles once 9nYo prepares to speak.

“qhen —ellert brought up that E might be the Oeseecher a few nights ago, E 
didn’t say anything becauseP“

“E am aware you had not known.” Et sajes 9nYo from a torturous conjersa-
tion, but does not gije the man more time.

9nYo remains v…ed on his spot while he scans Danilo. Ihe boy shifts beneath 
the tranLuil attention.

“qhat do you think E’m not saying‘” Danilo’s face contorts, his anger and 
stress a colliding darkly in his bright eyes.

9nYo raises both brows before nodding to himself. “Gjerall, or currently‘”
Dear crosses ojer Danilo’s face before he stutters out, “Gjerall.”
Ihe air pulses like a third heartbeat in the room, demanding to be felt. 9nYo 

gestures to the end of Danilo’s bed and waits to sit until Danilo nods. Ooth listen 
to the wind slipping through the cracks in the window. Et dawns on 9nYo that 
Danilo uses his emotions as a shield. More specivcally, his anger. So acclimated 
to the whims of the —eneral, Danilo had built himself an impenetrable front 
meant to safeguard his genuine emotions. znd it was constructed with such 
brilliance, 9nYo is certain Danilo wields it against himself.

“Nou are afraid.”
Danilo tucks his chin into his chest, his forearms braced on his knees. Et 

is the most childlike 9nYo has seen him ojer the year they’je spent together. 
9nYo watches Danilo’s knuckles whiten as the boy struggles against the emotion 
opposing his anger.

3WW



“Nou’re ajoiding me,” Danilo says, resting his chin on his arm, joice jehe-
ment to bait 9nYo into an argument.

9nYo inhales, shaking his head in amaYement at the impulsije emotion rising 
within him, easily manipulated into life. “E was.”

“qhy‘”
9nYo sighs, scratching his beard. “Nou haje been failed by a great number of 

men. E will not add myself to the list by promising you deeds or time E do not 
haje.”

“Nou already did.”
9nYo tips his chin up, closing his eyes as a refuge against the current of 

emotions in the air. qhen he nods, it comes to a still, and he looks to vnd Danilo 
sunken into himself. z bright contrast to the boy he’d been mere seconds ago. 
He sLuints at the uncharacteristic change, but Danilo beats whatejer thoughts 
linger on his tongue.

“E hope you can vnd some way to be okay with that,” Danilo says, Aust aboje 
a whisper. “Oecause E need whatejer time you can gije me.”

9nYo glances out the window, vnding dim sunlight sparkling on the glass 
pane. Ihe scent of dinner wafts into the room.

“Come.” 9nYo opens the door, gesturing out. “Ret us eat. qe can discuss this 
further with rational minds.”

Danilo follows his gesture, an injisible weight lifting from his shoulders. 
9nYo falls in step behind him.

“znd do remember to remoje your boots before you climb into bed. 9lse E 
make you scrub ejery sheet in this building.” Danilo’s cheeks burn, but he nods 
at 9nYo’s reLuest.
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CHAPTER   FRTOY  F-R

E nzo walks into his room to dne thS pSrfSnt oD cSgarii sittin, on his 
flansb a uraieSe uane uSnSath itb eSligatS in eSsi,n u.t lar,S in sizST 

;hSir flagSmSnt is eSliuSratSA garSD.l ane showin, rSsfSgtT Hs hS rotatSs 
thSm in his falmb hS dnes thSm in an ieSntigal statS to whSn hS saw thSm 
lastT yS sh.ts his S’Ss a,ainst thS s.r,S oD rSmorsST

;hS ea’ Enzo Do.ne his mothSrYs rin, missin, Drom hSr SvSgtsb shS DSlt 
morS stolSn Drom him than uSDorST xSars latSrb hS Do.ne it aro.ne caniloYs 
nSgkT yS nS—Sr SNfSgtSe to sSS it a,ainb nS—SrthSlSss hole itT yis dn,Srs roll 
thS mStal into his falmIa gole wSi,ht oD —Sn,SangS a,ainst his skinT

Enzo knSw oD its frSsSngS whSn hS finnSe canilo at thS jarota gamfT 
HDtSr eisgo—Srin, thS tr.th oD caniloYs  a,Sb  Enzo fromisSe himsSlD  hS 
wo.le kill canilo whSn hS was oleSrT Ot sSttlSe thS wSi,ht oD W.stigS in his 
,.t Dor a timST Oronigall’b with thS g.rrSnt t.rn oD S—Sntsb  hS Do.ne thS 
inW.stigS oD hSr eSath rSsol—SeT 3rb rathSrb hae eisgo—SrSe Sno.,h tr.th to 
know thS man thS uo’ frStSneSe to uS was not at Da.ltT

0hSn Enzo looks .fon thS uaneb hS dnes an .nSNfSgtSe garS wSnt into 
maintainin, itT ;hS ,rimSb whigh EnzoYs mothSr hae nS—Sr rSmo—Seb was 
glSarSe Drom thS W.ngtions oD thS wo—Sn mStalT Hn’ nSw sgorSs wSrS r.uuSe 
awa’T
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canilo sits in thS slattSe shaeS oD thS faeeogkb his ulone hair ulSnein, into 
thS lon, ,rassT yS ur.shSs sane Drom his urSSghSsb sgowlin, whSn thS wine 
throws it .f o—Sr his hSaeT Enzo h.msb thSn s-.SSzSs thS rin,s in his falmT

Eagh oD caniloYs rin,s la’ uSDorS him in thS saneT pa—S Dor EastonYsb whigh 
SngirglSs caniloYs fointSr dn,SrT canilo looks .f whSn EnzoYs shaeow rSsts 
o—Sr himT 0hSn hS eoSsb a timie ,rin grooks agross his DagSb uStra’in, his 
nakSenSss with thosS itSms shSe Drom his skinT Enzo smilSs in rSsfonsS ane 
,Sst.rSs to thS sfot on thS ,ro.ne nSNt to himT canilo noesb uagk ri,ie a,ainst 
thS DSngSfost whilS Enzo lowSrs himsSlD at his sieST

jothin, u.t thS ,SntlS garSss oD thS wine thro.,h thSir hair eist.rus thS 
silSnt momSntT Enzo urSaks thS sSrSnit’ u’ liDtin, onS oD caniloYs rin,s Drom 
thS eirtT yS gan inDSr caniloYs ,.ilt Drom thSir shinST

0hatS—Sr thSir f.rfosSb Enzo knows canilo sSleom rSmo—Ss thSmT
”;his was not graDtSe u’ a ma,ig?wiSleSrTP Enzo ousSr—Ssb twistin, thS rin, 

in his falmb a eo.ulS aNS si,nSt eSgoratin, thS mStalT OtYs othSrwisS flainb Se,Ss 
ane ,roo—Ss wa—Srin, as Dor,Se mStal eoSsT

caniloYs hSa—’ S’Ss era, awa’ Drom EnzoYs DagS ane Dall on thS h.nk’ mStal 
uaneT

”xo. gan tSll thS eivSrSngSGP
Enzo h.msT ”ptormthrowSr mStal is smoothSr than what WSwSlr’?makSrs or 

ulagksmiths gan froe.gSTP
”j.igalliTP canilo noesb DagS .nmo—in, ane SNha.stSeT
”j.igalliGP
canilo h.msb takin, thS rin, Drom Enzo ane rollin, it uStwSSn his dn,SrsT
”O took it ov a fs’ghotig aNS wiSleSr Drom an .nnamSe triuS in thS so.thSrn 

EastTP yS swallows at EnzoYs urow twitghT ”Fassin, uStwSSn DortsT ;hS’ killSe 
halD m’ ,arrisonTP

caniloYs dn,Srs ti,htSn o—Sr thS itSm as hS shakSs thS wSi,ht in his glosSe 
falmT yS erofs it a,ainst thS othSrs with a tin,T

”;his was auo.t thrSS wSSks aDtSr thatTP H flain uronzS uane sits finghSe 
uStwSSn caniloYs dn,SrsT yS ovSrs itT Enzo graelSs thS uane in his falmb SNam?
inin, thS ti,ht linSs alon, caniloYs S’Ss uSDorS canilo t.rns thSm o.t o—Sr thS 
eSsSrt laneT ”O was W.st fromotSe to 3—SrsSSr oD thS DortrSss north oD p.imSr.TP

;wo wSSks so.th oD H.eantSi u’ horsSb p.imSr. sits on thS goastlinS as thS 
fassa,S uStwSSn thS wall ei—in, thS RSntlSe East Drom thS 2rozSn po.thT Ot was 
a hSa—’ arSa oD traeS ane in eirS nSSe oD frotSgtion Drom j.igalli ane Ja—a,Sr 
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raiesT RSllSrt lost man’ whSn hS aimSe to takS itb ane tho.,h Enzo has hSare 
r.mors auo.t thS in—ol—SmSnt oD a fartig.lar soleiSrb hS eoSs not sfSak his 
tho.,htsT

”co ’o. think RSllSrt wants itGP canilo asksT
Enzo h.msT ”;hat is a eisg.ssion ’o. m.st ha—S with himTP
caniloYs urows ti,htSnb ane a hSa—’ si,h Dalls Drom himT yS gl.tghSs thS 

rin, with a ,rimagS uSDorS flagin, it eown with rS—SrSngST Enzo stSaeil’ 
i,norSs thS shiDtin, Smotions in thS airb instSae eirSgtin, his attSntion to thS 
nSNt itSm in caniloYs frogSssionT

”Hne thatGP hS sa’sb  ane canilo LinghSsT  ”pSttlS ’o.rsSlDT  O  ha—S no 
nSDario.s moti—Ss rS,arein, thS inDormation ’o. ei—.l,STP

”xo. saw thatGP canilo looks at him thSnT
”0ith ’o.b O notigS S—Sr’thin,TP Enzo swallows at thS aemissionT
joeein,b canilo Ligks .f thS rin, ane allows it to Dall into his falmT yS 

ovSrs it o.t to Enzob eSsgriuin, thS uo.nt’ h.ntSr H.eantSi hae hirSe ane 
sSnt to 4.tsi-.Sb whSrS canilo hae uSSn stationSeT

Enzo hSare thS stor’ whSn Easton gamS tSarin, into his -.artSrs at thSir 
rSsieSngS on thS uoreSrs oD thS CntamSe jorthT Hs canilo talksb it uSgomSs 
glSarSrA a h.ntSr with a uias a,ainst H.eantSiYs RSnSralb aimin, to kill his 
sonT OD Enzo wSrS to —ogalizS his tho.,htsb thS h.ntSr eSsSr—Se thS eSath hS 
ghosST

canilo starSs at thS on’N WSwSl whSn Enzo sSttlSs it in his falmT yS takSs 
a urSathT Rrifs it in a dstT ;hSn tossSs it into thS sanesb ,r.ntin, whSn 
his sho.leSr knogks a,ainst a faeeogk uoareT Enzo h.msb raisin, a urow at 
caniloYs frodlST ;hS gornSr oD caniloYs lif tifs .fwareT yS noesT

;hS’ frogSSe thro.,h thS rSst oD caniloYs linS.fb eisg.ssin, thS ham?
mSrSe stSSl oD a woman who triSe to u.rn him Drom thS insieST H sgalSe uane 
Drom thS ori,inal ySae oD 3reSrsT Hne an intrigatSl’ eSsi,nSe uane as eark 
as ousieianIa grow gonstrigtSe u’ a snakSIongS uSlon,in, to an assassinT

Enzo h.msb f.shin, it into caniloYs falmT ”O eo uSliS—S it is wSll SarnSeTP
canilo holes it Dor a momSnt uSDorS sliein, it onto his ri,ht th.muA its 

frS—io.s homS amie thS mass hS DrSSe himsSlD oDT
”O ha—S a—oieSe this -.Sstion Dor as lon, as O ha—S known ’o.TP Enzo waits 

Dor canilo to mSSt his S’SsT ”yow gamS ’o. u’ thisGP
caniloYs S’Ss LarS at thS eSligatS uane uStwSSn EnzoYs dn,SrsT yis ,azS 

snafs to his uoots with an a.eiulS swallowT

1q1



”0as hofin, ’o.Ye nS—SrTTTP H wSi,ht in caniloYs —oigS matghSs that on 
EnzoYs hSartT ”O was aro.ne ninST Hne O was sgo.tin, whSrS O sho.lenYt ha—S 
uSSnTP

Enzo h.msb rollin, thS rin, onto his dn,SrT
”phS ga.,ht mSTTT O took thS rin, as a rSmineSrTP canilo h.nghSs inwareb 

sho.leSrs uowin,T ”R.Sss O uSgamS m’ DathSr an’wa’b eienYt OGP
”joTP canilo shoots his ,azS to Enzo ane shrinks at thS hare Se,S in his S’SsT 

”xo. ha—S nS—Sr uSSn himTP
canilo shiDts .neSr his gon—igtionT ”jot S—SnI”
”jot ongSTP
canilo eoSsnYt uSliS—S himT ;hS sgar morfhs his twitgh into a D.ll ,rimagSb 

ane his ton,.S to.ghSs to itT
pane ulows into thS air as thS wine whifs agross thSir DrontsT H slam rSso.nes 

Drom uShine thSmb thS shSe eoor uattSrin, a,ainst thS u.ilein,Ys sieST canilo 
W.mfsT Enzo smirks uSDorS glSarin, his throatb t.rnin, his DagS Drom caniloYs 
s-.intSe ,azST Hs thS wine sSttlSsb so eoSs thS somuSr air lin,Srin, in thSir l.n,sT

”O eo not ulamS ’o.b” Enzo sa’sT caniloYs ,rimagS sfSaks oD his eisa,rSSmSntT 
”0hat kine oD man wo.le O uS iD O go.le not Dor,i—S a ghile Dor agtions thS’ arS 
not aggo.ntaulS DorGP

”Hn honSst onSTP
Enzo h.msb twistin, his mothSrYs rin,T ;hS horizon uSDorS thSm ,rows eim 

with an ongomin, sane stormT yS stanesb motionin, Dor canilo to DollowT 
canilo kigks at stonSs fSSkin, o.t Drom thS sane ane ,rassT Enzo rolls his dn,Srs 
in thS air to eraw his attSntionT

”BSt thSm uS lost to thS sanesTP
canilo grossSs his arms o—Sr his ghSst with a twitghin, lifT jo wores arS 

SNghan,Se .ntil Enzo t.rns halDwa’ eown thS stairsT
”Ot is .nwisS to rSt.rn this to mSTP yS f.lls thS pSrfSnt oD cSgarii Drom his 

fogkStb thS ,SmstonS swirlin, ,rSSn in thS hare li,ht oD thS EastYs s.nT
”OtYs ’o.rsTP canilo st.mulSs on thS woresb mine ane DSSt ,rinein, to a haltT
”0high will makS dnein, ’o. SasiSrbP Enzo holes o.t his falmb ”whSn ’o. 

arS h.ntSe thro.,ho.t thS SntirS RSntlSe EastTP
Enzo -.irks his urow ane raisSs his falmT canilo glSnghSs his dst mieair 

uSDorS liDtin, thS rin,T yS sfins itb dn,Srs u.mfin, o—Sr thS tSntaglS uaneT yis 
sho.leSrs tSnsS as iD Enzo has haneSe him an anghorT Enzo liDts thS g.rtain to 
Sngo.ra,S him insieST
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”cie ’o. nS,lSgt ’o.r trainin,GP yS asksT canilo fokSs his ton,.S into 
his ghSSk rathSr than answSrin,T Enzo rolls his S’SsT ”xo. will work twigS 
as hare this aDtSrnoonTP

”yowGP canilo slieSs thS rin, onto his  mieelS dn,Srb  whSrS EnzoYs 
mothSrYs ongS laieT canilo Dollows Enzo insieSb uattSnin, thS eoor uShine 
himT ”;hSrSYs no flagS insieS to trainTP

EnzoYs smirk Dalls as thS rSalization sSttlSs o—Sr him that canilo has not 
uSSn sSSn in an’ room witho.t instr.gtion to uS thSrSb a Dagt whigh wo.le 
gomuat his militar’ trainin,T yis S’Ss soDtSnT

”VomSTP yS galls Dor RSllSrt ane JSinab wa—in, thSm to Dollow with a 
uSne oD his dn,SrsT ”;Sll mSb canilob how stron, arS ’o. DSSlin,GP

canilo si,hsb thS Dollowin, wores harel’ morS than a ,r.mulST ”H littlS 
morS Dra,ilS than OYe likSTP

Enzo h.ms ane la’s a hane on caniloYs sho.leSrb f.shin, him toware 
thS Sne oD thS ulagk hallT

”0S arS Dra,ilST pomStimSs it is Sasil’ Dor,ottSnTP

canilo rolls in thS small sfagST 2irSli,ht ane ,lowin, h.Ss oD ,ole ane ,rSSn 
agt as his onl’ so.rgSs oD li,htT MSnSath Rivak FlagSb in thS small rSmains oD 
a gSllarb hS farriSs RSllSrtYs swore ane eSLSgts thS swin, oD JSinaYs ea,,SrT 
Enzo fagSs aro.ne thS eirt wall whSrS thS fosts arS insSt to hole thS u.riSe 
ho.sS auo—ST yS fa.sSs whSn thS d,ht mo—Ss glosS to his fathT

canilo eisgo—Srs soon aDtSr thS’ start that RSllSrt ane JSina arS lSarnin, 
how to s’nghronizS thSir attagksb .sin, him as thSir e.mm’T po Darb thS’ 
ha—SnYt  Do.ne a fattSrnb  ane hS isnYt  gomflainin,b  singS it  ,i—Ss him a 
ghangS to dne somS momSnt.m oD his ownT

RSllSrtYs swore g.ts u’ caniloYs ghSSkT canilo trafs it uStwSSn his own 
wSafon ane thS eirt wallT Enzo uarks o.t a warnin,b uagkin, awa’ Drom 
thS L’in, eirtT

JSina hoists hSrsSlD onto caniloYs uragSe thi,hb wrafs hSrsSlD aro.ne 
his sho.leSrsb ane Lifs thSm uoth to thS ,ro.neT
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canilo logks a hane in JSinaYs hair ane rollsb flagin, hSr in thS fath oD 
RSllSrtYs sworeT 7inSs wraf aro.ne RSllSrtYs wSafon likS a whifI,rSSn ,low 
nS—Sr Daein, as hS f.shSs a ,lowin, ,ole falm toware hSr ma,igT

”8a’uS eonYt ,St mSb thank ’o.bP JSina sa’s sargastigall’b kigkin, RSllSrt in 
thS knSST

canilo lSafs to his DSStb ,langin, at Enzo whilS RSllSrt ane JSina uigkSrT 
EnzoYs lif -.irks as hS mSSts caniloYs S’ST

”;i,htSn thS ro.tinSTP EnzoYs —oigSb tho.,h stSae’b holes thS air’ wSi,ht oD 
SntSrtainmSntT

canilo ,rinsb e.gkin, as RSllSrt sligSs thS swore at himT yS urin,s his wooe?
Sn wSafon .f to ulogk thS —inSs oD JSinaYs ma,igT phS hae strainSe hSr arm in 
thSir solo trainin,IattSmftin, mo—Ss onl’ canilo was willin, to uS hSr tar,St 
DorT ySr uriSD momSnts oD attagk now arS li,htb morS oD a eistragtion Drom 
RSllSrt than as thS rSal thrSatT ;o,SthSrb thS’ arS still a tSam to uS war’ oDT

RSllSrt is a,,rSssi—S ane intSntionalT yS swin,s ane Waus with frSgisionT H 
,rowl gatghSs in thS air as canilo eSLSgts RSllSrtYs nSNt hitb eoe,in, to urin, 
JSinaYs strikS at himT yis m.sglSs glSa—S Drom his uonSb lSa—in, him stranes oD 
swSat ane air hSle to,SthSr u’ thS oustinatS urawn oD eStSrminationT

canilo ,raus JSinaYs lS, ane tossSs hSr into RSllSrtT
”Eno.,hTP Enzo wa—SsT
JSina rolls ov RSllSrtb la’in, on thS eirt Loor with a ,roanT RSllSrt noes at 

thS gSilin,T jSithSr onS oD thSm mo—S to ,St .fT Enzo h.msb a smirk on thS 
gornSr oD his lifsT yis hane sSttlSs on caniloYs sho.leSr uSDorS hS hSaes Dor thS 
stairsT

RSllSrt smagks JSina ane sgramulSs to his DSStb gagklin, as shS kigks in his 
eirSgtionT 8SmoriSs war insieS caniloYs mineb ane hS uarSl’ rSDrains Drom 
,langin, uStwSSn RSllSrt ane thS stairgasSb his uriSD wineow oD SsgafS glosin, 
with RSllSrtYs S’Ss on himT

”JSina sa’s ’o. str.,,lS wiY ’o.r sSnsiti—it’T 0ant mS to show ’o.GP
canilo swallowsb ghokin, onb ”p.rSTP
RSllSrt raisSs his falmb ,littSrin, ,ole girglin, his dn,SrsT yS ,Sst.rSs Dor 

caniloYs haneT canilo glSnghSs his dstb ,langSs at JSina whSrS shS watghSs Drom 
thS Loorb ane ovSrs it .fT JSina smirksT

RSllSrtYs to.gh isnYt ,SntlSb not that canilo SNfSgtSe an’thin, lSssT M.t thS 
drS his dn,Srs i,nitS uSnSath caniloYs skin was uS’one .nfrSeigtSeT yS ,asfsb 
his dn,Srs g.rlin, into thSmsSl—Ss whSn RSllSrt ,rasfs uoth wristsT yis hole 

1q‘



rSmains drm ane .nmo—in, .ntil canilo fants thro.,h thS initial shogk ane 
noesT RSllSrt raisSs uoth urowsb askin, Dor —Srual gondrmationT canilo st.ttSrs 
o.t his rSaeinSss ane dnes himsSlD .nDairl’ .nfrSfarSeT

yis —Sins f.lsS within himIas thS’ eo whSn his sSnsiti—it’ is glosSst to 
t.rnin, on himT M.t this is morST ;hS intSnsit’ sf.rs his hSart into o—SruSarin, 
sfSSes ane his si,ht uSgomSs SntirSl’ Sn,.lDSe in whitS li,htT ;hSn at ongSb it 
sSttlSsT yS starSs eistantl’b amazSe at thS sSnsationT

yis l.n,s SNfane as iD s.r,in, o.tsieS his uoe’b Sagh urSath D.Slin, thS fowSr 
mo—in, thro.,h himT RSllSrt holes him ti,ht as hS rStragts his ma,igT Hne 
canilo has a momSnt to woneSr wh’ thS sane DSlt eivSrSnt uSDorS thS fowSr 
stolS thS liDS Drom his uoe’T yS wouulSsb uragin, himsSlD on thS nSarSst wall ane 
LSNin, his dn,SrsT JSina starSs at canilo with a foint oD hSr urowT

;hS’ watgh himb lSttin, him urSathS his wa’ thro.,h his rSt.rnT 2rom hSr 
laz’ fositionb JSina ramulSs an SNflanation canilo has alrSae’ uSSn toleT ptillb 
hS ganYt .neSrstaneT 0hSn RSllSrt sfSaksb hS g.ts o—Sr hSr woresT

”ya—S O eonS an’thin,GP RSllSrtYs soDtb earkb watghD.l S’Ss rSmain on himb 
-.Sstions glSar in his ,azST yS r.ns his dn,Srs thro.,h his goarsS ulagk hairT

canilo ganYt mSSt his S’SsT
”joTP canilo triSs to i,norS thS DSar goilin, aro.ne his ton,.S likS a snakST 

yS glSars his throatb ,langin, at JSinaT ”xo.Y—S eonS nothin,TP
phS gasts hSr S’Ss to thS Loor uSDorS uragin, to staneT canilo glSnghSs his 

dn,Srs ane thS swSat thSrS t.rns to ulooe in his mineT yS ,langSs eownb 
SNfSgtin, to sSS rSe in flagS oD ,listSnin, mStalT RSllSrt gragks his dn,Srs to 
rSmain galmT

”OY—SI” canilo ghokSsb t.,s thS uane Drom his dn,Srb ,raus RSllSrtYs hane 
ane slafs thS rin, in his falmT ”MSlon,Se to ’o.r DriSneTP

”2riSneGP RSllSrtYs S’Ss t.rn eownwareb sorrow dllin, thSm as his hane 
glosSs aro.ne thS itSmT ”MroYSrTP

”MrothSrTP canilo wingSsb grossin, his arms o—Sr his ghSstT
ySYs ,ratSD.l JSina has thS sSnsS to t.rn awa’T phS silSntl’ slieSs a kniDS 

thro.,h thS air to makS hSr Sa—Sseroffin, lSss ou—io.sT RSllSrt s-.SSzSs his S’Ss 
ti,ht in mSmor’b his sho.leSrs sa,,in,T

VlSarin, his throatb RSllSrt asksb ”what maeS ’o. ,i—S it to mSGP
”cienYt uSlon, to mSbP canilo aemitsT Hne hS wishSs thS shamS eienYt u.rn 

awa’ thS shiSle hS grSatSeT BSa—in, S—Sr’ mallSaulS fart oD him on eisfla’ Dor 
RSllSrt ane JSina to sgr.tinizST
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RSllSrt liDts thS rin, Drom his Lat falm ane t.rns it into thS drSli,ht uSDorS 
wi,,lin, it onto a dn,SrT cark S’Ss u.rn holSs in caniloYs ghSSksb u.t hS 
rSD.sSs to look .fT OnstSaeb hS kigks at thS eirt ane wrSstlSs with thS stor’ on 
his ton,.ST

”0hSnI”
”O eonYt wanna knowbP RSllSrt ghokSs o.tT ”O likS ’o.T conYt wanna knowTP 

canilo s-.ints uSDorS gallin, RSllSrt o.tT yS has thS eSgSng’ to look halD?s.r?
frisSe uSDorS gongSein,T ”O wanna likS ’o.TP

”0h’GP
”MSga.sS Enzo likSs ’o.TP RSllSrt shr.,s at JSinaYs liDtSe urowT ”Enzo 

eoSsnYt likS W.st an’onSTP
canilo gh.gklSs to himsSlD as hS uS,ins .f thS stairsT yS fa.sSs whSn 

RSllSrt thanks himT Ot stin,sb W.st as with S—Sr’thin, SlsS thS man eoSs or sa’sT 
;ho.,h itYs not a nSw fainb u.t onS ga.sSe u’ an ole ha.ntT Hne ole ha.nts 
S—Snt.all’ h.rt lSssT JSina smilSs at himb a sae ane kine thin,b uSDorS shS sits 
on thS uottom stSf in wait Dor RSllSrtT

RSllSrt gonW.rSs a ,ole silho.SttST Ot eangSs aro.ne himb —anishin, whSn his 
swore sligSs thro.,h thS ill.mination ane rSaffSarin, at raneomT Ot mo—Ss as 
RSllSrtYs mirror ima,Sb ’St with Sno.,h sSntiSngS to gomuatT ;ho.,h Dasgi?
natin,b canilo .neSrstanes thS solSmn atmosfhSrS is not rSae’ to uS urokSnT

yS lSa—Ss his -.Sstions Dor anothSr ea’ ane rSs.mSs his trSk .f thS stairs in 
sSargh oD EnzoT 0hilS thS aemittangS liDts a u.reSn Drom his sho.leSrsb thSrSYs 
still a d,ht to uS haeT Hne hS has S—Sr’ intSntion oD winnin, itT

Hs canilo tr.e,Ss u’ thS narrow glosSt eoors on SithSr sieS oD thS ole gSllar 
Sntr’b his —ision ul.rsT yS swallows eown a wSi,htlSssnSss ane ulinks a last 
timS uSDorS hS u.gklSs into thS Sngroaghin, earknSssT

H shSlD gr.mulSs atof caniloYs sho.leSrb thS aur.ft fain glawin, him Drom 
thS earknSss with a ,asfT 2iss.rSs snaf thS wooe walls oD thS gramfSe glosStb 
a fiSrgin, ul.S ,low risin, Drom thS grS—igSsT 0Safons glan, to,SthSr as thS 
makSshiDt ragks trSmulST Volo.rs gollieS as thS’ tSar fast thS missin, eoorT 
FowSr Dragt.rSs aro.ne himT yS uagks Drom thS roomb golliein, with thS eoor 
agross thS hallT ;hS wall sflintSrs whSn thS swore knogks a,ainst itT

;hS swore in his falmT
canilo starSs at thS harsh ,low oD thS r.nSs ane how thS —Sins in his arms 

thr.m with a similar shaeST RSllSrt sho.ts Drom thS stairgasSb uragSe in thS 
eoorwa’ to ,.are JSinaT canilo notigSs nothin, .ntil Enzo ,rifs his wristb 
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dn,Srs ,razin, his f.lsS in warnin,T On thS nSNt urSathb thS swore gragks a,ainst 
thS LoorIDrSS oD its ,lowT canilo hSa—Ssb S’Ss wieS as hS sa,s into thS wallT

”0hat haffSnSeGP Enzo S’Ss thS sworeb era,,in, canilo Drom his flagST
”c.nnoT MlagkSe o.tTP
yS sfSaks ane thSn rSalizSs that thS -.Sstion was intSneSe Dor RSllSrtT
Enzo snatghSs caniloYs slSS—S ane tows him Drom thS hallT RSllSrt kigks thS 

swore into thS makSshiDt armo.r’b uarrin, thS eoorwa’ with a ,ole h.ST JSina 
ulinks owlishl’ uSDorS uo.nein, .f thS stSfs to aee a sSgone la’Sr to RSllSrtYs 
SvortsT ;hSir ma,ig Sm.lsidSsT RrSSn ane ,ole gasgaeS o—Sr thS earkb narrow 
hallwa’T

canilo gollafsSs onto thS go.gh whSn Enzo rSlSasSs himb his mine m.eelSe 
u’ SNha.stionT ;hS ar,.mSnt grashin, o—Sr him is a eistant gatagl’sm .ntil 
RSllSrt gl.tghSs his wrists ane fl.n,Ss him into thS samS o—SrwhSlmin, frogSss 
Drom min.tSs uSDorST

H,ainb his si,ht wa—Srsb ane hS stanes a,ainst his own aggoreT ySstia sho—Ss 
him eownb kSSfin, a hane on his sho.leSrT canilo eoSsnYt rSmSmuSr whSn shS 
,ot thSrST 8a,.s sfrawls uSsieS himb SNaminin, him with intSrSstT

”O f.llSe on his sSnsiti—it’b ane a min.tS latSr hS ulagks o.t wiY GS sworeTP 
RSllSrt stigks his arms o.t to SithSr sieST ”0hat oYSr SNflanation is GSrSGP

”Hn’ othSrTP Enzo fagSsT ”H sSnsiti—it’ gannot uS f.llSeTP
”jSithSr gan it uS manif.latSebP Morak sa’sb starin, at canilo hollowl’T Enzo 

Dollows MorakYs hane as it Lafs toware caniloT ”O manif.latSe his hSalin,T O 
sho.lenYt ha—S uSSn aulS toT xo. sho.lenYt ha—S uSSn aulS to in that gSllTP

Enzo sgr.nghSs his DagS uSDorS flagin, his ra,in, Smotions uShine a ston’ 
DrontT ”O hae notTP

”xo. eieT yis hanesTP Morak flagSs his hanes on his hifsT ”xo. frouaul’ 
eienYt S—Sn think oD itTP

”Ot is not SNflanation Sno.,hTP Enzo shakSs his hSae ane rSs.mSs his fagin,T
JSina sgovsb mo—in, Drom thS sieS oD thS roomT
”xo.YrS all eaDtTP phS starSs uStwSSn Morakb Enzob ane RSllSrtT ”0atgh a,ainTP
0hSn shS knSSls uSDorS canilob hSr falms sit o.t uSDorS him in thS airT canilo 

D.rrows his urows at hSrb ane shS noes at his hanesT yS swallowsb flagin, thSm 
on hSr ownT phS shiDts hSr ,rif .ntil hS Lifs thSm o—SrT Falm a,ainst falmT

phS f.shSs ane f.lls on his sSnsiti—it’b m.gh likS RSllSrt haeb u.t witho.t 
thS samS DSrogit’T Hs iD ,i—in, it a hSartuSatT ySstia sho—Ss eown on his sho.leSrs 
as hS tSnsSsT
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”ySYs not ,oin, an’whSrS ’StbP JSina sa’sb ,langin, at ySstiaT ”8a’uS ongS 
O lSt ,oTP

ySstia noesb liDtin, hSr haneT 8a,.s erafSs on thS Se,S oD caniloYs gomDort 
lS—Slsb thrSatSnin, to glaim it sho.le hS mo—ST

”0hSrS eie ’o. sSS his sSnsiti—it’ ,athSrGP JSina asksb thSn aDtSr a momSntb 
”EnzoGP

Enzo glSars his throatb shiDtin, nSarSr to JSinaYs sieS u.t wSll o.t oD thS wa’T
”yis tSmflSsTP
”;SmflSsGP Morak DrownsT Enzo h.ms in gondrmationb ane Morak stSfs 

Dorware to f.sh thS hair Drom caniloYs DagST ”;hatYs .n.s.alTP
H ul.S ,low eisfla’s uSnSath caniloYs skinT Hs glSar as cSgarii watSrs ane 

uri,htSr than thS shinS oD c.gassa silkT Enzo sgans thS ,ro.fYs gonD.sionb fag?
in, a,ainT JSina f.lls hSr hanes awa’b ,asfin, whSn caniloYs nails ei, into hSr 
falmT yis sgr.nghSe urows sfSak oD his fainT Morak flagSs a hane on caniloYs 
ghSst .ntil hSYs awarS Sno.,h to rSlSasS hSrT Enzo h.msb finghin, his urows 
to,SthSr witho.t fa.sin, his fathT

canilo stomfs a Doot whSn ySstia ane 8a,.s kSSf him Drom ,Sttin, .fb ane 
r.us thS hSSl oD his hanes into his urow uonST yis S’Ss sSSm to waneSr as hS 
ulinksT Enzo h.ms a,ainT

”OtYs eormant ma,igTP JSina grossSs hSr armsb mo—in, uagk to thS Se,S oD thS 
roomT

RSllSrt ,afSs at hSrb fointin, his dn,Sr uStwSSn hSr ane caniloT ;hS’ sfSak 
to onS anothSr in thS J.hari ton,.ST

”EnzobP Morak startsb —oigS -.iStb ”Easton go.lenYt ha—S eis,.isSe his own 
ma,ig iD it wSrSnYtTP

EnzoYs stSae’ fattSrn aro.ne thS room kSSfs timST 0ith Sagh uSatb caniloYs 
tho.,hts uSgomS glSarSrT 3nS oD whigh dNatSs on EnzoYs f.zzlSe SNfrSssionA 
woneSrin, how man’ S—Snts hSYe gatS,orizSe as .ngharagtSristig oD a GsSnsiti—?
it’YT ;hSn gomSs thS DSarT H sSnsiti—it’ hae takSn him lon, Sno.,h to aggSftT 
cormant ma,igb hS isnYt as willin, to gonsieSrT yS ma’ aemit killin, thosS with 
ma,ig is wron,IthS’ haenYt ghosSn itIu.t ha—in, it himsSlDTTT

”ODI” Enzo tilts his DagS towares JSina uSDorS ,langin, at thS rSst oD thS 
,ro.fb still fagin,b ”thSrS is a fossiuilit’ oD eormant ma,igb thSn thS swore agts 
as thS Low oD SnSr,’TP

”ODGP 8a,.s rSlSasSs caniloYs sho.leSrb stSffin, into EnzoYs fathT ”Enzob wS 
all know a sSnsiti—it’ will ghan,S golo.r aggorein, to thS wiSleSr agti—atin, itTP
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Enzo h.msb wa—in, his hane in eismissalT
”JSinaYs so.rgS is ,rSSnTP
Enzo DrSSzSsb a hare ,azS rollin, to caniloT yis timie nSr—o.snSss gon,Sals 

uShine thS rSsol.tS SNfrSssion oD ura—Sr’b rSD.sin, to fart with thS Dront .nlSss 
s.neSrSe u’ thS wrath oD thosS hS hieSs DromT

”O eo not want ’o. nSar thS swore .ntil wS ha—S gon—ingin, S—ieSngS oD what 
is ,oin, onTP Enzo waits Dor a rSsfonsST ”caniloGP

”xSsb sirTP canilo W.mfsT
”RooeTP
Enzo noes at ySstiaT phS ,r.ntsb ha.lin, canilo .fri,ht ane ,.iein, him on 

Dawn lS,sT ;hSir ausSngS lSa—Ss a falfaulS silSngS urokSn onl’ u’ EnzoYs fagin,T 
;hSrS arS DSw Dagts whigh uoeS ill Dor all oD thSmI canilo DSll .ngonsgio.sb Drom 
SithSr thS swore or himsSlDb ane nSar eSstro’Se a roomT jonS oD thSm want to 
know thS rSs.ltin, galamit’ sho.le canilo .sS thS swore to aghiS—S his wantsT

MSga.sS what hS wants is warT
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CHAPTER   FRTOY  -IE

W ithin the week, Danilo can see Enzo wavering. But between the crew’s 
silent fear of the sword—him—and the new, heavy weight on Danilo’s 

middle pnger, he has yet to pnd an aSSroSriate method of bringing uS the 
Beggar’s Itone. Every time he thinks he’s pgured it out, it’s as if Enzo read his 
thinks, and Sins him with a stare conveying not to try. Ot makes Danilo want to 
do it tenfold.

Iand sliSs into his boots where he sits in front of the headstones, unable to 
think of anything else other than the argument to be had. Borak has deemed 
Enzo well enough to travel, and Enzo has decided they will move locations until 
they can agree uSon an end goal.

Danilo twists the IerSent of Decarii and stares between the names engraved 
on the otherwise Serfect face of the stones. Iomething yawns in the deSths of 
him, threatening to consume the remnants of his sanity with guilt, growing 
sharS teeth when he stares at the ring. Yne which should have belonged to 
another. Let, it feels like it was destined for his pnger. Hogically, Danilo knows it 
is because he’s worn a ring there for years and his bare pngers feel naked without 
the added weight.

Teavy boots drag across the sand, their direction SurSoseful. Ghey stoS at 
Danilo’s side. 3rey fabric 1icks in his SeriSheral.
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”Gime to wraS uSq- Danilo asks as he turns his gaze to Enzo, pnding the 
man’s attention raSt on the carved name of the glimmering white headstone. 
Te sjueezes his pngers together, knuckles turning white beneath Easton’s ring.

”O have no intention of rushing you.-
Let Enzo’s Sresence says the oSSosite.
”Ot’s all right.- Danilo stands, knocking sand from his clothing. ”Tow many 

times can you aSologize to the deadq-
Enzo hums, nods, and turns on his heels, his mind distant from the converA

sation and likely plled with the current move of their suSSlies. Danilo stares at 
the stones, his voice raising desSite his better Mudgment.

”Tey, Enzoq- Ghe sSray of sand falls silent and Danilo chances glancing 
behind him. Enzo’s eyes Sortray nothing. ”Lou know O don’t hate you, rightq-

Ghe corner of Enzo’s liS drags uSward. ”N shared sentiment.-
Danilo nods to hide a smile of his own before falling in steS at the man’s side. 

Ns dawn breaches the dune horizon to cast the prst rays of day over their world, 
Danilo re1ects on the Seace. Ot is a seldom occurrence, but the longer he lives 
alongside Enzo, the more he pnds himself among them.

Enzo suddenly clutches his shirt and Sitches sideways. Danilo braces the 
older man against his chest. Te hauls Enzo towards the hidden stairs, desSerate 
to pnd Borak. Ghey’re halfway down when Enzo’s knees buckle and Danilo 
braces their combined weight against the stone wall.

Borak aSSears at his side, likely sensing the change in Enzo’s magic. Te triSs 
on the sheet over the door and tears it down in his Sanic. Enzo hisses when Borak 
Sresses his Salm to his chest.

”TelS me,- Borak says to Danilo, fear caged in his eyes as he wraSs an arm 
around Enzo’s waist. Danilo doesn’t take his time to argue the obvious. Enzo 
groans as they lift. Iand blows over the wall onto their heads. Borak shakes it 
from his hair. ”Ghought you agreed to tell us when you were in Sain.-

Danilo moves his hand from Enzo’s chest to free Enzo’s hair of sand.
”xust have forgotten,- Enzo grinds through his teeth, head tilting back with 

furrowed brows.
Borak’s incredulity screams from his scowl.
When they lower Enzo onto his bed, he braces his knees with Slanted feet, 

distributing more weight to his chest. Borak Slaces his hand down, white lightA
ning branching o4 like a sSiderweb beneath Enzo’s clothes. Te tugs on a few 
buttons before covering the revealed skin. Tis eyes shoot to Danilo.
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”3et out.-
”O can—”
”Lou can’t. Yut.- Borak orders. Danilo glares, bracing himself against the 

wall in challenge. Borak lurches forward, zaSSing lightning through him and 
dislodging his stance. ”Yut. Uow.-

”3o, Danilo.- Enzo lifts his hand in dismissal, cringing through the entire 
movement.

Danilo Sauses in the doorway before leaving and sees the hint of black veins 
on Enzo’s chest. Ghe door thumSs against his back, knocking the breath from 
his lungs.

Testia gathers him to her, dragging him from the hall into the main juarters. 
Ihe’s gone as juickly as she’d aSSeared. When she returns, she forces a warm 
mug of green tea into his hands.

”Did you seeq- Ter hands hover on either side of his. ”Te didn’t want you 
to see.-

Danilo nods, shifting the mug in his grasS. Ter sigh rattles through the room 
as she Sulls o4 her furs, tossing them onto the arm of the couch. Ihe gaSes at 
him, unsure what to say in resSonse. Nfter a moment she must realize no words 
can make this better and instead 1oSs onto the couch across from him.

Danilo stares at his rings. Nt Easton’s and Enzo’s. Nnd he wonders if he’s 
cursed to live with loneliness as his only comSanion.

Ghough Danilo has little idea how long it takes Borak to pnish with his task, 
it is both forever and not long enough before he settles on the couch beside him. 
Borak doesn’t look at either of them, his solemn eyes glued to his black leather 
boots.

”O could tell,- Danilo mutters. ”Iomething wasn’t right.-
Borak nods, clasSing his trembling hands together. Tis brows draw tighter. 

Te stares at Testia with a blank face and she stares back, sorrow darkening her 
eyes and sagging her features.

”Why didn’t he say anythingq- Danilo asks.
Borak sighs, rubbing his liS before turning to Danilo. ”Because Enzo is a 

stubborn man, but he’s not a selpsh one. O would have been buying him time 
by eRhausting myself.-

Nfter years of being blinded by his own hate, Danilo knows the di4erence 
between Enzo being obstinate and indi4erent.

”Tow long does he haveq-
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Testia and Borak meet eyes. Ihe whines and wraSs her arms around herself.
”Uot long.- Borak admits.
Danilo shoves his tongue into his cheek, refraining from harassing the man 

with more juestions. Borak rubs his hands over his knees, staring into the 
distance and nodding to himself. Borak rubs his hands over his knees. Testia 
slumSs over herself, half folded into the leather couch. Ihe sniCes before falling 
into silence. Ghey stay in the uncomfortable silence like that until the others 
return from transSorting suSSlies.

Teat wafts in with them before xagus shoves the croaking door into Slace.
”Tow badq- 3ellert Sauses, staring down the hall.
”Uot much left for me to helS,- Borak mutters, leaning his mouth into his 

Salm with a sigh.
Testia MumSs uS, eyes wet while headed to Enzo’s room. Nfter she leaves, they 

all reSeat the discussion, if in a little more deSth. Danilo cannot bring himself 
to listen enough to hear it. Uot until xagus voices the same juestion Danilo 
wants to ask.

”Ghere’s nothing we can doq- Te asks.
Well, maybe not the same juestion, but close enough.
Borak shrugs.
”;nless we can Srove killing the Beseecher will in fact save him, O don’t think 

so,- he says softly, meeting xagus’ gaze for a second before resuming his blank 
stare. ”Nnd at this rate, even if we could, he won’t reSlenish his magic.-

Danilo doesn’t know whether that means for good or in order to heal, but he 
doesn’t care. Tearing Borak admit the same theory as xagus is enough for him 
to solidify his idea. Nnd he will make it work.

6umours and stories are Sowerful. Danilo has seen their cataclysm enough in 
his lifetime. Ghey can make SeoSle insane with Saranoia or fall aSart in hoSe. 
Which makes him the same as all the rest because he waits for hours for the right 
time to try to break the combined strength of 3ellert and 6eina’s magic on the 
makeshift armoury door.

Ghe rest think he’s the last to say his goodbyes and though he can’t swallow 
down the thick smoke of betrayal, he’s not sorry for what he’s about to do. 
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>rouched before the blockage glittering over the closet door, he listens to the 
still movements down the hall? every creak of the couches and 1oorboards and 
the sighs that accomSany them. With their attention elsewhere, it hadn’t taken 
him long to sliS a knife onto his Serson and away from their sight.

Ns the eRAlieutenant, and a scout, he is accustomed to pnding multiSle 
methods of getting Sast barriers. Ynes even the 3eneral didn’t know. Danilo 
leans down, starting where the barrier meets the 1oor, and runs the knife’s edge 
along the frame. Nll barriers have a weak sSot—a Soint where the knife diSs in 
and severs the barrier. But the combined Sower of 3ellert’s and 6eina’s magic 
doesn’t give.

Te runs the knife back and forth over every inch of the barricade, watching 
as the magic riSSles in the tiS’s wake. Ot doesn’t give then either. Danilo grits his 
teeth, clenches the knife, and hoSes this last attemSt works. When he Soints the 
knife at the center, twisting their magic around the blade’s tiS, 6eina’s Sower 
sSiderwebs through 3ellert’s obstruction. Nnd with another yank on the knife, 
the green tendrils twist into vines. 3old dances over the door, untouched by 
Danilo’s e4orts.

Danilo grins, throwing his shoulder into it. Ot shatters before him. Ghe sword 
glows uS at him from the 1oor, dousing the room in a bright light when it 
comes into contact with Danilo, free of the boundary. Ot slides into a sheath and 
settles with an uncharacteristic stillness. Ns if the weaSon can sense the risk of 
his endeavours.

Enzo lies on the bed, disturbingly Seaceful aside from the darkness beneath 
his eyes and the greyish hue to his skin. Borak forced his body to sleeS to save 
him from the Sain. Danilo swallows, crouching beside the bed nearest to the 
window.

”O’m sorry. O know you asked me not to go near it, but... nobody deserves 
this.” N shout echoes in the hall. ”Heast of all you.-

Danilo tugs his hood uS and wiggles out the window. Iand sSrays around his 
feet. Nnd with the 3entled East sSread out before him, they stand no chance at 
stoSSing him.
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CHAPTER   FRTOY-SI

D anilo has never been a strategist, and at the rate he’s going, never will be. 
Especially if it means pouring over page after page of information to knd 

the smallest hole in ranzs to cripple opposing forces lize he’s seen EnHo do. ;e 
is good at one thingW getting in where others can’t.

xrapping the reins of EnHo’s dapple mare around his wrist, Danilo pulls 
her to a halt in the depths of the palm forest neAt to Sudantei’s walls. ;is 
other hand holds the sword still, zeeping it from spearing her in the rump. ;e 
dismounts, legs sore and sti“ from hard riding through the soft sands. ”he snorts 
in complaint.

IStta girl.G Danilo pats her necz, tying the reins up to zeep them from 
catching on the thicz brush as he releases her. 3f he survives, he will knd his own 
way bacz.

;e trudges through the laze’s underbrush, climbing over freshly chopped 
upper halves of the taller palms.

xith the day’s dying light, the soldiers on the wall sparzle in their armor. 
Danilo would prefer to wait until nightfall, but 1ellert is a man of action as 
much as he is. 1ellert will znow he stands a better chance of catching him if he 
follows right after. xith that thought in mind, Danilo knds his footing between 
the large bricz slabs of Sudantei’s walls.
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-emories cascade over him while he climbsBof the 1eneral and his deT
mands. ;is idea of punishment was to ship Danilo to the jlacz 1ate. Snd 
occasionally, the Dead -an’s xall where newer recruits sat bored, watching the 
city beneath them. xhere seasoned soldiers occupied their thoughts with eyes 
loczed on the horiHon. 3t was Danilo’s reprieve.

Orue to eApectation, the soldier doesn’t notice Danilo’s presence until his 
feet met the walzway. ;e can’t turn past the blind Hone of his visor before 
Danilo gathers the soldier’s airway into the crooz of his elbow. xith a sputter, 
the soldier sags to his znees and Danilo lowers his unconscious weight, and the 
pommel of the sword craczs against the wall.

Dusz glares o“ the helmet and pierces Danilo’s eyes. ;e winces before shedT
ding the man of his helmet and readUusts the cloth over the sword.

Rrange light casts shadows throughout Sudantei’s streets, crawling over 
civilians moving into their homes. Ohe jeseecher’s citadel gleams in the disT
tance. jy the time he reaches it, night will have fallen. 8p on this wall, Danilo 
feels lize he has every other timeBhe feels free.

Sudantei is his domain.
Danilo walzs out the jlacz 1ate door with relative easeBaside from one 

of the gate soldiers aszing him where he was headed. Sfter stumbling over his 
words, he’d shouted bacz about relieving himself before he did it o“ the wall. 
Ohen made yet another eAcuse for the lacz of armour. 3t’d been a long time since 
he had to answer to a soldier of Sudantei, and the uniform brought him bacz 
to ranzs.

jefore he scurries onto the rooftops, he cuts the innards of the jlacz 1ate 
jell and poczets the weight. 3f only because he hates that bell.

qunning over slate shingles is to risz certain deathBto kllet your shins as 
you fall. ”heared shins are considered a luczy inUury for those few who scale 
the rooftops, if their face and palms stay o“ the slate. EnHo had slipped into 
Sudantei for many reasonsBdarz cloaz blending into the darz roof even with 
the white moonlightBoften unseen. Danilo znew EnHo preferred to taze his 
time and use his magic to stabiliHe himself. jut after losing him once during a 
brutal pursuit, Danilo had tazen to Sudantei’s rooftops.

Ohe krst time, Danilo slidBand has a gaping scar down his shin to prove it. 
;e trained on the slate rooftops until the blood on his znuczles and palms ran 
together, mazing it impossible to zeep his hold krm. 8ntil he could promise the 
qoyal jeseecher that if Sudantei lost their marz, it wasn’t from his e“orts.
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;is surekre footing on the slate now is as e“ortless as it is shoczing. Snd 
Danilo znows it, having seen ”tormthrowers slip over the clay tiles and wood 
shingles, wet from cloudbursts or not, and fall from the untamed slate. ;e 
reaches the citadel in a record time.

Ohe jeseecher’s building is impregnable to forced entry or raids. ;owever, 
all the sharp angles and gold inlaid banisters maze scaling it less of a chore. Ohere 
weren’t assassins when it was krst built. Rr by the least, not ones who climbed 
the eAterior of a building to get to their marz.

3t’s a slow process. ”lower when Danilo has to search in shadows that the 
moonlight casts for a hold. ”lower than he would lize with the soldiers marching 
beneath. Sll it would taze is one wrong move and one loud noise.

Despite the balcony of the jeseecher’s Yuarters sitting kfteen feet above him, 
he can’t knd the energy to drag himself further. ;is shoulders Yuaze and sweaty 
kngers cause him to fumble. ;e piczs a perch and stills.

Ohe perch is poor. 3t Uuts from the citadel with little space for Danilo to 
let his legs dangle, never mind turn around. ;is bacz arches where he presses 
his chest to the building. ;e focuses on breathing and wiping his hands free 
of sweat with slow, cautious motions. Ohe ground is a distant memory from 
this height. ;e appreciates EnHo’s grey cloaz, allowing him a reprieve without 
riszing the soldiers’ eyes. Dim light and the changing shadows engulf Danilo’s 
cloazBEnHo’s cloaz. Ohinzing of EnHo rezindles his urgency.

jracing himself on the underside of the balcony, he listens inside the private 
Yuarters. 8pon not hearing a sound, he leaps onto the balcony. jeseecher 1uerT
ra had never left his Yuarters. jut the 1eneral, in his paranoia, would oversee the 
men. Danilo clambers over the banister, holding the tip of the sheath to zeep it 
from bouncing o“ the stone while crouched.

Ohe hearth craczles, embers succumbing to a darz abyss. ;e scans the room 
before rounding the posts of the balcony and moving into the grand room. 
Lhains weave in the shadows at the other side of the Yuarters. Danilo shudders. 
xhile studying the vaulted ceiling of the jeseecher’s Yuarters, the door croazs 
open. ;is heart leaps into his throat and he scrambles into the rafters, hyperT
aware of every scrape he mazes.

I3 don’t care.G jeseecher Sltamura swings around, ksting the top of the 
soldier’s breastplate. I9ou get the adviser and drag him here on his znees.G

Ohe soldier nods, trying to bacz out of his grasp. ?lodis doesn’t release 
until the soldier stutters out, I9es sir.G Danilo winces in sympathy as the new 
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jeseecher towers over the young man. ;is bacz presses into the darz shadT
ows cast by the krelight. Ohe soldier stumbles bacz and reaches for the door 
before daring to voice his Yuestion.

Ixhat of the lieutenant, sir0G
?lodis halts halfway to his desz, glaring over his shoulder. Ixhat of him0G
I9our plan, sir0G
Ohe jeseecher stares. Ohen a darz chuczle breazs through him.
I;e is coming to me,G ?lodis says. xhile the soldier loozs unsure and 

prepared to argue, he znows better. ;e tips his head and opens the door. 
IOaze my guards with you.G

I”ir0G
IOhey’re an insult to me. 3 can defend myself.G Ohe soldier hesitates, 

staring at the jeseecher as if he only now realiHes he’s craHed. IRut.G
;e scuttles from the room, chain mail bouncing o“ his leather fauld. 

Danilo wishes he were anywhere but here, dangling above the source of 
most of his nightmares. ;e refrains from grabbing the sword. Ohe sword 
activated by his blood.

Ohe one he brought right bacz to the one place he shouldn’t have.
I3 znow you’re here.G jeseecher Sltamura steps up to the desz, retrieving 

his helmet and staring into the eye slits. ;e kts the helmet over his head. I3 
haven’t lived this long to be assassinated by the lizes of you.G

;is eyes szip past Danilo as he searches the ceiling of the private Yuarters, 
all the alcoves and royal details disguising his shadow. Danilo’s heart throbs 
in his throat as fear sets in.

;e’s never beaten the 1eneral. Snd the fact hangs over him. Rne wrong 
move, one wrong sound, and he will be gone.

Ohe 1eneral turns to assess the other side of the high vaulted ceiling and 
Danilo launches from his loozout. ?lodis tosses Danilo aside. Ss Danilo 
crashes against the desz, he sends its contents scattering. Danilo rolls with 
the baczward motion, zeeping on his feet. Ohe 1eneral always got him once 
his feet were out from under him.

Danilo swallows, eyes traczing the jeseecher’s movement beneath his 
hood. ;e tosses the znife at the man’s open throat.  ?lodis dodges and 
the znife connects with his shoulder before rolling over the armour and 
clattering to the ground. Ohe jeseecher sYuints at him beneath his blood 
red helmet.
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;e advances with a growl, shoulders low and aimed at Danilo’s middle. 
Danilo uses his momentum to throw him over a shoulder. ;e retreats from 
the jeseecher’s circle of reach. Lhains rattle beneath the man’s feet, causing 
Danilo to shudder. Ohe jeseecher sYuints again. ;is eyes fall beneath the hood, 
szimming Danilo’s nose to the scar glimmering on display.

I3 should’ve znown it was you.G
Ohere’s an advantage to znowing the enemy. S znown enemy is predictable.
qolling under the 1eneral is where Danilo has the advantage. ;e’s nimbler 

than the man. ”o, Danilo gathers the znife, runs, and stabs ?lodis in the inner 
thigh, missing that artery by a hair. ;e roars and swings at Danilo, cutting the 
bacz of his cloaz.

?lodis rips a halberd o“ the wall, Uabbing it towards Danilo. Ohe destruction 
in the weapon’s path reNects his wrath. Danilo somersaults as the aAe head 
ricochets o“ the split in the Noor caused by Danilo’s time with 4osymo. 1old 
veining glitters free as the blade’s edge craczs.

?lodis znows, as much as Danilo, that a damaged blade can still zill. ;e 
thrusts the polearm towards him and it bounces o“ the stone wall with a knal 
shatter. Ohe 1eneral throws it aside, pulling the znife from his leg and drawing 
his sword.

Danilo’s mouth goes dry as the weapon gleams at him. ;e touches his tongue 
to his lip.

Snd armed with nothing but a znife and his potential demise, he stares at the 
advancing jeseecher, a sword in his meaty hand. Desperation clutches his chest 
as he baczs away.

Ixhy’d you do it0G Danilo straightens, loozing the 1eneral in the eye. 
Ixhy’d you raise a soldier0G

Ijecause 3 thought the only man 3 could trust was the one 3 made myself.G 
Ohe 1eneral clenches his sword tighter, lining up the swing. IOurns out those 
are the most untrustworthy.G

Danilo dives to the side, rolls on his znees, and pops the latch on the hilt of 
the sword. 3t sings through the room as he unleashes it. Ohe jeseecher’s grin 
sparzles.

I;ad my own forged.G ;e turns the pommel of his sword, showcasing the 
jeggar’s ”tone in the handle. I?et us see who got the better.G

Ohoughts Ny through Danilo’s head as he dodges blows and swings, deT
Necting them with the sword. jlue runes glow brightly throughout the room. 
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Sll Danilo can see is the blacz, glistening stone with every swing the jeseecher 
mazes. Ohe 1eneral pins Danilo against the wall, their swords loczed together 
as the blades cry.

I8nlize last time, 3 will uproot their faith in you.G ?lodis presses his hand to 
his own blade, using both arms to locz Danilo and his sword in. Danilo’s blade 
inches closer to his necz. I3’ll promote you and drug you and nobody will be 
the wiser.G

Danilo pants and pushes against the 1eneral, then drops. ?lodis collapses 
against the wall, his sword bouncing o“ the stone. Danilo slices at the bacz of 
the man’s thigh as he leaps up from beneath him. ?lodis hollers, krst in pain, 
then in rage.

3gnoring the churn in his gut, Danilo dances around the jeseecher’s aggresT
sive swings. ;e remains out of his reach, only parrying when he has to. EnHo 
said his sensitivity a“ects his defensive staminaBhe’s using it.

S strize connects with his abdomen. ?ow and left, hard and rushed. 3t znoczs 
his breath from him. 3nstinctively, Danilo wants to touch it. ;e zeeps his hands 
on the sword.

Danilo rushes and ?lodis duczs his shoulder to Danilo’s aching middle 
and buries them into the nearest wall. ”omething craczs as Danilo falls to the 
ground, and he releases a few shazy breaths.

Aain Nares across the side of his head before vanishing and Danilo brings the 
sword to where it had been. ?lodis stomps his foot through the blade. jlood 
drips from the wound across Danilo’s forehead and he leaps up, wrenching the 
sword up with him. ;e dumps the jeseecher on his bacz. Danilo tears the sword 
free. jlue runes gleam through the scarlet stain.

;e stares at the blade in cold wonder when the jeseecher clambers to his feet, 
szating over his blood.

”earing heat slices Danilo’s stomach and he leaps from ?lodis’ sword, driving 
his own to the inside of the 1eneral’s arm. Ohe sword edge glows blue where 
it cuts through the heavy armor. S wine hue dyes ?lodis’ red armour with its 
shine. ;e cries, slashing the stained znife at Danilo’s throat. Danilo pulls the 
sword up the 1eneral’s middle, forcing him bacz.

I9ou’re a damned traitor.G ”pit Nies from his lips.
Danilo pants, tightening his grip on his sword. I3’m ozay with that.G
S stool connects with Danilo’s chest before the 1eneral Nies at him. Ohe 

swords locz together. jlacz veins cracz through the Noor from the force of their 
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connection, ?lodis willing his weapon to match that of Danilo’s. S blue glow 
cast across their chests, the post and banisters above. Snd, for the krst time, 
Danilo sees fear swimming in the 1eneral’s icy eyes.

Danilo shoves, and his sword draws near the 1eneral’s chest. ;e stumbles 
bacz, palm streazing the ooHing slash across his armour. ”pit Nies from ?lodis’ 
mouth as he roars, gripping his sword with renewed fervour. jlacz veins crawl 
up his arms, consuming his necz and face. ;is eyes blaczen. Ss one would eApect 
of the possessed.

xith double the strength, ?lodis renews his attacz. Each strize eAtinguishes 
the blue Name, a molten heat rising from the craczs in its place.

Danilo’s sword tugs on his consciousnessBUust as it felt when 1ellert did it. 
;e wants to kght it, wants to zeep his eyes on the enemy, wants to be in control. 
jlaczness encompasses his vision.

3t feels lize a blinz in time, but when he loozs upon the room, the 1eneral 
heaves desperately and his blade lays snapped in half, darz steel contrasting 
against the marble Noor. Ohe support beams groan, leaning inward as their 
middles bend to a force still pressing on them. ”moze rises from the craczs in 
the Noor. Ss the 1eneral loozs upon him through his brozen helmet, fear stains 
his glacier eyes. Danilo znows it’s the only opening he has.

Ixhat are you0G ?lodis stutters, eyes watering as he kghts for breath.
Danilo pants, leveling the sword with ?lodis’ sour gaHe. ;is arms shaze as he 

stares down the ridge. Ohe 1eneral’s eyes taunt him as the seconds pass. Danilo 
can only stare.

I9ou don’t have it in you.G ?lodis laughs. IAathetic.G
S fast and sharp pain shoots up Danilo’s spine and he twists to the side. xith 

a yell, the 1eneral lifts the brozen sword, pulls it above his head, and chozes. Rn 
a mouthful of blood.

Danilo wipes his face, hand coming away with the spatter caused by the 
brozen polearm thrust through the 1eneral’s middle. ?lodis collapses to his 
znees, grasping the weapon. ;is mouth opens and closes lize a ksh. qed tendrils 
consume the whites of ?lodis’ eyes, swirling and pooling, scarlet rivers amid the 
bloodshot corners. Danilo snaps his attention to the balcony.

S woman stares at the scene with dead eyes, arm outstretched and red magic 
moving between her kngers. ”he watches the jeseecher gape and gasp for air 
from her halfTstraddled position over the banister. Ohe moonlight ghouls her 
appearance.
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I3f 3 can’t have you in lifeBI her chin tilts up, I3’ll have you in death.G
?lodis gurgles a knal breath then slumps onto the polearm, Nopping to the 

ground.
”he smiles and Danilo recoils.
;er darz eyes turn on him and his sensitivity shudders. Orembles. Ohe red 

paint across her ghost white szin is azin to blood in the snow. ;er crimT
sonTbrown eyes cut through him. Even the blacz of her tight clothing eAudes 
an air of horror. ;er magic continues to dance around her kngers.

Danilo feels the ghost of metal strize against his anzle and he steps down 
before the 1eneral’s sword can Ny to her hand. Ohe jeggar’s ”tone shazes, 
vermilion smoze wrapping around it. jefore Danilo can thinz, he drives his 
sword into it. Ohe ”tone shatters in a Nash of blue.

”he screams, clutching her chest in pain, and falls from the banister. Danilo 
rushes into the darzness and peers down. Bothing lay beneath but smoze rising 
into the air. S contaminating and bitter taste settles on his tongue. ;e leans 
further over the banister to peer at the wall and hisses. ;is hand glaHes over his 
lower middle, coming away red. ”wallowing around his fear, he sheathes the 
sword and loozs bacz at the jeseecher’s Yuarters.

Oapestries and weapons from the wall lay scattered beneath the rubble of 
brozen beams and furnishings. Smong it all lays a heap of a man Danilo cannot 
bring himself to feel sorry for.

Danilo saddles the banister, clutching his middle, and allows his head to tilt 
bacz at the szy. Ohe starlight glistens overhead in an array of patterns and colors, 
shining with a light which could combat the moon. 3t’s silent.

Snd as he clambers down the building, he knds he doesn’t mind if this is how 
it endsW laying in the desert loozing up at the stars.

St least he will knd peace before his death.

7KC



CHAPTER   FRTOY-ESEV

T here’s blood down the side of the Beseecher’s citadel, of that Danilo is 
certain. His gnmers treyble distantlk as he wanders toward the BlacG 

uate, his yxddled yind mxided bk the obnovioxs clanm of a sword batterinm 
the inside of the BlacG uate bell. Danilo wonders if it’s the torn clothinm or the 
blood stain trapelinm across his front which mipes hiy awak to they.

He stammers, criyson sGiqqinm across the dirt below hiy. His shirt sSxelches 
in his qaly as he qresses the woxnd.

—oldiers kell as thek qoxr froy the uate wall, swords drawn and at the readk. 
Danilo frees his own, sGitterinm the blade’s tiq amainst the mroxnd. The qath 
cracGs. Thek mrind to a halt, watchinm sand fall into the crepice. There are no 
friends ayonm they-thek shope one another closer for their own self“interest.

Danilo’s breath ”xtters, bxt he clenches the sword, qxllinm it before hiy so 
the blxe rxnes re”ect oW their aryoxr.

Blood loss yxddies his thoxmhts, bxt his one reqeatinm coyyand cxts 
throxmh the air. :—teq aside for koxr ueneral.3

Danilo acceqts thek won’t. 2ill acceqt that he’ll die as he liped5 gmhtinm.
He blinGs and gnds hiyself in the yiddle of the desert, his head sqinninm. 

The sword falls froy his mrasq, blxe rxnes swallowed bk the sand as he falls to 
his Gnees beside it. —tarlimht twinGles operhead and he tiqs his head bacG, the 
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yoonlimht castinm oper his  face.  His  breath ”xtters  and he falls  bacG, 
mroaninm, and clxtches at the left of his abdoyen.

Blood seeqs throxmh his gnmers and he lifts a hand atoq the other, his 
fommk yind beliepinm thek will  contain it.  He stares xq at the nimht sGk, 
evhaxstion fallinm oper his liybs. At’s linmered in hiy since he shattered the 
Bemmar’s —tone.

He hoqes it worGed. Hoqes after all the ill he’s done to ;njo’s life, that 
he has yade rimht what he yade wronm. Ls he sams deeqer into the sand 
with a coxmh, he tries to dislodme the feelinm of failxre. He doesn’t want to 
taGe it with hiy as he moes.

Becaxse he’s certain he will yeet his father in whateper hell awaits they.
L deeq poice shoxts his naye, distant and Sxiet oper the sand. The chillk 

breeje wracGs his nxyb liybs. —and blows xq onto his cheeGs. He cannot 
gnd the enermk to swiqe it awakR xnaware his hands hape fallen froy the 
woxnd. His ekes fall shxt froy the sheer whiteness of limht abope hiy.

L thxd ricochets inside his sGxll, the sand beneath his cheeG slidinm as 
an additional weimht disqlaces hiy in the dxnes. He mroans. Then amain, 
when soyeone qxshes on his in6xrk, shaGinm hiy froy qeace.

:‘ooG at ye, Gid-hek.3 uellert  scooqs beneath Danilo’s  head as he 
blinGs xq, ekes xnfocxssed. :Hes, A need koxr helq.3

Danilo mrins  and,  6xdminm froy the swirlinm eyotions on uellert’s 
scrxnched face, can mather that it’s not a coyfortinm syile. Before he can 
yxtter his  collidinm,  swayqk thoxmhts,  uellert  panishes froy his  side. 
Minminm glls his ears and his pision moes blacG.

2hen he waGes, it’s to the sensation of beinm droqqed. He coxmhs and 
his stoyach throbs. His ekes drift xntil  a wary qaly settles on his face 
and qxshes his hair froy his ekes. The yoonlimht is mone. Llonm with the 
starlimht. He doesn’t reyeyber the sGk eper beinm so brown.

L soxnd echoes at his side and he ”its his maje oper, gndinm mrek ekes and 
worrk lines.

:Beat.3 Danilo’s lxnms sqasy froy the force of trkinm to talG.
At  hxrts  to talG.  Lnd breathe.  Lnd epen thoxmh ;njo shxshes hiy, 

taqqinm his cheeG, and eperkthinm short of coperinm his yoxth, he’s started 
and won’t stoq sqxtterinm nonsense.

:He didn’t Gnow...3 Danilo fxrrows his brows at ;njo, trkinm to lift his 
hand. At tinmles, still on the bed as if disconnected froy his bodk.
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…He didn’t Gnow A did it for kox’, is what he’s trkinm to sak. Trk as he 
yimht, the words cannot escaqe his chest.

:Danilo, stoq.:
His ekes ”xtter. There’s so yxch yore to be said. Danilo mroans oxt a 

soxnd he hoqes is close to ;njo’s naye before his ekes fall shxt.

Danilo stares  at  the ceilinm with cloxdk pision,  blxe limht  glterinm in 
throxmh the window. His gnmers qricGle as he wimmles they. He atteyqts to 
dram hiyself xq, and the blanGets fall to the ”oor, a crk in the Sxiet rooy.

:Don’t sit.3 ;njo crowds hiy, qlacinm a heapk hand on Danilo’s chest.
Danilo fxrrows his  brows, rollinm his  tonmxe xntil  he choGes on the 

yopeyent. There are words he wants. L thoxmht ”oats bekond his reach as 
he stares xq at the eper“qresent scowl on ;njo’s face. He yanames a Sxiet 
mroan. 2eaG, liGe his xncooqeratipe liybs.

L thxyb froy the hand on his chest syooths oper his bare collarbone. 
At’s qaired with a soothinm noise, and their coybined eWect qxlls hiy into 
the darG eybrace of sleeq. 2hen the hand rises froy Danilo’s chest, he 
scraybles-sloqqk and xncoordinated. 7ore the yotion of a dkinm yan 
than a waGinm one. He clinms to the sleepe of ;njo’s mrek txnic as he’s 
lowered down.

:;nj-: L shxsh silences hiy, as does the mentle stroGe of a wary qaly 
amainst his shoxlder. He swallows, oqeninm his yoxth to trk amain.

:?ox areP: ;njo simhs. :?ox will be gne.3
Danilo coxmhs and mipes a weaG simh when it sxbsides. The waterk maje of 

;njo —aqienti is a tricG of the yoonlimht and half“dead pision. Memardless, 
mxilt coils aroxnd Danilo’s heart and he qaws the air xntil his hand falls 
into ;njo’s. He sSxeejes weaGlk.

2hen Danilo’s gnmers slide, ;njo raises a free hand to Danilo’s shoxl“
der. ;njo xses a thxyb to tilt Danilo’s samminm head xq, needinm no addi“
tional strenmth to force Danilo’s maje to his own. ulajed ekes sqarGle in the 
limht, xnseeinm and heapk, hooded with the weimht of obpioxs evhaxstion. 
Danilo scrxnches his  brows tomether and blinGs,  strxmmlinm amainst his 
needs stxbbornlk. At caxses ;njo’s yoxth to ticG in limht hxyoxr.
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;njo catches Danilo’s hand before it falls across his yiddle and qlaces 
it on his bed, the yopeyent 6arrinm Danilo froy his reperie. He looGs at 
;njo with coherent, ket still distant, ekes.

:Hi.3 L wobblk mrin cxrls across his face, one side qxlled fxrther than 
the other, bxnchinm his cheeGs with an xnripaled qxritk.

;njo chxcGles, hxyyinm as the soxnd shaGes his chest oddlk. His qaly 
settles oper Danilo’s ekes.

:—leeq.3

L sxdden masq tears throxmh Danilo’s chest when he lxrches froy the bed. 
—earinm heat drams across his yiddle and he howls in amonk.

:Lre kox atteyqtinm to qxt koxrself in an earlk mrape83 ;njo mrabs his 
shoxlders, haxlinm hiy bacG down to the bed desqite how Danilo 6xyqs 
beneath his qalys. :A woxld beliepe it,  after kox were foxnd copered in 
blood in the yiddle of the desert.3

Danilo heapes oxt a breath, starinm at his once“neyesis, and gnds relief 
yaGes its hoye in his lxnms.

:;njo.3
;njo SxirGs a brow at hiy, qlacinm a wary hand to his face.
:That is, bk far, the clearest kox hape soxnded.3 Danilo can feel ;njo’s 

yamic ticGlinm hiy.
:At’s bacG83 He asGs.
;njo hxys, brows fxrrowinm as if xnsxre how to continxe. He hxyors 

Danilo.
:Nrak tell, what is bacG83
:?oxr yamic.3 Danilo lifts a hand, mestxrinm to the hand on his face.
:9annot leape ye in its entiretk.3 His ekes yeet Danilo’s. :Thoxmh A will 

neper be the saye.3
:—o, it was all for nothinm.3 Danilo scowls.
:2ell,3 ;njo saks, :A was moinm to sak …thanG kox’. Howeper, A ay mlad 

to Gnow beforehand that yk life is …nothinm’.3
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Danilo choGes, scrayblinm to sit as ;njo txrns awak. He mrabs ;njo’s 
sleepe, swallowinm his qain. His mrasq shifts to clxtch ;njo’s ary, xnable to 
yeet the yan’s ekes.

:At was for kox.3 He adyits.
;njo qxshes Danilo bacG down, recoilinm when Danilo hisses.
:2hat is wronm83
:Kothinm.3 Danilo qxlls in a breath, wincinm. :Kothinm’s wronm.3
:?oxr evqression saks otherwise.3 ;njo’s qaly mlows. :2hat hxrts83
:The maqinm woxnd that tore throxmh yk abdoyen.3 He saks sarcastical“

lk.
2ith a hxy, ;njo qresses the heel of his qaly to the in6xrk, stitches 

Gnittinm the sGin beneath the fresh shirt and bandames. His foayk yamic seeqs 
beneath the additional lakers, yeltinm across Danilo’s sGin with an xnxsxal 
heat. He masqs on re”ev, twitchinm awak froy the caxtioxs qress of ;njo’s 
sqlaked gnmers when thek dance aroxnd the oxtside of the yendinm ”esh.

Danilo sams into the qillow when a rxsh of cold nxybness seeqs into his 
blood, carrkinm the qain awak with it. ;njo lifts his hands awak in the saye 
yoyent a shoxt of warninm barrels down the hall. Thek wait for the intrxder 
to qress throxmh the door, bxt thek were left to their coyfortable solitxde.

;njo simhs Sxietlk before qlacinm a hand on Danilo’s foot and sakinm his 
naye. Danilo yeets ;njo’s steelk maje.

:Do not do that amain.3
The yan txrns awak and the corner of Danilo’s liqs SxirG into a limht“

hearted syirG. :A don’t qlan on it.3
:Ko.3 ;njo swinms aroxnd, qxshinm on Danilo’s shoxlder and forcinm 

hiy to xnderstand. His ekes are hard. Deteryined. Lnmrk. Danilo Gnows he 
shoxld hape evqected it. :Keper amain.3

:Keper amain.3 Danilo qarrots, ekes boxncinm between ;njo’s.
;njo nods, satisged. Then he yopes aboxt the rooy, continxinm his 

earlier tasG.
2ithoxt his relief yxddled bk evhaxstion or blood loss,  Danilo can 

evayine ;njo. The tense lines sxrroxndinm ;njo’s ekes hape relaved, and, 
thoxmh ;njo coxld do with a syile or two yore than Danilo’s eper seen, 
he’s retxrned to the state that Danilo Gnows hiy best.

2hen Danilo sits xq the third tiye, he qroqs hiyself xq and watches 
;njo’s hands shift throxmh his worG station.
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:A aqolomije for the intensitk with which A yaGe deyands.3 ;njo oqens 
a booG, searchinm for a qame with his gnmer and followinm the words down“
ward. He sqeaGs oper his shoxlder. :Keper do A want for kox to be bleedinm 
and xnconscioxs withoxt the qroyise of aid.3

At’s a fanck wak of sakinm, …A was worried’. Both Danilo and ;njo Gnow it.
:Didn’t want to qxt kox throxmh that.3
:That is not the qoint.3 ;njo mlares, yopinm closer. :?ox were nearlk lost.3
Lnd doesn’t that striGe Danilo to his core-he has soyeone who thinGs 

he is soyethinm worth losinm.
:A’y not moinm ankwhere.3 ;njo nods and Danilo swinms his lems oper the 

side of the bed. :A 6xstP A didn’t want to lose kox either.3
Thek stare at one another, conteyqlatinm their nevt yope. ;njo sxrmes 

forward, gsts the fabric of Danilo’s shoxlder with pimoxr, and draws Danilo 
into his chest. Lnd Danilo, alyost hxyoroxslk, sits there withoxt taGinm a 
breath. His shocG is aqqarent on his xnyopinm face. ;njo draws bacG and 
Danilo shaGes hiyself froy his stxqor to clinm to ;njo’s txnic-mrek. Danilo 
syiles into ;njo’s fabric, qxllinm ;njo deeqer into the eybrace. ;pen then, 
it’s tense. Bxt less tense. 2hich, in the mrand scheye of thinms, yaGes it the 
best hxm Danilo’s eper motten. Lnd he woxldn’t trade it for ank other, desqite 
what his mxilt saks.

Danilo is the grst to qxll bacG, xnsxre of ;njo’s liyits. Bxt he can’t sak 
he wants to. ;njo sidesteqs, yopinm awak froy the bed. He qlaces the sword 
atoq the blanGets beside Danilo’s laq.

:At is koxrs now.3 ;njo 6xdmes Danilo’s stare. :?ox are the mxardian. The 
qower of an Lrtifact in an xnGnown sword.3

:That’s not what A wanted.3 Danilo simhs, gstinm the blanGets.
;njo ”icGs his maje oper Danilo, then the sword. :A Gnow.3
Danilo sqins the rinms on his gnmer, starinm down at ;aston’s and ;njo’s 

where thek shine on either hand.
:9an A toss it into the ocean83 He mrins, his charisyatic syile loqsided.
:Ko.3 The corner of ;njo’s yoxth ticGs xqward. :?ox cannot.3
Danilo simhs, hand tracinm the rxnes on the blade. Thek txrn blxe beneath 

his toxch. …The VnGnown —word’. He gnds he doesn’t yind the naye.
:2hat do thek sak83
;njo SxirGs a brow and Danilo qoints to the rxnes. :1elibe.3
:—on83
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;njo shrxms.  :A woxld mather it  to yean …6ewel’,  bxt …son’ is  another 
translation. Memardless of its yeaninm, its tie to kox chanmes koxr need to 
train with another. —hoxld kox choose to imnore koxr sensitipitk.3

:Af that’s epen what A hape,3 Danilo hxWs.
;njo hxys.
:?ox hape ket to gnd oxt.3 He lifts the sword, qlacinm it bacG on the table 

and starinm at it with aniyositk. Danilo shifts on the bed, mlancinm at the 
”oor to decide whether he wants to chance it. ;njo sqeaGs withoxt txrninm 
aroxnd. :A allepiated koxr qain. Bxt if it yeans kox will reyain in bed xntil 
kox hape healed, A will mladlk retxrn it.3

L cheeGk mrin worys onto Danilo’s face when ;njo txrns and syacGs 
the bottoy of Danilo’s bare foot, encoxraminm hiy to cliyb bacG xq. Lfter 
bicGerinm oper the heat and the blanGets-thoxmh it  is  a thin sheet and 
uiWaG Nlace staks relatipelk cool-;njo amrees to allow Danilo to lie atoq 
it.

:;njo83 The yan raises his brow. :Af A choose to Geeq traininm with kox83
2ith a hxy Danilo is certain is yeant to entertain hiy rather than amree, 

;njo mrabs his booG and yopes to the chair at Danilo’s bedside.
:2e woxld need to hape an entirelk diWerent discxssion.3
:A hape tiye.3 Danilo mrins xq at ;njo’s qlakfxl scowl. ;njo rolls his ekes.
:?ox are incorrimible.3
:A’ll taGe it as a coyqliyent.3
:?ox woxld.3 He sits. :Ferk well, we will talG.3
Danilo mrins.
:Lfter kox rest. A will not,: ;njo saks, tiltinm his head, raisinm his brow, 

and foldinm his arys oper his chest, :be dramminm kox oW the ”oor becaxse 
kox forwent the rest koxr bodk needs.3

Danilo hxWs a laxmh, mriyacinm when he twists his in6xrk. 2ith that, 
;njo qxshes Danilo down. He lifts a brow when Danilo oqens his yoxth 
to armxe. ;njo settles deeq into the chair and ”iqs oqen to his latest qame, 
imnorinm Danilo’s gdmetinm.

:Hek, ;njo83 ;njo droqs the booG to his laq, simhinm at Danilo. :?ox’re 
all rimht83

The mrekinm edmes of ;njo’s teyqles, and the qeqqercorn color of his 
beard, are as fayiliar as sea striGinm earth. He qretends to qonder Danilo’s 
Sxestion, bxt the lift of his brow mipes hiy awak.
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:?es, Danilo.3 His ekes soften. :ThanGs to kox, A ay, and will continxe to be, 
Sxite …all rimht’.3

Danilo releases a breath, syiles, and allows the silence to gll the air. He lasts 
another dojen yinxtes before he tries to sit. Danilo’s necG doesn’t leape the 
qillow before ;njo qxshes hiy bacG down and does the one thinm he neper 
evqected the yan to do. He reads aloxd. Lnd as Danilo listens, and his ekes mrow 
heapk, he can’t helq bxt thinG bacG to a siyilar yoyent where the sxn waryed 
the air instead of trxst.

IIE



EPILOGUE

A fter all this time, Danilo believes the reason he never understood ‘from 
man to monster’ is because he was equal parts monster and man. It had 

taken him slaying the beast’s more putre:ed thoughts before the true meaning 
settled in his lungsH greed.

Ee can con:rm its death by simply looking at zn;oW his malicious desires no 
longer hide in the vast crevices within his lungs. In their place sits humility, and 
as Danilo spins his rings, he :nds there is a lot to be humbled by.

Bith Audantei Neseecherless for the time being, the Rephla’s chosen have 
been divided over the continent. Meina and jagus have moved to the Muhari 
region of the Dead Best to aid in the uprising of a new order. A blustering 
endeavour in one of the maFor trade centers. Eestia returns to the Sro;en Gouth 
to face the chieftain in his conceited claimsW her goodbye had been tearful. 
3ellert is to meet her when he’s done his current task, which Danilo has yet to 
be told. And Norak is to remain in Audantei to oversee the reconstruction of 
the political hierarchy.

zn;o had asked Danilo questions about ranks and Audanteian methods for 
Norak’s bene:t. jost of which he knew since Ralcun Narmithol’s return to the 
citadel, Audantei accepting him as Megent. And seeing as jagus had made a 
friend of the man, there was a brief window before zn;o sent him to use his 
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wiles and charms to introduce Norak. It wasn’t needed. Ralcun waited for them 
with kind greetings.

Danilo has hope for the 3entled zast.
Rone of them had eTpected Danilo to uphold his position or take the mantle 

of Neseecher. Ee had been relieved of that duty, settling the debt he owed 
them with his most recent sacri:ce. Chough zn;o had told him he had no sins 
to absolve in the eyes of the Rephla’s chosen, Danilo had every intention of 
rewriting his mark over the Gtormthrower nation.

“uriously, Danilo had not been told what zn;o’s plans are now that his 
party has been divided. Ee straightens from the pages of information he pours 
over, rolling his neck to peer at zn;o over his shoulder. zn;o watches him. A 
whirlwind of combative emotions and thoughts surge in the depths of zn;o’s 
stoic focus. Ee vocali;es them when Danilo spins around to face him fully, 
tilting his head in question.

”I wish you refrained from killing him.? Che old Gtormthrower says.
”Che 3eneralL?
”Plodis Altamura, yes.? zn;o leans against his own table.
Danilo shrugs oK the correction, turning back to his paper. ”I didn’t.?
”—ardonL?
Danilo waves his hand in dismissal and zn;o paces forward to stand by his 

side.
”Bere you not the one to save my lifeL?
”I would like to think I was.? Danilo glances up, eyes nervous. ”I broke the 

Gtone.?
zn;o’s eyes 4are, a light hue of shock gla;ing his eTpression. ”I demand an 

order of events.?
Danilo sighs and gives his report, shoulders stiKening as they had when he’d 

been a soldier. zn;o places his hand there, squee;ing to relieve Danilo’s tension.
”Anyway.” Danilo knocks zn;o’s hand away. ”I destroyed the Neggar’s Gtone 

with the sword.? Ee gestures to where it leans against the wall behind him, a 
blue glow raising from the hilt where it sits within the sheath. zn;o’s eyes 4icker 
in reali;ation, turning back to Danilo. ”Chen some woman with red paint and 
this wrongness killed him. Yinda deathly looking broa-”

zn;o’s hands 4y up, cupping either side of Danilo’s head. Ee stares into 
Danilo’s eyes, waiting for permission. Che sensation of zn;o entering his mind 
is as invasive and uncomfortable as it’d been months ago.
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Danilo swallows at zn;o’s tense eTpression, unwilling to break the silence.
”jara.? zn;o says.
Bhen Danilo opens his mouth to ask, no sound leaves. zn;o’s hands tighten 

on either side of his face.
”5ou had seen jara.? zach word is slow and icy as it leaves zn;o’s mouth.
”Bho’s jaraL?
zn;o’s brows furrow before his grip snaps away, and he starts pacing the 

room. Che silence knocks against Danilo’s unsteady heart. Ee sits on the table, 
wincing as it aggravates his wound, and watches zn;o while rubbing his knuckO
les.

”jara is a child of the CEIMD,? zn;o :nally answers, scratching his beard. 
”Be have hunted her since the dawn of time. According to legend and myth, 
she is meant to release him.?

Danilo nods, not knowing the realities of what is being said. After his brief 
eTplanation, zn;o continues to pace, and pace. And pace. Bhen Danilo clamO
bers oK the table, he goes back to his previous task of marking his map. Ee Fumps 
when zn;o speaks again.

”I have been called upon by those in the Dead Best to take up residence in 
place of the late 6iKane “arielle. Che man had been hunting an order commonly 
called the jedumara.? zn;o pauses, looking at Danilo. ”As I understand, we 
agreed your training is un:nished.?

Danilo nods.
”If you have no prior commitments, I am willing to continue our agreement 

under a new title. Mules and other such necessities would be decided upon at a 
later time.?

It’s a mouthful of fanciful words meaning ‘come with me’. Danilo swallows 
down a smirk.

”Che titleL? Danilo asks.
zn;o lifts his chin.
”5ou are aware of the Rephla as the SirstL? Danilo nods. ”I have been apO

pointed her Gecond and have such been told, on many occasions, to acquire 
a Gecond of my own. Caking the responsibilities of the Eouse of “arielle will 
negate my leniency to name one.?

”5ou will need a ChirdL? Danilo straightens, and zn;o scowls.
”Be refrain from referring to it as Chird. Mather, the Gecond’s Gecond.? 
Danilo smiles, a cheeky and conniving eTpression that has zn;o sneering. 
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”I would rather think you are not-”
”Coo late, I accept.?
”5ou will be an absolute pest to have about.? zn;o sighs, rolling his eyes and 

resuming his pacing.
”5ou prefer it that way.?
zn;o hums, glancing at Danilo from the corner of his eye. ”Che title will not 

be oAcial until you are of age and no longer in need of a charge.?
”I was of age like four months ago,? Danilo says with a shrug, pulling a red 

line throughout his map.
zn;o stops pacing, and Danilo reali;es the severity of his words.
”Do you mean to tell me you were no longer my charge when you conveO

niently decided to use it against meL?
Danilo’s grin stretches both in fear and in cunning, and it is in that moment 

zn;o sees the brilliance of the Pieutenant “ommander and a child at once. Che 
look his crew had claimed to notice. Bccasion after occasion.

zn;o pinches the bridge of his nose with a sigh.

Gohn 3iKak —lace is cursed-of that the Gtormthrower community is certain.
jost of them refuse to use the building unless in dire need, and all of them 

hold one another like death is looming at the door. Necause it has. And it does. 
And it will.

Chough it has nothing to do with a curse.
Megardless, 3iKak —lace grew brighter after the younger Altamura shattered 

the piece condemning the souls of the 3entled zast. Gohn 3iKak’s griefs and 
mournings clinging to that shard of the ancient relic long after his deathW 
burdening the remains of 3iKak’s life until its destruction. Including, and not 
limited to, the rotten hideaway in the depths of the desert. And though the earth 
was freed of that particular evil, there still remains a great many to be lifted from 
humanity.

Che souls charged with such a task gather their few belongings and mount 
their horses for the long trek ahead, talking and laughing amongst themselves. 
A young boy with shining blond hair and a weathered face grins at a gruK old 
fellow, whose face consists of frown lines. Chough he’s more man than boy now.

xxC



And as they leave, four white headstones shine in the sand with three matchO
ing names and one familiar only in heart. Cogether they glimmer their :nal 
goodbyes on the eastern world, watching the “hosen disappear into the early 
hori;on eager to begin another adventure.
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D anilo leans forward in the saddle, its leather straps groaning in protest, 
and thinks perhaps the fall would be enough to kill him. But nothing’s 

been that successful so far. 
Is it a byproduct of his sins? Maybe. They mar him in stains—announcing 

to any passerby with a modicum of attentiveness that he was a thing to destroy. 
Many have tried. And many have failed. Logically, Danilo knows these sins serve 
a purpose. Both in life and in battle. But he’s only learned to live with one. 

Danilo pulls his beastly black horse to a halt as he gazes across the overgrown 
gully. A rickety bridge sways in the faint, humid breeze, jolting beneath the 
weight of a landing macaw. Mist rises into the air oS the waterfall below. 

The likelihood of the Utormthrowers Danilo tracks being across the rapids 
are deHnite. Despite them having the capabilities of manipulating the world to 
their favour, not many think to obscure their trail. “nfortunately, the leader of 
the group he hunts, knows of people with his skills. It makes his task harder, but 
not impossible. 

Fis mare snorts in worry as he taps her into motion. 
”Uteady, 3antasy.8 Danilo eyes the drop, settling deep in the saddle.
The bridge bends and sways over the rushing rivers beneath them, but the 

wood holds. Fe pats 3antasy’s neck when they climb to the other side without 
her so much as tossing her head in disagreement. 

Danilo steers 3antasy into the thick foliage, to follow the trail of bright new 
shoots pointing up from the ground amid the haphazardly chopped heavy leaves 
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in the dense brush of the “ntamed Worth’s jungle. The overgrowth curE
tains the brazen path, hiding it from the untrained eye. Danilo ducks low 
to avoid the hanging vines,  straining to hear the chatter of camp or the 
missteps of a patrol. Wothing disturbs the silence aside from the cooing 
wildlife and the eager push of the muggy breeze.

Danilo guides 3antasy around the messy remains of an old structure, 
coming to a sharp halt. Uhe snorts and stomps in surprise. Danilo lurches 
from the saddle, bracing on her neck. The man in their path reaches for the 
reins. Fis eyes land on Danilo. Fe stiSens beneath his sagging black leather 
armor—the moisture and heavy rains weighing on the material. 

”Yho are you?8 The man’s piercing yellow eyes glow, narrowly Kicking 
between Danilo’s face and the weapon strapped to his back. Fis lip curls 
to reveal a piercing canine. 

”I’ve been sent to provide information and aid by xnzo Uapienti.8 DaniE
lo says.

”A messenger,8 the man scoSs, grappling the sword at his waist. ”Jeah, 
right.8 

Fe  pulls  the  weapon  out  partially.  It  cries  when  it  catches  the 
sheathe—likely chipping its edge. Danilo refrains from reaching for 9elibe 
where it hums against his spine. 

”xnzo Uapienti isn’t a man to send messengers.8 The guard smirks arroE
gantly.

A horriHc red glow cracks beneath the skin stretched over the man’s 
knuckles,  alive and pulsing in time with his breath—a bright and harsh 
colour in the overpowering green of the surrounding scenery. 

”Jou know of xnzo Uapienti?8 Danilo asks, grip KeGing around the reins. 
Fe’s not searching for an answer. Wot truly. The arrogance of this young 
man would have made him memorable through xnzo’s bitter complaints. 

The man coughs out a laugh and fully frees the sword of its cage. ”Yell 
enough to know he doesn’t send anyone in his stead.8

A third voice dumps frozen water on the smoldering embers of Danilo’s 
temper. ”Then you best believe he won’t forgive you for killing him.8

Danilo glances back from atop his horse. 
This man is familiar to Danilo in every sense. Pet black hair shines atop his 

head, short, straight, and trained to grow backward from the Hngers stressfully 
digging through it. The wrinkles around the outside of his slanted blue eyes are 
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the sole indicator that he aged. Fe looks just as he did to Danilo when they met 
outside of Audantei siG years ago. 

”Fey Borak.8 Danilo smiles.
”Fi Danilo.8 Borak grins up at him, his eyes aglow with fondness. 
The man standing guard looks at Borak, tossing his chin towards Danilo. 

”Jou know him?8
”I do.8 Borak’s eGpression hardens. Fe gestures at the sword. ”Best put that 

away before I send word to xnzo telling him you attacked the important one.8
”The important one?8 The guard asks, just before Danilo can.
”Jou’re not getting an answer.8 Borak grabs the reins of Danilo’s horse. 

”Wow go.8
The young guard sneers at them both and storms oS into the brush, slapping 

large leaves away from him with the backside of his hand. 4athered moisture 
dribbles to the jungle Koor. 

”Fis mouth or yours?8 Danilo asks.
Borak grins at Danilo. ”Jou’re not getting an answer either.8
Too bad, Danilo thinks, intrigued by what those words meant from xnzo’s 

mouth. Fe dismounts. 
Between the years, Danilo grew a few inches taller. Yhen they embrace, 

Danilo could easily tuck his chin on Borak’s head. But he doesn’t, content with 
the peace colouring this greeting. Yith a pat to Danilo’s shoulder, Borak dips 
under Danilo’s mare and begins into the camp hidden in the jungle. Danilo’s 
knees groan when he pulls 3antasy along after him, knees twinging from the 
prolonged time spent atop her.

Danilo follows Borak until the brush opens to a cleared encampment. 
0itched huts scatter through the area. A temporary setEup for the bustling crew. 
Borak passes oS Danilo’s horse, then he turns, hands out and smile genuine.

”Wow let’s get a look at this man you’re posing as these days.8 Borak’s palms 
hover near Danilo’s elbows, eyes following the beard and the shoulderElength 
blond hair. The mischief in Borak’s grin is reminiscent of Magus—Borak’s 
closest friend, and the most chaotic and charismatic HreEwielder Danilo’s met. 
Fe settles his hands on his hips. ”Yhat’s it been? Three years?8

”Three since Pudacaa,8 Danilo nods. 
They don’t mention their meeting in Tuilni, which occurred eight months 

after the events in Audantei. Danilo had been a spooked animal then—prepared 
to strike at anyone and everything. Cn edge waiting for the worst. Weither 
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Danilo or xnzo knew what brought it on. And while Danilo wanted to enjoy 
seeing Borak then, he couldn’t. Fe has a better grasp on his paranoia now, 
and Danilo intends to make the most of his time with Borak. 

Borak bumps Danilo’s bicep with a shoulder before continuing through 
the camp. Fe barks at some of his rebels, who leap away from the dwindling 
Hre. They wipe moisture from their weapons. They scramble to follow BoE
rak’s commands accordingly. Danilo smirks as they stumble over themselves 
in their rush. 

”2ome on Uunshine, got a man for you to break.8 Borak mutters.
”Wot eGactly in the habit of breaking people anymore.8 Danilo says.
Borak nods, eyes heavy and full of grief. Fe, of all of xnzo’s closest allies, 

hates asking Danilo to fall into his past role to do the dirty jobs UtormthrowE
ers were hesitant to get involved in. Utories and rumors cling to the united 
fear across the continent, threatening to upset humanEkind. Danilo and 
Borak knew, more than the rest, that if anything happened in Utormthrower 
camps, they were responsible. And while Danilo knew that Borak would like 
to make the Hnal decision to send Danilo back with nothing but warm meals 
and warmer welcomes, Borak’s group are desperate for answers. 

”It won’t take much, he’s already dying. Fis soEcalled backup struck 
him.8 Borak bites the inside of his cheek.

Borak and Danilo walk together in relative silence through the bustle 
of the camp. The muggy heat clings to their skin, cutting through their 
clothing. Danilo follows Borak up to a lone wood building—a hunting 
cabin Borak’s group has pitched camp around. Feavy fabric drapes over the 
windows and door. Borak holds a palm up to Danilo’s chest when he makes 
to go inside.

”It’s going to look familiar.8 Borak mutters, dragging his nails through 
his shiny black hair. 

Danilo glances at him, eGpression slowly turning more puzzled as Borak 
continues to stare at him pained. 

”Yhat is?8 Danilo cocks his head.
”The uhE8 Borak sighs. ”Jou’ll see.8
Fe kicks the bamboo door open and holds the curtain out of Danilo’s 

path. The dark abyss inside cloaks the man tied to the chair, but not the 
winding black veins up the sides of his neck and face. 

”Let me know if you need out.8 Borak says softly.
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Danilo swallows as he pads inside, trying not to let his resolute eGpression 
fracture under Borak’s worried stare. Those curtains weren’t for their captive 
but because Borak would have demanded itR thinking it easier for Danilo to 
handle than be subjected to the sight. 

It wasn’t.
The smell of rotting Kesh consumes the room, and grew more potent as 

Danilo approaches the captive. Fis ragged breaths wheeze like a broken whistle. 
Danilo sets his shoulders and paces around the man, watching for signs of where 
to begin. 

Danilo stumbles from the hut, sucking in a lone breath. As if it might be his 
last. Uunlight Hlters through the thick treetops overhead. Yinding vines cast 
shadows in the beams dancing across Danilo’s face. A pretty cage sitting atop 
him. 

Fis gaze Kickers to Borak, who sits on a crate waiting for Danilo’s tension to 
pass. In the past, the Utormthrowers made the mistake of placing an unknown 
sentry by the door, and after a gruesome death, they never made it again. 

Borak eGamines Danilo’s bloody knuckles and turns away. Danilo KeGes 
them, using the hem of his shirt to wipe away the stain on his skin. A combiE
nation of the dying man’s and his own. The splits throb when he looks upon 
them.

Borak moves closer. Fe raises a hand to Danilo’s. Danilo watches brilliant, 
jagged tracks snap across the surface of his skin, encouraging it to knit together. 

”Jou didn’t try healing him?8 Danilo asks. Borak sighs and Hnishes his task, 
looking forlorn. ”It was too late to try, wasn’t it?8

Yith a nod, Borak shu‘es oS. Danilo’s hollow chest yawns, grieving an old 
loss. Borak glances back at him, waiting for him to follow. Cnce Danilo does, 
Borak signals to one of the nearest rebellion troops.

”Yhat he tell you?8 Borak looks to Danilo.
”Fe didn’t.8 Danilo says. Fe continues at Borak’s confused eGpression, ”he 

promised to say everything to anyone but me.8
Borak’s gaze darkens. The troop stands at attention in Borak’s path, glancing 

between the two of them. Borak turns his scowl on him.
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”4o get what he knows.8 Borak tips his head to the hut and the soldier nods, 
jogging away.

Danilo watches after the man, speaking over his shoulder. ”Yhat is it you’re 
after?8

Borak holds up his hand in pause, and keeps trudging through the camp. 
Danilo follows, thumbing at the scar breaking through the hair on his upper 
lip, following the path it climbs towards his outer eye. Borak glances back, his 
eye tracking Danilo’s thumb. Fe swings back around. Danilo stares at his hand 
and drops it. 

Borak advances on the greenery at the edge of camp and shoves his way 
through. Uhaking his head, Danilo charges in behind him, ducking beneath the 
large leaves. Moisture clings to his cheeks as he shu‘es among the dense plant 
life. Fe rubs at it with his sleeve only for the neGt unavoidable shrub to slide 
across his cheek. Borak chuckles at Danilo’s huS. 

”3orgot what it’s like to have someone around here who’s tall.8 Borak says 
over his shoulder, dropping down a root system to the ground beneath. 

Danilo braces and leaps to Borak’s side, the drop easy for him. Fe looks 
around at their surroundings as it opens up. Borak vanishes beneath his gaze. 
”Yhy are we out here?8 

”Because I love them but I don’t trust them.8 Borak admits.
Danilo understands. Despite the cooing of the animals above and the roiling 

of water, his skin still crawls.
”Ye’re being followed.8 Fe whispers. 
Borak hums, ”this one I trust.8
”Jou know which one?8
Borak raises his hands and the periwinkle blue rises underneath the skin of 

his palms. Indirectly saying he can sense the user’s signature. Danilo nods.
”Ask me again,8 Borak prompts, glancing up at him.
Danilo blinks, brain dead behind his eyes. Borak stares back. Fe slowly grows 

more dumbfounded until Danilo’s gaze brightens suddenly. 
”Yhat are you after?8 Danilo pushes his long hair from his face, blue eyes 

skirting over the land behind them, nerved by the unseen third party. The sword 
hums, vibrating his spine, feeding of his nervous energy. 

Borak puSs out a breath, shaking his head and shoving his Hngers into his 
eyes. Fe mutters to himself in his motherEtongue before Hnally spitting the 
answer at Danilo. ”The Wameless.8

N1N



”The Wameless?8 Danilo snaps his gaze to Borak, who nods. Fe furrows 
his brows. ”I was called Wameless when I belonged to the gutter alleys—8

”Belonged? Yhy do you say it like that?8 Borak grumbles to himself.
”—it’s nothing more than a title for the homeless.8
”Wot here.8 Borak halts and they both pause abruptly. The river at their 

side mu‘es Borak’s words. ”Fere it’s becoming its own entity. Like a cult.8
Danilo lifts his brow, watching the water churn over the edge of the 

waterfall. The bridge sways in the distance. 
”Uomething wicked.8 Danilo waits until Borak mutters his agreement. 

”Do you think it’s connected?8
”Yith our luck?8 Fe shakes his head, glancing over Danilo’s proHle. ”Wo, 

I think they just don’t want to be consumed by the Medumara.8
”Yhy bother with him then?8 
”Because they’re on the hunt for the Felmet, like the Medumara.8
”Like us.8 Danilo grunts. ”Yhich means there’s three parties at odds—8
Yhen the third voice arises, Danilo doesn’t jump, but his body moves into 

action before his mind can. ”3our actually.8
Danilo grabs the sword at his waist just as Borak grabs his arm.
”It’s alright.8 Borak nods at the newcomer. ”Jou know, for being half deaf 

you have the oddest habit of knowing what everyone’s saying.8
Fe’s younger than Danilo. If Danilo guessed, he would say around twenty. 

Dark brown hair frames his blackEbrown eyes and strong nose. Fope reeks 
oS his person. There’s an air of familiarity about him that Danilo cannot 
grasp. 

”Yhat can I say, I got good at reading lips.8 The newcomer gestures at 
Danilo. ”Jour scar makes it di6cult.8

4ood, Danilo thinks. Yith Borak’s wary gaze on him, he knows better 
than to voice it. Borak meanders oS and Danilo follows suit, eyes still trained 
on the young man.

”This is Audantei’s acting adviser, he travels with me from time to time. 
Fe’s grown !uite close with Yoldwin.8 Borak places his hands on his hips 
in Danilo’s peripheral, neGt to his throwing knives. It’s subtle. And while 
Danilo would like to believe it’s for the newcomer, Borak doesn’t do subtlety. 

It’s for him.
”Yoldwin?8 Danilo glances at Borak.
”The one you met when you Hrst got here.8 Borak clariHes. 
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”Ah,8 Danilo tilts his head back, looking at the younger man from the corner 
of his eyes. ”Yell it’s a good thing I didn’t kill him.8

The young man’s face twitches but his grin remains in place. Borak s!uints 
at the tick. 

Danilo oSers his hand, ”Danilo Altamura.8 
3ear dances at the edges of the boy’s eyes as he takes it, choking out his name. 

”Wolein.8 
Danilo knows the name Altamura haunts the dark corners of the sunEblasted 

city. Any person who lives a day’s time from Audantei felt the horror reigning 
with it. Fe’s yet to go back xast for that reason.

”Pust Wolein?8 Danilo asks.
Wolein shu‘es, glancing between Danilo’s stern brow and the scarred hand 

still clutching his. Fe sputters, ”for now, sir.8
”Uir?8 Danilo releases Wolein’s hand, looking to Borak. ”Do I really look that 

old?8
”It’s the beard,8 Borak says as he begins to move through their surroundings 

again. ”DeHnitely makes you older than you are.8
”Is that a good or bad thing?8 Danilo sideEeyes Wolein and moves with Borak.
Borak makes a noncommittal noise.
”Jou mentioned a fourth party.8 Danilo speaks over his shoulder. 
Wolein jogs into action behind them. ”Aye, a group from the west—8
”Yas my accent that thick?8 Danilo asks Borak. 
”Ch, yours was worse.8
xven with xnzo’s eSorts, Danilo struggles to make friends over enemies. 

Borak’s teasing tone takes the blunt edge oS Danilo’s words and softens the 
potential strike they may have. But it doesn’t undo the initial damage they 
cause. 

”7eally?8 Danilo asks. 
Borak Kicks his eyes over Danilo appraisingly. ”Utill is.8
”I don’t think it’s—8
”G2ourse not, you’re a man of the world now. Been everywhere. Wo doubt 

being with xnzo has helped signiHcantly.8
Danilo huSs and glances at Wolein—his brows scrunch tight in a way that 

makes Danilo’s head throb in sympathy. Despite Wolein’s disgruntlement, he 
grins. Danilo turns back around, biting on his tongue.

”I had my fun.8 Danilo gestures with his arm, inviting Wolein to his side. 
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Wolein falls into step with him but leaves a weapons space between them. 
Borak s!uints at the two of them, the skin around his eyes tight with an 
unspoken reservation. 

”A group from the west have spread their recruits through the region.8 
Wolein keeps his locked jaw level with his stiS shoulders, the front layers of his 
hair skimming his cheekbones. ”They’re radicals both of human and magic 
kind. I’ve found them circling the Worth looking for the 7enown Artifacts. 
The ones without magic tend to be sent to inHltrate the 4reat Libraries and 
armories. Those with, they do the dirty work.8

”Uounds like the opposite of the Medumara,8 Danilo mutters, pulling 
ahead to stare into the gully. Fe hears Borak stop between him and Wolein. 
”And what of the xast and Uouth?8

There’s a brief pause in the air that makes Danilo’s hand twitch. Wolein’s 
voice falls in a slow drawl, as if he’s unsure how much information to disclose. 
Danilo understandsR hesitance is one of his few close friends. 

”Audantei is as much a stonewall as ever. The xast is too active for them to 
get a footing. And the Uouth is too cold for them to try. Those who have get 
killed by the Wuicallians. Fow they Hgure it out before we do is beyond me.8

”Because they’re warriors before men.8 Danilo glances to the river at the 
bottom of the cliS. ”Any man or woman who comes in ready to dominate is 
killed as the threat they are.8

Fe turns over his shoulder as Wolein nods with a clenching jaw. A false 
smile falls into place. 

”Yhat are they called?8 Danilo crosses his arms, his sword hand close to 
the weapon.

”They’re fresh enough that I’ve not found a name.8 Wolein purses his lips. 
Danilo !uirks a brow at Borak, who stares at him with a feigned disinterest. 

The bugger is Hnding humor in Danilo’s annoyance. Fe grinds his teeth in a 
pitiful eSort to keep his !uestions about Wolein to himself. 

”Do you know why they’ve taken interest in the old Artifacts?8 Danilo 
asks. 

”I believe they’re an eGploration team looking to make money oS them.8 
Wolein grins lazily, head tilting to the side. 

Borak nods to himself at the embellished attitude. 
Danilo’s skin crawls despite himself. Wolein’s similar to Liander—the boy 

xnzo freed from the Beaters. They both share a careless, suave smile and both 
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seem overall carefree. Danilo knows better than to believe the mask Liander 
dubs. Wolein, however, is a far more slippery a personality to grasp. 

”Looks like you’ve got competition, Borak.8 Danilo says, trying to ignore 
Wolein’s attention. 

Borak’s nose scrunches when his attention shoots to Danilo. ”Jou’re not 
helping?8 

”I’m just the messenger.8 Danilo thrusts his arms out with a cheeky grin. 
Fe’s torn. A part of him wants to stay, wants to enjoy Borak’s company after 

being apart for so long. But a larger part of him wants to be leagues away from 
the young man staring holes into his proHle.

Fe never did like attention. 
Danilo’s smile falls as fast as it came, morphing into a horriHc resting glare. 

Wolein peddles out of Danilo’s way.
”Fas xnzo not talked to you about that eGpres—8 Borak pauses. ”Jou inherE

ited that look from xnzo, haven’t you?8
”Yhat look?8 Danilo glances over his shoulder, face unchanged. 
”That lookJ8 Borak waves his hand at Danilo’s face, falling in step back to 

camp. ”The one with an air of superiority and a certain level of disappointE
ment.8

Danilo furrows his brows. ”I’m pretty sure xnzo’s neutral eGpression is more 
stressed than disappointed.8  

”Fe’s been training boys, it’s the same look.8 Borak grumbles. 
Danilo shrugs in a cagey agreement. Borak shakes his head.
They bicker back to camp, Wolein trailing a distance behind with a sour glare 

HGed on the back of Danilo’s neck. It heats Danilo’s skin but he once lived under 
that heat for nineteen agonizing years. 

The neGt thirty minutes are no diSerent from the rest. 
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tuaec f, ghnangteaw f, thefevw ndc f, medae -easegtp,I F pooH soa.nac to the 
aefnididm veaiev ndc the othea ghnangteav thnt ,ou .ipp gn-tuae soa feIk

3dc Sdnpp,w FEc piHe to thndH f, snfip,I Cot odp, .eae the, idgaeci’p, vu-y
-oatile cuaidm thiv -aogevvw ’ut the, hnc to .enthea f, soup foocv .hed it 
veefec the vtoa, .nv c,idm ’esoae f, e,ev ndc f, ghnov .hed F nco-tec the 
ghnangteaEv foocv oa fodopomuevI Fs dot soa engh ode os thefw F .oupc hnle 
miled u- od Sword of Audantei podm nmoI ;hiv dolep fn, dot ’e cecigntec to 
thefw ’ut F -aofive thnt theae .ipp ’e cecigntiodv id the sutuaeIk

Without the nvvivtndge os theve .odceasup idcilicunpvw thiv dolep .oupc hnle 
delea veed if-aolefedtv oa celepo-ec n veaiev to soppo.I Nngh ndc elea, ode os 
,ou pivtec hnc nd if-ngt id f, cegiviod to .aite ndc to -u’pivhI ;hndH ,ou soa 
the o--oatuditiev thnt ,ouEle miled few ndc Hdo. thnt .heaelea f, gnaeea nv n 
.aitea edcv u- id the sutuaew F .oupc delea hnle fnce it .ithout npp os ,ouIk
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ABOUT T  H AUT  OE

Ashley Holmquist is not your average writer. As the eldest of cve ,hildrenk 
she honed her sWills in managing ,haos early onk a talent that now fuels her 
dynami, ,areer. bhile jalan,ing two demanding pojsk Ashley cnds time to 
weave ,om’elling stories that ,a’tivate readers. Her unique ja,Wground and 
relentless worW ethi, set her a’art as a fresh voi,e in the literary world.

Ashleyzs pourney is a testament to her in,redijle ajility to puggle multi’le 
roles. Her days are clled with the ’re,ision and organiBation required in her 
se,retary ’ositionk while she dedi,ates afternoons to maWing a diIeren,e in the 
lives of individuals as a Tehavioral Dnterventionist. 'his jlend of stru,ture and 
em’athy infuses her writing with authenti,ity and de’thk ,reating relatajle and 
im’a,tful narratives.

-es’ite her ’a,Wed s,hedulek AshleySs ’assion for storytelling remains undix
minished. —he draws ins’iration from her own lifezs whirlwindk transforming 
everyday e3’erien,es into literary magi,. Her stories resonate with readers jex
,ause they are jorn from a ’la,e of genuine understanding and a Wna,W for 
cnding the e3traordinary in the ordinary.

Ashley Holmquist is on the risek jringing her remarWajle multitasWing sWills 
and a fresh ’ers’e,tive to the world of writing. Her ajility to thrive amidst the 
hustle and justle of daily life is not pust im’ressive5itzs the se,ret ingredient 
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that maWes her an author to wat,h. 1ee’ an eye out for her u’,oming worWs0 
they ’romise to je as vijrant and engaging as the woman jehind them.
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