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Dramatis Personae

The Highlands

The Courtnays—
   Ehman Courtnay, Lord of Highcrest, the Westerlands, and the High Mountains; father of Irina, Ennis, Adena, and Essa; killed during the sack of Highcrest

     Irina Courtnay, oldest daughter of Ehman Courtnay

     Ennis Courtnay, second daughter of Ehman Courtnay

    Adena Courtnay, third daughter of Ehman Courtnay

     Essa Courtnay, youngest daughter of Ehman Courtnay

  Asa Dunley Courtnay, Lady of Highcrest; mother of Irina, Ennis, Adena, and Essa; died in childbirth with Essa

     Aline Courtnay Falkland, Lady of Carradon; younger sister of Ehman Courtnay

The Dunstans—
    Adren Dunstan, King of the Highlands; Lord of Ells

  Isla Dunstan, Princess of the Highlands; daughter of Adren Dunstan

   Colm Dunstan, Crown Prince of the Highlands; son of Adren Dunstan

      Dunstan Gilgriss, former King of the Highlands; first of the Dunstan line; his reign began the Highland Wars

      Adelaide Morland Dunstan, former Queen of the Highlands; first wife of Dunstan Gilcriss

Lora Finnley, childhood friend of Ennis Courtnay; daughter of Hugh Finnley

Hugh Finnley, Lord Courtnay’s Captain of the Guard; father of Lora

Arion Morn, Lord of Dannawey; younger brother of Arek Morn

Arek Morn, older brother of Arion Morn; betrothed to Irina Courtnay; killed during the sack of Highcrest

Galen Aric, Lord of Aldann

Hammel Winwood, Lord of Berredey

Parnell Winwood, father of Hammel Winwood; killed by Adren Dunstan at the Second Battle of Bridgewater

Jorran Farlan, Lord of Erro; instigator of the Fifth Farlan Revolt

Elric Gowan, Lord of Green Valley

The Lowlands

Manek, warlord of Rising (in his father’s stead); strategist to Larn

Kierum, warlord of Rising

Kasia, wife of Kierum; mother of Manek

Anneka, Manek’s older sister; deceased

Taryn, a swordsmith; Manek’s seneschal; husband of Kenna

Kenna, a baker; wife of Taryn

Marc, Taryn and Kenna’s older son

Kellen, Taryn and Kenna’s younger son

Haemon, a farrier

Beon, a smith and Taryn’s neighbor; one of Manek’s captains

Waurin, warlord of Carmetheon; captain to Manek

Elodie, Waurin’s mother

Par, Waurin’s seneschal

Rick, chief of the Oltaraani of Tiernay

Vaal, Rick’s oldest son

Kennick, chief of the Horsemen of Wheatfield; trade partners with Rising

Landon, leader of the Mountain Land clans

The Haven—
   Renata Ainsley, Lady Sister of the Ceralian Haven of Rising; former Lady of Ferrawood; co-conspirator in the Ainsley Plot against Ehman Courtnay

   Sister Aelia

   Sister Jenna

   Sister Kanna

   Sister Elarie

   Sister Adelaide

   Sister Jessamin

The Midlands

Larn, Lord of the Midlands, Lord of Scallya

Myrah, Larn’s wife

Verian, Larn’s oldest son

Dorran, Larn’s seneschal

Gaetien, Larn’s cupbearer

Lyda, Gaetien’s sister

The Gods

Themin the Father, King of the Heavens, god of the sky, sun, moon, and stars; patron god of kings and scholars; protector of man

Ceralia the Mother, Queen of the Heavens, goddess of rain; patron goddess of queens and healers

Mithria the Life-Giver, goddess of the earth; patron goddess of farmers; protector of the dead

Dea the Destroyer, goddess of chaos, fire, and disaster; patron goddess of warmongers, usurpers, and traitors

Balan the Wave-Rider, god of the sea; son of Themin and Ceralia; twin of Adain; patron god of sailors

Adain the Rapid, god of the rivers; son of Themin and Ceralia; twin of Balan; patron god of travelers

Anona the Frostbitten, goddess of snow, ice, and the northern wind; daughter of Themin and Ceralia; patron goddess of hermits, ascetics, and recluses

Ma’an the Stone-Bearer, god of the mountains; son of Themin and Mithria; patron god of miners, ironworkers, and smiths

Tamea the Fleet-Footed, goddess of the forests and wilderness; daughter of Themin and Mithria; patron goddess of hunters, mystics, and seers; guide to the dead

Ean the Deceiver, god of war, horses, and the southern wind; son of Themin and Dea; patron god of warriors, strategists, and wanderers

Terms

First Tongue, the original language spoken by the first mortals

Highland Wars, a 200-year period of civil conflict in the Highlands that began when Dunstan Gilcriss usurped the throne from his old brother, the king. The wars caused mass migration to the south and wiped out most of the noble families

Lady Sister, head Sister of a Ceralian Haven

Line, a ruling family, dynasty

Lordling, nickname for a lord’s child, especially an heir apparent

Lord Midland, Lord Dannawey, Lord Highcrest, etc., shorthand for a landed lord’s full title

Mithrian, an ethnic group originating from the Highlands

Oltaraani, an ethnic group from the southern coastal region of the Lowlands






One

From the ashes of chaos rose Themin, glorious and horrible, and after him, in his image, were born the gods and goddesses. To prove his might, he molded a body from mud, pouring into it liquid iron for blood, and added a pinch of stardust to make it think and feel and wonder. In this way, he fashioned the mortals, and they did deem him godly and worthy of worship.

—Mithrian creation myth




The moon hid in a cloak of billowing ash and smoke. Heat seared skin and face, sparks bounding from one timbered roof to the next until it seemed the whole world was aflame. Screams echoed across the three peaks of Highcrest as people barricaded their doors against sword and club.
Ennis Courtnay stood upon her balcony, watching slaughter. The invading hordes streamed into the castle from the Mountain Gate by the thousands, their mass of black-clad bodies like a dark wave coming to consume them all. It was a nightmare, a sick, horrible nightmare wherein she looked upon death itself. One of her sisters should have woken her by now. 
“Ennis, come away from there!” Ennis felt her elder sister’s shaking hands on her shoulders. “Now!”
The wicked orange of the fires burnt her eyes and she felt she would never see again. Torn from the sight of Highcrest burning, Ennis stumbled back into Irina’s bedchamber. Other ladies of the castle hurried through the great oak doors, their silken nightgowns and unkempt hair fluttering behind them.
How could the hordes be here? There had been talk of them for years. Villagers from small townships to the south had fled their broadswords, bringing tales of barbarity not seen since the recently ended Highland Wars. Townships came under their sword, not cities. Ennis’s father, Lord Ehman Courtnay, hadn’t believed they would brave the mighty De’lan River and attack them outright.
“We have to get out—they’re coming!” Irina whimpered, her eyes darting around the room.
“Father will come soon. We just have to wait. He’ll be here. He’ll come.”
“Ennis,” said Irina, the eldest Courtnay daughter, “he’s not coming.” The whole of her body—her pointed nose, the corners of her eyes, her slim shoulders, her tall frame—was a series of sharp, downturned lines.
“How can you say that?”
A tear dripped off Irina’s sharp chin. “We’re to die tonight.”
Ennis glared at her with gray, steely eyes. “Don’t say such things! This is Highcrest—it cannot fall!”
“Look around, Ennis! Highcrest burns!”
“We’re Courtnays. We are Highcrest. We cannot fall.”
After the last of the noblewomen hurried into the bedchamber, they disregarded their billowing silk sleeves and finely embroidered nightgowns to press their shoulders to dressers and wardrobes, shoving them up against the door as crashing came from downstairs. Ennis hurried over to her youngest sister.
Essa quivered, her golden braid falling apart and her cheeks, usually so rosy, damp with tears. Ennis took Essa’s hand in her own and gave it a squeeze.
They could hear voices echoing throughout the castle, shaking the very stones. Essa looked up at her with eyes far too large, her long dark lashes clumped together. Ennis tried to look reassuring. All they need do was stall for time. Father would be there soon, she knew it. Father would stop them, she was sure. They would drive away these murdering whoresons, bury their dead, and rebuild. They need only wait for Father.
She felt someone take her other hand and looked over to see Lora. Her closest friend for twenty years, Lora’s hand shook in Ennis’s, but she stood straight and tall. Ennis didn’t know if she’d ever been more relieved to see someone. Lora’s face was so familiar, each dark freckle so dear, and for a moment all Ennis could think of was them together as children, swimming in the harbor, dodging ships, their fathers squawking with horror from the wall above.
All thirty women jumped as the Keep groaned. A thunderous crack echoed up and down the stone halls like a scream. The sounds of death shook the rafters. Ennis’s breath caught in her throat.
Lora clutched at her shoulder. “They’ve broken through…”
Ennis trembled as Essa began to sob.
“Ennis,” Lora whispered. She glanced at her friend. Lora looked much older than she had a moment ago.
Moving through the crowd of shuddering bodies with Essa and Lora in tow, Ennis heaved the great wooden wardrobe, the last piece of unmoved furniture, aside and opened the small door behind it, revealing an impossibly narrow corridor with steep steps and weeping walls. A secret passage for any Courtnay daughter, it was the only other way from the bedchamber.
Pushing Essa in front of her, she grabbed for Lora and began ushering all of them into the stairwell, the sound of pounding at the door hastening their escape. The women rushed down the sharp steps, one by one, trying not to slip on the damp stone. Only Adena, the third daughter, and her handmaiden Aunna remained. They huddled together in the corner, clutching each other, and both looked faraway.
“Come,” said Ennis softly, taking their hands and pulling them towards the open threshold. There were hoarse shouts on the other side of the main door, and her heart leapt into her throat at the sound of an axe hacking through.
Shaking from scalp to toenail, Adena slowly descended into the stairwell.
“Go, milady,” said Aunna, pushing Ennis down onto the third step.
Ennis dug her fingers into a crevice to catch herself then turned on her heels. She met Aunna’s dripping gaze—she tried to make it back to the landing, almost got there, but Aunna shut the door in Ennis’s face. The key, after grating in the lock, plunked to the floor on the other side.
Realizing what had happened, Adena fell upon the door as they heard the wardrobe grate back into place. She beat her fists against the cold wood.
“Aunna, Aunna, no, no, open the door! Aunna, come with us!”
Ennis grabbed her sister, dragging her down the first few steps with her hand pressed against her open mouth, nails digging into Adena’s cheek. Still Adena struggled, wails escaping between Ennis’s fingers. Panicking as she heard the bedchamber doors crash open, she threw her sister against the wall and slapped her as hard as she could.
Adena’s chest heaved up and down, up and down, as she touched her cheek. More tears flooded her large blue eyes, her bowed lips trembling. “You…”
“Sshhh!” Ennis hissed, throwing her body over Adena’s.
They heard Aunna scream and men shout, then a heavy splattering against the wardrobe. Ennis closed her eyes, her mouth puckering to hold in a sob. She felt Adena’s tears running between her fingers.
Hurried, scrabbling words echoed on the other side, and Ennis could hear them searching, turning over furniture, rummaging through jewelry boxes. She clasped Adena’s wrist and pulled her down the stairs. It was dark, the few torches unlit, and they stumbled on the sharp edges, their silk slippers gripping the stone steps as surely as water.
It seemed to take a lifetime to reach the bottom, and Ennis’s legs ached. The door at the landing stood wide open. They found themselves at the foundations of the Keep, and as Adena began the frozen climb down the steep embankment, Ennis shut the door behind them.
The embankment was narrow, and they hurried down one behind the other, their nightgowns gathered at their waists. Ennis ran her hand along the smooth rocks of the foundation for balance, watching each footfall.
They made for the nearest bridge, anchored on a ledge at the bottom of the embankment. It hung in the cold night air, swaying in the breeze. It, like many of the other small workmen bridges, was made up of sturdy boards, held together by thick ropes, and spanned across the deep, cavernous western side of the harbor. Centuries ago her ancestors had dammed up all the creeks and tributaries snaking through the southern stretches of the High Mountains, creating a lake to surround the three peaks of Highcrest. Soon after, the lake spilled south to the ancient De’lan River.
Across the bridge stood ramparts lining the wall of Highcrest’s southern peak, which led down to wooden docks. The water was dark and still, reflecting the fires above, and from the orange light she could just barely make out the shadow of a few moored boats.
Several women were already traversing the bridge, but more still were huddled on the ledge regarding it warily. Ennis saw Irina, Essa, and Lora at the back of the group, their faces turned towards the castle. They cried out when they saw Ennis and Adena climbing down.
Ennis waved at the bridge. “Go!” she screamed, her pace quickening when she heard the door at the top of the embankment slam open.
Lora lurched forwards, her arm reaching out as she screamed, “Ennis! Ennis, behind you!”
The other women, startled, stopped moving and watched with wide eyes and gaping mouths as men flooded from the door.
“Go, go!” Ennis cried, pushing Adena forwards as they reached the bottom of the embankment.
Ennis couldn’t see who it was, but finally a woman began running onto the bridge. Others followed, and as she threw herself into Lora’s waiting arms, the group moved as one to the bridge.
Their pace was slow, torturous, the bridge only wide enough for one at a time, and before no more than two had made it halfway across, they were set upon. Ennis jumped back from the hand that seized at her. She slapped at it, then another, but soon there were too many. She was overwhelmed by rank flesh and cold armor. Hands pulled at her golden hair, hands wrapped around her throat, hands tore at her wrists to wrench off her bracelets and rings. She screamed out, but it was lost in the mass of bodies swelling around her.
“Hold them fast!” called one.
“Try not to stick them yet, boys!” said another.
She heard her nightgown tear somewhere and staggered forwards, digging her shoulder into the nearest gut. She took a gulp of air before great bearish arms came around her from behind and held fast. All she could hear were disembodied screams and wails and tears. Everywhere were helmeted faces and iron shoulders, their voices and hands rough as they grabbed, groped, searched the women.
She caught a glimpse of the women on the bridge clinging to the ropes, their eyes wild, deciding which fate was better.
Ennis bit down on the gloved hand that tried to trail from her neck to her breast, and, able to wriggle just enough, she drove her elbow into the man’s nose. When he reeled back with a cry, she was momentarily free. She pushed through ironclad bodies, almost making it to Lora in the chaos before being grabbed again.
The men began to bicker amongst themselves over the stolen jewelry and captured women. Ennis cried out when Lora was wrenched from one man, taken by another.
A hush swept over the group as a tall man sauntered into Ennis’s sight from the direction of the Keep. They parted for him and she needed little to guess who he was.
Larn, Lord of the Midlands, Conqueror of the Lowlands, Murderer of the Highlands. His name was whispered, his person feared, his scar and its cause rumored about. Ennis thought his scar less gruesome than some of the stories made it seem, only running along the bridge of his nose down to his left jawline, and he certainly didn’t stand eight feet tall like some said. Still, she found him sufficiently terrifying. What short hair he had was matted, his skin was leathery and blood splattered, and his hands, gnarled, impossibly large, had only nine fingers. He was the stuff of nightmares and demon-tales. He turned his gaze to the few women who still clung to the swaying bridge.
“This way,” he said in a low voice. Ennis shuddered at the sound.
The women shivered. Ennis shook her head when her gaze met Mena’s, the daughter of her father’s seneschal. She opened her mouth to cry out, to stop her, but the girl sprang forward before she could form the words. Mena made a desperate leap at the far side, her feet pounding on the teetering boards.
Smirking, the Lord of the Midlands drew his sword, already dripping with blood, and cut the lines. The bridge creaked before falling into the dark water with a thunderous crash. The women’s screams echoed in Ennis’s ears long after their mouths filled with water and their bodies sank deep into the harbor. Her mouth agape, Ennis stared at Larn, thinking Themin certainly made some with less stardust than others.
The man who clasped Ennis’s shoulders in his callous grip tightened his hold as he began dragging her back up to Highcrest. Each time she stumbled he dug his fingers into the tense flesh above her collarbone.
“Don’t try anything, milady,” he spat.
When she managed to look up, she tried to pick out her sisters and Lora. The only one she saw was Essa. Her sister’s captor was so large a man that, as he grasped her in his arms, she had no need to walk. Her toes skimmed the ground now and again.
They climbed a set of stone steps that she knew would bring them to the top of the castle wall. Ennis lost all her breath when she looked down at her city. Flames ate at anything that wasn’t stone, the once fine cobblestone streets lay strewn with the dead or dying, and the whitewashed walls of houses were painted with blood.
The man gruffly pulled her back into motion as they walked along the top of the high wall. To her right was the dark harbor, now cluttered with boats and bodies, and to her left, the burning castle. The two other peaks, to the south and east, connected to the vast castle complex by five wide stone bridges and dozens of smaller wooden ones, burned like great torches. Themin himself would surely see.
Ennis watched as men up at the Keep set their torches to the huge Courtnay banner hanging above the doors to the great hall. It immediately caught and fire licked up the blue cloth, nibbling at the golden lion’s feet.
When Larn’s men saw him strolling across the top of the wall, they raised a loud cheer, and he answered them with widespread arms.
“Gentlemen,” he said loudly, “welcome to the north!”
They came to another set of stairs carved into the wall and began their descent to the sound of cheering and carnage. The women were guarded jealously as the group followed Larn up the main promenade back to the Keep. Hands reached out to clutch at Ennis and her heart leapt into her throat. She pushed into her captor, who threw her over to his other side. Men called to share the fresh slavemeat, and Ennis winced each time one demanded to stick her.
The city soundly taken, the horde followed Larn back up to the Keep. They were a lively bunch, their base appetites whetted, their imaginations wild. Ennis started at each new face, painfully aware of her body whenever a man blatantly looked at the swell of her breasts beneath her thin nightgown.
The courtyard of the Keep certainly looked like a battlefield, arrows and axes sticking out of the dead. Some were fallen warriors from the horde, but most were her father’s soldiers. Many of the Highcrestan men wore little armor, the call to defend too sudden for arming. They had thought the black hordes further off; her father thought they hadn’t the audacity to attack Highcrest.
The men stopped as Larn continued into the center of the courtyard. He regarded the butchery around him with a contented grin.
Noticing her toes were wet, Ennis looked down at her once-white slippers, now stained red. Beside her Adena screamed in her captor’s arms, wriggling, trying not to touch the blood running down the cobblestone. Adena couldn’t stomach blood, not since four of the province’s finest physicians all confirmed she had consumption.
Ennis’s gaze followed the bloody stream dammed against her foot. She went rigid when she saw the body, familiar armor adorning it, lying in the doorway.
“No!” she screamed. She drew Irina’s gaze first, then everyone’s around them, when she managed to break free of the hands holding her to rush to the Lord of Highcrest.
“Father!” she wailed, slumping down beside him. He was broken and blood-soaked, his blue eyes looking emptily skyward. A large crimson line ran across the side of his neck, and the hands that had cradled her all the years of her life lay motionless, his gold-hilted sword resting in his palm.
She could barely hear the anguished screams of her sisters and other women of Highcrest as she watched her father’s eyes flick to her own. For a moment, there was a glint in his eye as he looked upon his daughter. Then he tried to take a breath, a horrible, tortured sound that gurgled, trapped in his broken throat, and he was still. Ennis put her shaking, blood-stained hands on her head and wept.
Four fingers grasped Ennis’s hair, the nub of the fifth making her stomach roll. Larn threw her from her father, and she crashed to the ground, rolling a few feet away. Larn walked toward her, his boots making horrible, grating vibrations against her cheek, and Ennis held her breath.
He picked her up and set her on her knees, facing the gathered crowd of surviving noblewomen, female servants, and the horde that had killed the rest.
“Well, we’ve found one Courtnay bitch,” said Larn, circling around her with one hand behind his back, the other resting on the pommel of his sword. “But I know there are four.” His gaze slid down to her and all the heat drained out of her. “Where are they?”
Every part of her shook as she tried to fathom something to say. She told herself not to look at her sisters. She quickly considered telling him that those he’d doomed to a watery grave in the harbor had been her sisters. But then, would that make a difference?
Taking her silence as her answer, Larn struck her with the iron side of his gauntlet. As Ennis doubled over, her hands thrown up to clutch her face, Larn made his way over to the other captured women. The men holding them hurriedly brought them forth, and others were pushed forward from deeper within the horde. The women were silent, none daring to look at Larn.
Her teary gaze found Essa as Larn began inspecting the line of captured women. Her sister was slumped in her captor’s arms, tears dripping from her eyes. Her pink nightgown looked so out of place against the dark, dented armor and black cloak of the man who held her. Her sister, already dainty, looked like a child in such muscled arms.
Ennis’s hands trembled as she wiped away the blood trickling from her nose. She bit her cheek and righted herself. Her eyes flicked to her father’s body. Then Lora caught her gaze. Lora shook her head, her mouth opening to—
Ennis stumbled on her first steps, her hands pushing off the ground each time to propel forwards. She slid to a stop against her father’s body, held her breath, tried not to look at his face. She grimaced at the feel of lifeless flesh against her fingers as she pried the gold-hilted sword from his slack hand.
It seemed everyone was shouting as she stood with the sword, its hilt still warm, grasped between her white knuckles. The sword was heavier than she was used to. She’d held her father’s sword before, had always been told it would be hers one day, but had never fought with it.
Larn looked at her from over his shoulder in amused disinterest, his little grin ghoulishly bright against his grime-darkened face. He pushed the woman he’d been looking over into waiting arms and strode forward, unsheathing his sword with an unnecessary flourish. One side of his mouth crept up as he came to meet her.
“I won’t be kind enough to spare you twice,” he said.
“I won’t be kind enough once.”
They glowered at one another, Larn’s left eye narrowed more than the other from scar tissue. She took her defensive stance, years of training guiding her movements, but it felt awkward with one sword when she was used to two. He bared his teeth in a smile as he drew back, and Ennis sucked in a breath, bracing herself.
“Stop! Ennis, don’t!”
Even Larn looked back at Lora, surprised. Lora struggled forwards, her hair wild and cheeks wet. 
“Please,” Lora begged.
As two men pulled her back, Ennis stood alone. She felt the fight draining out of her, oozing out with the blood on the cobblestones. Larn looked at the sword then back to her. He smirked.
She took a breath. Let it out. She dropped the sword, heard it clang against the cobblestones. As Larn sauntered towards her, she drew herself up to her full height and squared her shoulders. She was as ready as she could be for the hard hilt of his sword against her temple, and she fell with blood bubbling from her ear.
“Are we quite done?” he asked.
He filled his fist with her hair and pulled, making her vulnerable neck long and exposed.
“It’s good to know when you’ve lost.”
“The king will stop you,” she hissed, awaiting cold metal against her throat.
At this he chuckled and shoved her away. “You stupid bitch,” he said, circling her again. “I am the king now.”
She drew her knees into her chest, fearing another strike. Seemingly pleased to see her like that, Larn once more attended to the captured women. Ennis looked over at her sisters with unfocused eyes. 
As he came upon Irina, Larn’s attention snapped to her similarly golden hair and he turned to face her. Her eyes flicked up to meet his, and the look she gave him, her brows furrowed over eyes that burned with hate, seemed to convince him.
“You’re one, then?”
Her lips drawn in a line, Irina replied, “Yes.”
Ennis watched as the man holding Irina let her go after a nod from Larn. The eldest Courtnay daughter glanced at her father’s corpse before quickly going to Ennis, who she enveloped in her arms. Drawn into her sister, Ennis’s head sloshed painfully, and she used her hands to try holding everything still.
Irina turned back to the crowd and said softly with an outstretched hand, “Adena. Essa.”
Essa took a deep breath. Her jaw set, she raised her head and looked composedly at her sisters. She jerked one shoulder out of her captor’s grasp and began pulling her other arm away. He let go only when he saw Larn’s measured face. Essa wiped her tears away with the back of her hand and went to her sisters, Adena close behind.
Having found the Courtnay daughters, Larn called out for all the others to be pushed into the courtyard with them. The other highborn ladies, daughters and wives of captains, swordsmen, and rich men, were joined by other surviving women of the castle. Two hundred tattered women closed in together against the horde’s swelling ranks.
Ennis shivered as she looked out at the mass of hungry faces. The men came ever closer, pushing forward, their anticipation pulsing through the courtyard. Larn paced slowly, deliberately before them, putting himself between them and the women. They called out to him, told him to hurry up about it, that they weren’t going to stick themselves.
“Now,” said Larn, a smile playing at his lips, “I must decide first-choice.”
Shouts of approval echoed and names were called out in suggestion. Larn nodded his head, considering. For show he even stroked his chin.
Finally, he looked up at his men with his mouth stretched in a lopsided grin. Squaring his shoulders and again placing one hand behind him and the other upon his sword, he announced, “Manek!”
There were a few cheers and much murmuring. The noise grew again as a younger warrior made his way to the head of the group. Ennis took only a moment to glance at the man. She thought he looked tired, his dark eyes underscored by similarly dark crescents. Larn made a grand gesture, ushering the man over towards the assembled women.
Leaning into the man, Larn said, “You did help to reap, now three shall you keep.”
Nodding solemnly, and with gleeful shouts suggesting which women would be best, the man walked slowly over to the women. He was tall, but not terribly so, and powerfully built, his shoulders and neck broad. His armor shone in the flickering firelight, a half circle, the rising sun, etched across the breastplate.
Before he could look at them fully, Larn called, “And Manek—not too many Courtnays.”
The man turned back without response. He looked over each woman quickly until he came to the Courtnay daughters. His eyes fell upon Ennis. She barely heard him say, “These three,” and only remembered to breathe when Lora squeezed her hand.
Ennis opened her eyes and Lora helped her stand. Her heart beat painfully as she took a half-step forward with Irina and Lora, leaving Adena and Essa behind.
“No,” Essa sobbed.
Larn stepped up beside the man, a satisfied grin on his face. “Good. The prettiest for me.”  Larn’s two other choices screamed and wailed, holding each other, but Adena stood quietly, quivering, her eyes wide with horror and her gaunt face hollow.
Ennis’s chest felt as if it would rip apart, a stabbing pressure that lodged between her ribs.  Larn, his laugh like a boom of thunder, shoved his prizes into the awaiting hands of his men. She swung to her left, reaching out for Essa, as Larn’s remaining warlords descended upon the women. A great squabbling started, men wrenching women from one another, and Essa’s hand slipped from hers as the man who had brought Essa up from the harbor carried her off.
Ennis cried out, losing sight of her sister, and watched, horrified, as women were torn at, thrown over shoulders, and had their clothes ripped away. She couldn’t look away, no matter how she wanted to, from two men pulling either arm of a woman, not giving up even as she screamed.
She jumped back into Lora when a man rushed them. He stopped short, a sword pressed against his neck. He backed away as the warlord who had claimed them stared him down.
When the man scurried away, the warrior sheathed his sword in one fluid movement then turned to look at the three women. Ennis cringed away from him as he threw an arm over her shoulder, and she only realized what he was doing when they were ushered from the courtyard. What she assumed were his men gathered around them too, creating a circle as they headed from the Keep down into the lower levels of the castle.
“You’re safe for now,” said the warrior.
Ennis didn’t know whether to laugh or scream.
They reached what seemed a suitable spot for the warrior and stopped. He had their hands bound and the most loathsome piece of cloth, a simple circle of black cotton, tied round their necks as a sign of their enslavement. Her skin chafing under the coarse rope, Ennis looked back only once. Just one glimpse of her burning home, burning life, made her very soul ache. And as she stood in the dark, the sound of laughing men and restless horses made louder by her near sightlessness, she found herself wishing to be in her father’s company.




Two

Before Themin could sit peacefully upon his heavenly throne, the seas churned and boiled. Beneath the waves his son Balan did rage, wondering at the size of his realm. Balan cursed his father and his earthly realm and sent his waves and rains to conquer them. Themin turned the sun upon Balan and the seas dried up. Now with no realm at all, Balan gave in to his father and conceded the rivers to his brother Adain, the rain to his mother Ceralia, and the springs to his father Themin.

—Mithrian creation myth




Ennis Courtnay had been highborn and destined for a life of power and leadership. While not the eldest and therefore entitled to less of a claim upon her father’s holdings, she had nonetheless rose in prominence and respect among the people. With a head for numbers and predilection for fine swords, many saw her as the son Ehman Courtnay hadn’t had.
As the gray dawn harkened a new day and the reality of the night previous, Ennis raised her head. She wished she was a man at that moment—the son deprived from her father. Perhaps they, together, could have saved Highcrest. Perhaps together they could have slain a few more whoresons before dying honorably. But most importantly, she would assuredly now be dead alongside her father rather than bound and disgraced.
The only color Ennis saw was red, streaking the sky and staining the ground. They had spent the night on one of the lower streets, at the quartermaster’s house close to the curtain wall. She looked to her left to behold the Mountain Gate, twisted and grotesque, hanging by only a few remaining hinges.
She felt Irina shift beside her and looked over to see if her sister was awake. Though their backs and hands ached, they were nevertheless quick to draw together when they noticed the swarms of armed men walking this way and that.
Some eyed them, others gave them no notice. When one approached, licking his lips, he was quickly drawn away.
“Don’t be stupid,” said his companion, clapping his shoulder. “Those’re Manek’s.”
They were left in somewhat peace, though each grimed face brought on a new wave of terror. These men with their ashen cloaks and dirty faces were just as nightmarish as they had been in the dark. Now Ennis could clearly see their faces, expressions, eyes, and saw nothing to take comfort from.
Crawling around Irina, Lora slumped down next to Ennis and the friends, having put their heads together so many times before in mischievous plots, now leaned close to each other, united in their grief.
Putting her bound hands atop Ennis’s, Lora said, “What’s to become of us?”
Sniffing, recalling her tears with sheer will, she replied, “We’ll be all right.” Peering around, she watched the movements of the men. They were sticking to the main streets, the ones they knew from last night. The side streets and alleyways were all but deserted. The morning shadows were long and dark.
“We could slip into the drain,” Ennis muttered, “and from there to the harbor. We could take the mountain paths—they wouldn’t find us. We could make for Berredey—though I’m loath to ask Hammel Winwood for aid, he wouldn’t turn us away—we could go to Ells, tell the king what’s happened, raise an army and come back…”
“Ennis, shh—”
She looked back at her friend. Lora’s oval face creased with a deep frown.
“If I told you to run, would you?”
“Ennis, you can’t—”
“Would you?”
Lora took a sharp breath. “No.” She gave Ennis’s hand a squeeze. “Being rash now will only cost you your life.”
Her heart burned with fury and frustration both, warming her blood and sparking her temper. She yearned to fly. But then, she couldn’t leave Lora or Irina. She opened her mouth to plead, but Lora quickly interrupted.
“Please, Ennis, please—I can’t lose you too.”
Tears ran from Lora’s eyes, making Ennis bite her cheek. She’d give Lora her way for now.
A loud neighing ripped at her sanity as a beast of a horse bore down on them, reined in at the last moment. From the black monster leapt the warrior from last night. He came slowly, as if they were wild animals and would scatter should he come suddenly.
He ducked into the house behind them, the eaves of which had kept them partially dry through a light morning rain. They’d been kept outside, at the mercy of the cold night, Ennis assumed, to keep them away from the men inside. The warrior had quickly assigned the house as a makeshift hospital for the most wounded of his men.
The warrior returned with a cloth and a wooden pitcher. He kneeled before Ennis, and she leaned back into the stone wall as far as she could.
He set the items down in front of her. “For…” He motioned at her bloodied face.
Perhaps he felt guilty looking at her, she thought sourly. She half wanted to leave it there just to make him feel bad, but the crusted blood itched and was already flaking off.
He watched her as she reached out and poured water over the cloth. She brought it to her face and began dabbing her nose, the movement made uncomfortable by her bound hands.
“You’re Ehman Courtnay’s daughters,” he said, apparently unable to find anything else to say. His voice was deep, almost a rumble, but Ennis hadn’t expected him to be soft-spoken. She was bemused by his haphazardly waving brown hair that hung down to shadow a lightly freckled face. What she might have taken for a young man was complicated by his brown eyes, deep and pensive, that looked a lifetime older.
He’d addressed Irina and Ennis, for the dark-haired Lora looked nothing like the Courtnay daughters. Both sisters had the Courtnay hair—golden and leonine—but while the elder was sharp angles and straight lines with blue eyes framed in fair lashes, the second was broader, her jaw thicker, her hair ending in curls, and her eyes more gray than blue. Lora sat in contrast with her richly brown hair that curled in ringlets down her back and skin that would have been pale as porcelain were she not dotted almost head to toe with dark freckles.
“Yes,” Ennis said quietly, starting on her ear.
“Which are you?” he asked. He grimaced then rephrased, “What are you called?”
“My father called me Ennis,” she replied, her face as severe as her tone.
“And I’m Irina,” her sister said softly, her eyes anxious.
He nodded then turned his gaze to his third choice. “And you?”
“Lora Finnley, daughter of Hugh Finnley.”
“A swordsman?”
Lora sat straighter, indignant. “Captain of the Guard.”
One of the men nearby chuckled. “Some job he did.” He received several stony glares for his tact.
Looking down at the ground for a long moment, the warrior said, “Your fathers did their best to protect you.”
It seemed to take him only one fluid movement to be sitting atop his horse once more. Gazing down at them from his mount, he said softly, “Everyone’s wanted at the Keep. Can you walk?”
They rose as one, their bound hands linked together. Men gathered behind the horse and its rider, and the three highborn women fell into step.
As they began walking, Ennis took the moment to steal glances at the warrior. He seemed a somber man, his mouth, even at rest, framed by two small lines. His nose was sharp and his shoulders broad underneath the great fur-lined cloak he’d draped over him. He didn’t have a beard, but his chin and jaw were shadowed with the promise of one. Most of all he seemed very well suited to the great beast he rode. Ennis had never seen such a horse and couldn’t help shying away from the creature each time it threw its mane. It was almost twice the size of any horse Ennis had ever seen, and her father had prided himself on his large horses.
“Do you dislike my horse?” asked the man, peering down at her wrinkled nose.
“That is not a horse.”
He blinked at her before the edges of his lips turned up wryly, the lines around his mouth melting into dimples. She received a quick elbow to her ribs from Irina. A piercing look from her sister reminded her she was out of line, though she rarely went a day without getting a disapproving look from Irina. But this was different, the stakes and their uncertain fate written in Irina’s knitted brow.
As the sisters exchanged looks, the man atop his horse said, “I’m called Manek. Should you want for anything or come to trouble, say that you’re mine and that’ll be the end of it.”
His small speech ended with their arrival in the castle square. The scene seemed even sadder, were it possible, in the quiet morning light. The corpses had stiffened and the blood had congealed, mixing with dirt and grime.
Many of the bodies were piled into a chillingly twisted heap, hands, arms, and legs pointed in every direction. Those who still lay on the ground were evenly lined up, separated from the neighboring corpse by the man’s stripped armor and weapons. Her father and Hugh Finnley were the first bodies, followed by other captains and swordsmen. Ennis began to shake.
From the direction of the Keep came Larn, his armor gleaming but his face just as ugly and dirty as before. As he gazed about the crowd, Ennis could see his features more clearly; watery green eyes sat far back in his head, shielded by a fair but heavy brow; his lips were a thin line that seemed to stretch too far over too many teeth; and his nose, broken many a time, seemed to want to go in four different directions before ending at his nostrils.
Smiling, he boomed, “What a lively place!”
This made the men laugh, and commanding their avaricious eyes, Larn took up Ehman Courtnay’s armor and sword. He considered the circle of men and captives. From the gleam in his eye, he’d obviously already chosen who would receive Lord Highcrest’s treasured war clothes, yet he still took his time, making a show of it.
Finally, he sauntered over to Manek. Their expressions couldn’t have been more different as a grinning Larn presented him with the spoils. Manek received them silently even though the men around him made jealous noises and shouted gruesome compliments.
“The finest for the man who breeched the Mountain Gate and opened Highcrest to me,” said Larn with a yellow-toothed smile.
When handed the gold-hilted sword, a blazing sun carved into the pommel, Manek saved face and gave Larn a servile grin, then bowed his head. Pleased, Larn turned his attention to the two Courtnay daughters who stood beside Manek.
“Looking so sad,” he clucked. He leaned in further, what lip he had curling above his teeth. “You won’t be the last Highlanders to find themselves slavemeat, mark me.”
With a contented smirk, he turned back to his warlord. “Enjoy my gifts, Manek.” He glanced back at Ennis. “Use them well. But be sure to show them their new place.”
After a stare that lasted too long for comfort, Ennis took a relieved breath when Larn turned his back on them. Her skin still crawled, the fine hairs on her arms raised, as he went back to the line of fallen Highcrestan men. The armor and swords of Hugh and the swordsmen were then distributed to Larn’s other warlords.
When all the spoils lay in the hands of the horde, Larn and a few of his warlords approached the stripped corpses. Ennis felt herself go cold.
“Look away,” Manek murmured in warning.
She didn’t know what to look away from, but when it happened, she couldn’t no matter how she tried. It took Larn no less than four hacking strokes to cut away her father’s head from his body, and when it was finally free of its last tendon, he kicked it aside. From somewhere to her right she heard Essa wailing.
Ehman Courtnay’s head rolled a few feet before stopping, the distorted face staring in the direction of his two eldest daughters. Ennis closed her eyes as quickly as she could.
She kept her eyes shut tight, though it only made the sound of hacking flesh all the worse. She jumped when Irina cried out, opening her eyes to catch her sister just before she fell to the cobblestones.
“No! Arek, no…no, please,” Irina whimpered.
The last decapitated head Ennis recognized through the gore. Arek Morn, the dashing young lord from Dannawey who’d charmed both Ehman Courtnay and his eldest daughter, was set to marry Irina in the spring. Tears spilling down her dirty face, Irina filled her fists with pale gold hair and Ennis had to stop her from ripping it out.
Their bloody sport finished, Larn and several others set upon the pile of corpses with torches and began a sickening bonfire. Through the flames, Ennis watched the Murderer of the Highlands’ eyes dance in delight.




Three

Principle among those who despised Themin’s beloved humans was Dea, horrible and beautiful. She did argue and her temper flared at Themin’s heavenly court, but he would not heed her demands to take away their immortality. Quenching her rage, the conniving goddess disguised herself as the Heavenly Queen Ceralia and went to Themin’s bed that night. After he awoke, Dea revealed herself as the trickster she was, and when the sun reached its peak, gave birth to Ean the Deceiver. With her clever son at her side, the fearsome goddess did declare eternal hatred of the mortals, and they called her the Destroyer for it.

—Mithrian creation myth




“We’re leaving. Today,” said Manek.
“So soon?” Waurin asked incredulously.
Manek looked up from the saddle he’d just taken off his black warhorse, Oren. “There’s nothing here anymore.”
“There’re still spoils to be divided.”
“Since when have you liked the company of corpses?” asked Manek in a hiss, the smell of Larn’s bonfire still burning in his nostrils.
Waurin heaved a sigh. Though he stood more than a head taller than Manek, and two heads more than most men, it was Manek who squared his shoulders and set their course. When ordered, he’d put his mind to breeching the Mountain Gate and sacking Highcrest; there was certainly no changing it now that he wanted to leave the ruins behind.
“I thought you’d be pleased to walk the streets of Highcrest a conqueror,” said Waurin, leaning against a barrel.
“It wasn’t supposed to be like this...”
Waurin frowned. Whenever Manek began to mutter to himself, Waurin knew well enough to stay silent and wait.
“What use is Highcrest as a ruin?” Manek demanded, beginning to pace. He could feel Waurin’s eyes following him. Finally, he turned to face his friend. “Are you with me or not?”
Waurin looked down at the ground, his big arms crossed. “Larn won’t like our leaving.”
“I don’t give a damn what Larn likes.”
“He’s our lord, Manek.”
Manek’s eyes, fierce and fiery, flicked to Waurin. “He thinks he can buy me with swords and women.” He shook his head. “Not after everything he’s done. Not after Anneka.” He nearly choked on his sister’s name.
“I’m not saying you have to respect him. Just—”
“Who is it you’re loyal to?” Manek demanded.
“You,” Waurin said quietly with a frown. “And I shouldn’t have to remind you of it.”
Guilt burned in his gut for letting his anger get the better of him; he didn’t mean to badger Waurin. There was little Manek wouldn’t do for Waurin, even if it meant defying Themin himself. Campaigning just always set his teeth on edge. Manek couldn’t wait to be away.
“I know. I’m sorry, truly.” He put a hand on Waurin’s shoulder, and they nodded at each other.
“Good. You should be,” Waurin said, regaining his customary lopsided grin. “But you’re a fool if you think Larn won’t take us leaving early as an insult after gifting you so much.”
Manek’s face became stony. “I did what he asked.” But the fight in Manek was already beginning to evaporate. All this talk of Larn was exactly that—talk. Manek knew the price of defying Larn, and it wasn’t a price he was ever likely to pay. Ten years ago, Larn had come to the Lowlands with his army, demanding fealty. Unable to refuse, Manek’s father had ridden out on campaign with Larn, and would do so for the next five years. Until his leg was mangled, half of his men killed in a vicious battle in the east. And so, the role of warlord had fallen to Manek. For five years Manek had marched with Larn, had taken his orders and killed for him. For five years Manek and his men had kept the Lowlands safe. But some days, when the smell of burning, rancid flesh wafted on the breeze, it was harder to remember.
Waurin shrugged. “Everyone will be headed homeward sooner or later.”
“Sooner for us.” It might seem like open defiance to Larn, but Manek couldn’t bear to keep his men here over winter, so far from home. The promise of home at the end of a long campaign was all that sustained the Lowlanders.
“When will we leave?”
“By midday if possible.”
“Well then,” Waurin said while stretching his arms, “I’d best gather my men.”
Manek caught his shoulder. “Be quiet about it,” he said with a pointed look.
“When am I not?”
“When are you is more like it.”
Waurin laughed as he made for his men. Manek’s smile disappeared with his friend.
Strapping his sword belt around his hips, he turned towards the Keep, where Larn had made camp. But before getting far, the three women who’d been gifted to him caught his attention.
Lora, the dark-haired daughter of the Captain of the Guard, lay on the mound of blankets that he’d provided them, her head resting in the lap of the second Courtnay daughter. Her eyes were half closed, as if she tried to sleep with her eyes open.
Irina, the eldest, sat slightly away from the other two, her head cradled between her knees and her face hidden by a curtain of unkempt yellow hair. Her knuckles were white, clenching the fabric of her soiled nightgown.
And then there was Ennis, her bound hands resting on Lora’s shoulder for comfort. But that was the only soft thing about her. The way she looked at him stopped him in his tracks. He’d killed men who looked at him with less malice than that girl did then.
He felt her gaze, hot and hateful, following him as he walked up the street and didn’t feel rid of it even when he knew she couldn’t see him any longer.
Larn’s camp near the Keep was full of roaring men, giddy with drink and captured women. He tried to blind himself to all else but the threshold of the Keep as he weaved around debauchery and gore.
The great hall was in a sorry state. Though no longer boasting corpses, dried pools of blood were reminder enough of the recent violence. It’d been a task to breech the Keep—harder than it had been to break open the Mountain Gate. But they had broken through nonetheless. And now Larn’s colors decorated the Keep, his red banner with a black eagle swooping down to strike, replacing the blue standard with a prancing gold lion. The Keep stood at the highest point of Highcrest, a tall cluster of towers, halls, rooms, and staircases. The ancient stronghold speared the blue sky, and now Larn’s insignia did too.
Larn’s chief warlords were gathered in the great hall, and Manek knew from the hush that fell over them that he was the last and was late.
“Ah, Manek,” Larn said with a smile, dissipating the silence. “I have something that should interest you.”
Approaching the large cedar table, which bore an enormous map made from at least five animal hides, Manek chose to look at the vast expanse of inky land rather than any one man. He was all too familiar with that map, and one look at its new markings told him Larn’s intent.
When he finally looked up from the map, he watched a grin spread over Larn’s face. Before he could say anything, Manek asked, “What’ll be done with Highcrest?”
Larn lifted his brows in mild surprise at the question. The other warlords shifted uncomfortably as they awaited an answer.
“Does my strategist have any thoughts?”
“I was simply wondering what you’ll do with your new city,” replied Manek, looking down at the map. “You have so much already...”
Larn put his four-fingered hand down on the map, squarely over the Lowlands, and leered at Manek. “And I will have more.”
He pulled his hand back slowly, dramatically, so Manek would clearly see Rising, the Lowland capital and Manek’s home, sitting precariously under Larn’s hand.
“I merely meant that you don’t want to be spread too thin, my lord.”
“We lost fewer than expected.”
“Good, because I’m thinking Highcrest has much more to offer than its treasure.”
“We already have the women!” Dorran, Larn’s seneschal, joked, and the others laughed.
But Larn said nothing; neither did he laugh. Larn wasn’t stupid, and he watched Manek with an assessing gaze, listening.
“Highcrest has a thriving fish trade and valuable iron mines in the nearby mountains. If we kill or take everyone, who’ll be left to keep these alive?”
This drew grumbles from the warlords, for it sounded to them suspiciously like Manek wanted them to give up their gifts for the sake of industry. That wasn’t the way of things; just as the sea god Balan gave up three of his prized possessions to his father, Themin, so too did a sacked city give up three highborn women to each conquering warlord. At least, that’s what Midlanders claimed. Larn had promised treasure, supplies, and slaves, and now this boy from the Lowlands suggested they give up their spoils. Manek was unpopular for a reason.
But Manek saw what the other warlords wouldn’t take the time to notice; that their leader was beginning to think, deeply, about what could be done with such a rich city as Highcrest. They had conquered plenty of land and numerous villages—but Highcrest was Larn’s first great city, a statement sure to get the attention of the rest of the Highlands.
“And what do you suggest?” asked Larn.
Manek sucked in a breath, knowing full well that Larn would never agree to his idea. “We leave as many people as you think allowable—”
A chorus of shouts went up from the other warlords.
“Most of the common-people should be left, along with several highborns. One from each three gifts should be enough.”
More cries of outrage. He was asking far too much. Larn himself looked displeased, especially when hearing Manek’s next suggestion.
“And at least one Courtnay girl should be left, to organize and lead them, or at least for symbolic value.”
The great hall went silent. Larn’s lips twisted into a smile again, but his eyes danced with malice. Everyone knew he wouldn’t give up his Courtnay girl.
“Give up your own!” cried another warlord.
“Very well,” said Manek quietly, looking back to Larn. “I think all of my gifts should be returned to Highcrest. They could reinvigorate the city—with someone of your choice overseeing them, of course.”
Larn turned an acid look on Manek, and he knew then that nothing of the sort would happen. Both knew which Courtnay daughters Manek kept. If he were to agree to Manek’s proposal, the only one Larn would consider leaving behind was the youngest, barely a woman in the eyes of Ceralia the Mother, and not a threat. He certainly wouldn’t think of leaving behind the two eldest, the two strongest, and the two of the best marriageable age.
“I’ve a better plan.”
Stooping over the map, Larn considered the surrounding landscape. Manek’s heart dropped from his chest down onto the ground.
“I believe the villages we’ve taken in the southern Westerlands have good stock,” said Larn, drawing a laugh of agreement from his other warlords.
As the others praised Larn for this piece of diplomacy, Manek shut his eyes for a long moment, realizing what he’d done. It wasn’t enough that he’d helped destroy Highcrest; now he set in motion the ravaging of the surrounding land and people.
He understood this fit rather well into Larn’s greater ploy as the leader looked about his men and boomed, “Highcrest is ours—what say you to more?”
They cried out their approval in unison.
“Excellent,” he said, turning to Manek, “then we’ll raze all of the Highlands!”
Manek’s gut clenched.
“What say you, Manek—can you open the Highland House to me?”
“Perhaps,” he said carefully, “come spring.”
This sobered the other men, and as Larn’s face dropped into an angry scowl, the others realized just how soon Larn meant to start his new campaign.
Placing both hands on the map, Larn leaned over it towards Manek, growling, “I mean to take it now.”
This caused murmurings throughout the warlords as each thought of the homes they had intended to return to for winter. Seeing their hesitation, Larn threw a venomous look at Manek before walking slowly around the table, silencing everyone as they waited for his word.
“We take the Courtnay ships and we sail the De’lan. We could be upon Ells in a fortnight. I say Dunstan is due for a good siege—too long he’s sat in his Highland House trying to ignore me!”
“You could perhaps make it in that time, if you didn’t have the Winwoods, Arics, and Morns standing between you and Ells,” argued Manek. To think they could defeat all three of the greatest remaining noble houses of the Highlands and then show up on King Dunstan’s door battle-ready was fantasy.
Larn grumbled. “From the south, then!”
“Again, you’ll be spread too thin. The Morns would waylay us before we crossed the De’lan. All the Highland clans, no matter their history, are more loyal to Adren Dunstan than they ever would be to you—”
Slamming his fist on the table, Larn shouted, “Enough!” He shook with rage, but ever a showman, he composed himself in a few breaths before continuing. “I will take the Highlands. I will sack Dunstan’s Ells. And then I’ll rule Mithria herself.”
“Do as you will, but I won’t condemn my men to a frozen death before the Highland Gate. Marching east is a death sentence with the numbers we have and winter coming.”
“Manek, you will stay and fight when and where I say!”
“Yes, of course, come spring. That’s the deal.” And before he could choke on his bold words, Manek left.
Argument erupted in his wake, and Manek knew he’d have a few moments to return to his camp before someone was dispatched to bring him back. First Larn would have to rein in his other warlords.
Manek returned to his own men without incident, glad to be welcomed into the mass of two thousand Lowlanders gathered in the streets. Waurin, at the head of his own two hundred, walked towards him.
“And you think I don’t know how to keep quiet,” he joked as Manek reached him, his eyes flicking over Manek’s shoulder to the Keep.
Grinning crookedly, Manek asked, “Are the men ready?”
“All they need is you to lead them.”
He nodded, and as Waurin headed off to his horse, Manek stepped over to the three captured women. He was relieved that rather than boring a hole into his head, Ennis Courtnay looked more curious than vengeful.
“We’ll be leaving soon,” he informed them, squatting down, balanced on the balls of his feet.
They were silent, as if the news wasn’t news at all.
“There’s nothing left for you here,” he found himself saying. “It’s best to leave this behind.”
“And there’s something for us where we’re going?” said Ennis, her eyes dark and doubtful.
Manek had no answer to that.
Before he could stand, Ennis asked, “Our sisters—please, where are they? Can we see them?”
This reinvigorated Irina; she lifted her face from her knees to look at him. He hated it when eyes looked like hers, great pools of grief that sucked him in. But he had to shake his head.
“I don’t know where the youngest is, but the other is with Larn. He won’t allow it.”
Irina’s head slumped into her already damp palms. She sobbed, “We’ll never see her again.”
Manek couldn’t deny it.
Ennis’s eyes told him to leave and he did so without hesitation. He couldn’t understand how the other men found such pleasure in sacking a city.
To clear his mind of the eyes and faces of Highcrest’s surviving people, Manek set about gathering up the last of his men and camp. Oren shook his mane as he followed behind, anxious to be rid of this stone city encircled by cavernous pools.
The Lowlanders would have made their exodus from Highcrest that afternoon were it not for the Midland rider thundering down the cobblestone to them.
Manek sighed.




Four

For his wife Themin chose Mithria; beautiful and green, everywhere she stepped flowers, trees, and meadows sprouted. But upon their wedding day, Themin discovered that he could not touch his bride, for the King of the Sky could not bring his Earthly Queen to the Heavens. Devastated, Mithria laid down upon the earth, and everywhere there did spring life. And so Themin placed his new creations, the mortals, upon his beloved Mithria, and she did love them as her own.

—Mithrian creation myth




She hadn’t known him long, but Manek’s predilection for rising with the sun didn’t endear him to Ennis. Waking to the sounds of men, horses, and carts moving about in every direction, Ennis saw through heavy-lidded eyes that Manek’s camp had been almost completely packed in the small hours of the morning.
Rolling her shoulders to stretch her tired, stiff muscles, Ennis looked up the crumbling street towards the Keep, and her lower lip began to quiver. They truly were leaving Highcrest.
Manek had been thwarted in his plan the previous afternoon, Larn’s messenger, on behalf of the Lord of the Midlands, threatening anything and everything he could think of. Ennis had watched Manek’s impassive face, unable to read what was going on behind such a deeply sunk brow. He’d finally agreed he would still be in Highcrest when the next sun rose.
Ennis could admire his sidestep.
Golden shafts of morning sunlight cut through the dark city, and with the light, Manek and his men began to decamp. Tents, blankets, rugs, and all other manner of cloth were gathered and folded hurriedly, packed with provisions, treasures, and the wounded into carts. The sun had barely crested the burned out rooves of Highcrest by the time Manek and his men were ready to leave, but it had risen nevertheless.
His last task was to make ready the women.
Ennis bit her lip to keep from cringing when that great beast of a horse stopped a few paces away. The rumbling hooves woke Lora and Irina, and they both sat up as Manek walked to them.
“We head for the Lowlands now,” he told them, eyes weary, as if he hadn’t slept in a long while.
“Will it be a long journey?” whispered Lora, her face still smudged with battle grime.
Manek nodded. “It’s a long road, but if we leave now, we’ll be there before winter sets in.”
Lora and Ennis wore matching, unconvinced expressions. Ennis wrinkled her nose, her feet already aching at the prospect of walking all the way to the Lowlands.
Ennis jumped to her feet, bringing Irina’s arms up with her. She demanded, “Are we to go like this?” and thrust her hands, and Irina’s too, at him for effect.
Seeing the immediate predicament, he seemed to finally look over his gifts. Tattered and dirty as they were. Ennis scowled, watching Manek realize they were in no ready shape to venture across Mithria with only their bare feet and nightgowns.
Manek dispatched two men to the Keep to see if there was anything to be salvaged from the Courtnay daughters’ bedchambers, shoes and cloaks in particular.
“For the time being,” said Manek, striding over to a nearby cart, “these will have to do.”
He covered each of them in a heavy man’s cloak with thick fur lining the neck. Drowning in cloth, Ennis pulled it around herself, feeling warm for the first time in days. Next, he freed them from the rope linking them together, though he left their hands bound.
“When my men return, we’ll take our leave,” he said. With that he mounted his horse again and left them.
They watched Manek give orders in silence, waiting until he was out of sight to speak. Lora whispered in her friend’s ear, “Oh, Ennis, the Lowlands—what could be worse?”
Ennis’s blood chilled at Lora’s words. There were such stories about the untamed southern lands of Mithria; travelers spoke of the barbarity and crudeness of the Lowland clans. Full of young men vying for power, there were no cities, no order or peace. Then Ennis looked around her, at the charred buildings and crumbling walls, and bit the inside of her cheek. Things weren’t so much better in Highcrest. Those of the north had seen their share of barbarity in the Highland Wars, and had it not been for Adren Dunstan, with the help of her father, finally making peace between the remaining houses and clans, there likely wouldn’t have been anything for Larn to conquer. 
“It’s better than the Midlands,” she hissed. “One could disappear in the Lowlands much easier.”
Lora opened her mouth in shock, but it was Irina who spoke. “Escape to what? What do we have left?”
“We have our lives. That’ll have to do for now.”
“And what about our sisters? What do they have?” Irina demanded. She lifted her unkempt head to give Ennis a watery glare.
Ennis sucked in a breath and tried to calm her racing heart. She understood Irina’s pain, understood why she lashed out. But what did Irina think they could do now? “Do you think I’m not terrified for them, too? Do you think I think only of myself?” The look Irina shot her was answer enough.
Her chest hurt when she thought of her younger sisters. Essa was somewhere in this camp; innocent, dainty, ethereal Essa could even now be under some southern barbarian, crying for help and it was all—
No, she couldn’t think of it without bile bubbling up her throat.
Thinking of Adena was no easier. She was Larn’s now, and even as Ennis searched her mind for a plan, she didn’t know how she would ever recover Adena. Not in time. Back in spring, after months of Adena’s coughing and fainting spells, their father had called on the best physicians in the province. All of them concurred: Adena had contracted consumption. She had, at best, two years left.
Sweet, quiet Adena, with nimble hands that liked to create art with her thread. Gowns and needlepoint and even tapestries; Adena had set her needle to most anything she could poke it through, with marvelous results. Though quiet to the point of shyness, Adena lit up when working on her creations, and Ennis had always adored to see it. It had been unthinkable that her masterful sister would be taken from them so early.
All of this had been unimaginable mere days before.
Her macabre string of thoughts broke apart when the men Manek had sent to the Keep returned. Each woman was handed a pair of riding boots, and Ennis received the wad of linens they’d made off with as well.
Looking at the clothing that would make the coming journey bearable, Lora thanked the men.
The elder man gruffly shrugged his shoulders, but the younger, who looked more a boy than a man, blushed before returning to his fellows.
“Don’t be kind to them,” growled Irina. “They won’t return the favor.”
Lora’s face dropped, her smile staling. Ennis bit her cheek again to keep from hissing at Irina. They all bore the same pain, and they would need each other in the sennights to come.
The three of them traded boots, Ennis getting her own pair from Lora, Irina receiving Essa’s from Ennis, and Lora exchanging for Adena’s, who was closest to her size.
Ennis breathed a small sigh as she slipped her feet into her own boots. The familiar leather cradled her feet, her toes falling into their indentations, and suddenly the Lowlands wasn’t as far as it had been a moment ago.
The linens were merely a mix of shifts, chemises, and another nightgown. These were divvied amongst them, stuffed into pockets of the heavy cloaks to await nightfall when there would be fewer wandering eyes.
Standing, Ennis’s lip curled in distaste at the strange Lowland cloak; rather than one seamless piece of heavy cloth, long slits were cut a few inches below the shoulder, making elongated arm holes. She scowled at the slits, her bound hands making them superfluous. 
With the women as ready as they could be, Manek had his standard, the rising sun, raised in signal. Men marching made such terrible noise, and Ennis grimaced as the Lowland invaders began to file through the mangled Mountain Gate, feet stomping, horses pawing, carts scraping.
Manek fell into step close to the head of the exodus, with his three highborn gifts on his right. With such numbers of men, treasure, and wounded, Ennis knew they pace south would be a crawl.
From the right flank came another Lowland warlord atop his horse to meet Manek as they passed through the Mountain Gate. Ennis’s heart lurched into her throat; sitting behind the warrior rode a familiar golden-haired young woman with a messy braid.
“Essa!” Ennis cried. “Essa!”
Essa’s head jerked to behold her sisters and she let out a loud, happy cry. Before the young warlord could grab her, she jumped from the horse into the waiting arms of her sisters.
The men walking behind them grumbled and pushed them forwards, and though the reunion was bittersweet and drew tears, the women fell back into step with the progression.
From his horse, Ennis heard Manek say to the warrior, “You didn’t tell me you had the other Courtnay girl.”
“I didn’t know it myself. She wouldn’t speak to me.”
“Are you all right?” Ennis whispered as Irina desperately ran her hands over Essa. “He hasn’t…”
“No, nothing. He’s called Waurin,” Essa whispered back. “He’s from Carmetheon, on the coast.”
“Manek’s from Rising, wherever that is. Do you think it’s very far from this Carmetheon…?” Ennis said, her mind a map of the expanse between the two Lowland towns.
Essa opened her mouth to answer, but let out a scream instead, her eyes huge when she saw the new fixtures of the Mountain Gate. Quickly shielding her sister’s eyes from the sight, Ennis couldn’t rip her own gaze away from her father’s head mounted on a tall iron spike. Despite the thick cloak wrapped round her shoulders, Ennis felt herself going cold, like layers of snow blanketing a mountainside. She turned her head away.
“Poor Father,” Essa whimpered.
The conquering Lowland troops seemed to take little pride in the sight. Perhaps it was too early in the day for celebrating decapitated heads on spikes.
Once they passed through the Gate, they descended a slight slope onto a broad terrace, Highcrest opening up before them. Highcrest sat upon three peaks, the castle claiming the whole northernmost one. A series of polished bridges connected the three peaks, the dark waters of the harbor not far below. Just days before the city had been bright and bustling, its whitewashed walls gleaming in the sun, its cobblestone streets and promenades swept and clean. People meandered the streets, boats sailed around the harbor or made their way past the outer wall rising from the water itself, where they could catch a canal to the De’lan. Ennis saw the city had fared just as well as the castle. She and her sisters were the heirs of soot and rubble.
As they crossed the wide Starling Bridge towards the eastern peak, where they would catch the Iron Road south, Ennis’s eyes were drawn to the masses of survivors grouped along the edge. Most were old women and children.
She heard whispers as the people turned their heads to look, asking one another if it truly was Courtnays who’d just passed.
Ennis caught up with Manek. “What will happen to them?”
“Those who haven’t been gifted will stay to continue mining and fishing.”
“There aren’t enough left!”
“Workers from the southern villages will be brought in.”
“Then who will bring in the harvest?”
Manek shifted uncomfortably in his saddle and didn’t answer, his mouth drawn into a grim line. She shuddered looking at her people. They had reason to look so forlorn, condemned to suffer through a whittling existence. Highcrest’s true sorrow had only just begun.
They at the vanguard had barely made it across the bridge before those in the back lines began hurrying out of the way of several horsemen. A call went up, and Manek and his captains reined in their horses and waited.
Larn rode at the head of a dozen men, armed as if charging an enemy line. All except the Lord of the Midlands wore their helmets. His scarred face contorted into a dogged smile as he approached Manek.
“I order you to stay, and you leave,” he said quietly. Ennis found this more frightening than when his voice boomed.
“I was in Highcrest when the sun rose.”
“And what of the Highlands?” Larn hissed.
“It’ll be here in spring.”
Larn’s nose wrinkled in disgust. “It’s here now and so are we.”
“My men are tired,” Manek said, his tone firm but his eyes weary. “They long for their wives and homes, not a frozen death at Dunstan’s door. You’ll have the Highlands—in the spring.”
Larn snorted. He leaned across the empty space between them, his disfigured face as menacing as he could make it. “Such ungratefulness from my Lowland dog. I give you everything—power, a seat at my table, a chance at conquest. And now you—” He stopped at the disgruntled grumbling of the Lowland dogs surrounding him. Clearing his throat, Larn sat up straight, looking at Manek from down the line of his nose.
“I don’t forget offenses, Manek; nor do I suffer them.”
“You’re stretched too thin! You can’t take the Highlands!” Manek said in a fit of exasperation. Running a hand through his windblown hair, Ennis couldn’t help but be curious, watching him take a breath and try to calm himself. What control he must have to have, to deal with Larn so. “You have the Midlands and Highcrest. You’ll have the Highlands soon enough.”
“I have the Lowlands, too,” Larn spat.
Manek’s expression soured. There were more grumbles from the surrounding soldiers, and Ennis heard whispers being passed back down the columns.
“Even you must respect Anona when she unleashes winter, Lord Midland.”
Larn’s lip curled into a snarl. His eyes narrowed to slits, the left all but consumed in scarred flesh, he growled, “I will call upon you and your Lowland horde—see that you’re ready.”
Larn spurred his horse and kicked Lowland soldiers out of the way as they scrambled back.
For a long moment, there was only the sound of Midland horses riding away. Then Manek’s men stepped back into line. He looked out over them, a long crease running underneath each eye.
Thrusting his fist into the air he cried, “Home!”
His men responded in kind, fists thrust to meet the morning sky, hot breath clashing with the cold mountain air in cloudy puffs. And with that, their long march back to the Lowlands began.
Ennis wouldn’t let herself look back.




Five

Here first stepped Ma’an, the Stone-Bearer, into our mortal realm. Here we unworthy first gazed upon his stone face and shuddered in awe. Here shall he lie when this world turns to darkness.

—inscription above the Highland House




Adren Dunstan, King of the Highlands, Eleventh of the Dunstan Line, chewed on his right thumbnail as he gazed out into the inky black night. Ells was dark and quiet save for a few flickering kitchen fires, small glowing dots rimming the moonlit harbor below. He didn’t know what to make of the blackened sky and shadowed stars—all day he’d felt cold, the hair on his arms raised. His gaze kept drifting west.
Turning from the paned window, Adren looked about his war hall. It was a boundless room, its vaulted timbers housing such history. Highland banners hung from the rafters, colors of clans that had long since vanished. Finely carved stone blended with intricately etched wood, all converging on the great fireplace, large enough to stable a warhorse in. The crackling fire and clusters of long candles helped illuminate the great hall, but shadows pooled in the corners.
The men gathered there came from strong stock, and though he didn’t like all of them, he thought each one of his best. Some had come adorned with gleaming breastplates, others in thick hoods with bearskins slung across their shoulders. All were unshaven and windswept, having arrived throughout the day. They were all there, had all answered his call. He couldn’t ask for more.
But one was still missing. He nipped at his thumb again.
Ehman Courtnay had his greatest ally and friend for over thirty years. When he’d had few friends to rely on, Ehman stood at his side. He’d brought the east, Ehman had brought the west, and the clans in between were forced to reconcile.
Adren had known as a boy that he would be king; his father had told him so, but more, he had felt it, had had a knowing of it for as long as he could remember. He’d been raised, trained, and tutored to be king, and now, finally, he’d taken his rightful place. It’d felt like truly coming home, and he knew then that the boy he’d been was right. But Adren wouldn’t have gotten far without friends like Ehman; he owed the golden circlet digging into his forehead to him more than anyone else, and it was for this reason he kept a constant vigil at the window.
Scouts were posted along the Hillside Road even now. Adren need only have a report of Ehman’s standard to put his suspicions to rest. Until then, he would be uneasy.
“Is Courtnay still not here?” asked Galen Aric sourly as Adren made his way to the main group. He ignored Aric’s tone, attributing it, as he always did, to Aric’s disappointment with Asa Dunley. Ehman Courtnay had had the honor of marrying her, and poor Aric still bore a wounded heart some twenty-five years later.
Though he stood now with his men, he felt very apart. He watched the fire distractedly as they continued to talk.
“Ehman always did have a horrible sense of time,” said Aric.
“That he does,” another agreed.
“Perhaps he brings his daughters,” said Colm, Adren’s son. The soft glow of the fire cast shadows over Colm’s wide, handsome face, his eyes suddenly glittering at the prospect of Courtnay girls. Colm’s words brought a small smile to Adren’s lips, though he continued to gaze into the fire. He knew which daughter in particular Colm spoke of.
There were many sounds of agreement.
“Your brother’s a lucky bastard,” said another, ribbing Arion Morn. “I didn’t think Ehman would ever let one of his daughters go.”
Morn smiled good-naturedly, here now in his brother’s stead. Arek, the elder brother, was away on marital business in Highcrest.
“Well,” said Hammel Winwood, his gangly arm resting on one of his captains’ shoulders, “I pity the man who’s stuck with Ennis Courtnay.”
A hard scowl crossed over Colm’s face.
Another man groaned in agreement. “The second one’s a bossy thing.”
“Ehman dotes on her so,” said Aric.
“You say these things,” said Adren, drawing attention, “but you all know Lady Ennis would best any of you in a duel.”
Winwood turned a violent shade of purple, his freckles almost popping off his skin. As he stared down the young man, Adren was struck by how much he missed Parnell Winwood, Hammel’s much more even-tempered father, despite having killed him himself on the battlefield not five years ago. Hammel didn’t know who’d killed his father in battle, and Adren could only pray that when the son found out, the Highlands wouldn’t suffer another violent split with the Winwoods.
“She couldn’t,” Winwood spat.
“She would,” Adren said, grinning at the memory of his last conversation with Ennis Courtnay. Wilier than a fox, she’d been fresh from reorganizing Highcrest’s harbor and wondered aloud if Ells’s could be improved as well.
Winwood crossed his arms over his narrow chest. “I’d never let a daughter of mine strut about as she does.”
Colm gave Winwood’s shoulder a shove, his face sharp. “You’re just sore because she refused you.”
The men laughed at this, but it ended on a stale note. Deep lines ran under all their eyes. Adren would’ve been happy to send them off to awaiting bedchambers were any of them to ask, but all stuck close to the fire, waiting. They had come for a grim purpose. Though war was a lifestyle, it was never easy. Nor was asking men to forfeit their lives.
Aric looked at his king and clapped him on the shoulder. His grin still held its youthful roguishness, which never ceased to annoy Adren. Adren, Courtnay, and Aric had been friends since boyhood, forming a strong backbone for the Highlands, though the friendship was tempered when Asa Dunley chose Courtnay, not Aric. Despite this rejection, Aric had remained loyal to Adren, answering every summons, every command. This loyalty had come at great cost, claiming his eldest son, and Adren knew Aric yearned for peacetime. He hadn’t the resources to continue waging war like Highcrest did. He hoped his friend could weather one last storm.
“Should we start anyway?” Aric asked.
Adren didn’t like it, but the men all looked to him. Nodding slowly, he turned to take his place at the head of the great table behind him. The back of his chair was a grandly carved thing, all interlocking knots and tree branches wrapping around the five stars of the Highlands. He ran his fingers over one of them before sitting.
Clearing his throat, the men grew silent. A map, crinkled here and there with two long folds running across it, sat waiting before him. Some men looked at it, others to him; all their faces were half cast in deep shadow.
“I’d hoped these new days of ours would be ones of peace, but it seems this Larn of the Midlands has other plans,” he started. “These long years of war have driven many away from our lands, and now, rather than rejoin us in peace, they turn against us.”
“Let the whoresons be damned!” Jorran Farlan called down the table.
Adren’s gaze drifted begrudgingly to Farlan. Eyes gathered on the gnarled warrior, sitting leisurely at the far end of the table. A man from an older age, the sight of him always reminded Adren of the dark times only just in their past. The scars littering his body told Highland history better than any bard could.
None had been more opposed to Adren’s kingship than Farlan. It’d been only three years since last they met on the battlefield, and Adren wasn’t convinced they wouldn’t again. The Farlans had been unruly for two hundred years, and, having gotten used to an empty throne, they plunged the Highlands into another seventy years of war when Adren’s grandfather reassumed the title. Jorran was the last standard-bearer of their family, with only one sickly grandson to boast of. In all honesty, Adren was happy the name would die with them.
“We can damn them all we want,” said Adren, standing with his hands splayed on the glossy table, “but that won’t stop them. We must decide where to make our stand.”
“We take the fighting to them!” echoed down the table.
All looked at Winwood. His face, always ruddy, lit up as bright as the candle before him at the prospect of war. Young and ambitious, always a dangerous combination.
“And leave our cities undefended?”
“I didn’t say that. But we take a force—everyone sends their best men—and we—”
“And who would lead such a force? You?” scoffed Colm.
Winwood slammed his hands upon the table. “Happily! It’d be damn well better than sitting here waiting for Larn to stick us—”
“We make our stand,” Adren interjected, “in the Highlands. We defend the Highlands. What Larn does in the Midlands is no concern of mine. But he threatens our homes.” He looked to Winwood when he said, “We cannot leave them undefended, not with his horde growing every season.”
Winwood paled and sat back down.
The rest of the men said nothing. Stories were sweeping across the Highlands almost as quickly as this Midland horde. Warriors in black cloaks with bloodstained broadswords had already pillaged most of the villages south of the De’lan and pushed the outer garrisons across the river. Now Dannawey stood as the only salient point.
The impinging Midland horde weighed heavily on the solemn Arion Morn. Already a quiet man, Adren couldn’t recall hearing him speak that night. Arion’s shoulders sagged as if something was pushing down on them, and he looked like he hadn’t slept in days. For generations the Morns had been the southernmost outpost of the Highlands, the vanguard of the kingdom. Fierce, shrewd, warlike, they had defended the Highlands for as long as anyone could remember. Though they were respected and feared by all the other Highland clans—none more so than Adren himself, for the Morn’s loyalty was a crucial gem in his crown—centuries of devastating conflict had left them and their stronghold of Dannawey exhausted. But now it seemed the fate of the Highlands would once again rest on their weary shoulders. Should Dannawey fall, the only thing left standing between the Highlands and the Midland hordes would be the De’lan. Adren knew Adain, the river god, was too fickle to be relied upon for that.
Adren pushed the gold ring on his middlemost finger around with his thumb. “Ells,” he said, “has stood by Dannawey before and we will again.” Morn looked up at this. “That’s where we draw our battle line. That’s where we stop them.”
Several men thumped their hands against the table in agreement, but it was late and subdued. Nodding, Adren decided the rest could wait until morning. Taking up his goblet, he raised it above his head.
“The Highlands!”
The men took their cups.
“The Highlands!”
They all threw their heads back and drank through the dregs. The hall rang gloriously as cups smacked down onto the table.
“We will—”
Though he was only a lad, one of the stable boys threw open the great hall doors with such force that their hinges creaked as they banged into the wall.
“It’s been taken—Highcrest’s been taken!”
The boy collapsed before Adren, the great hall echoing with the sound of his gasps. Adren took the boy by his shoulders.
“What did you say, boy?”
“The riders—they just came—they—they said Highcrest’s been sacked!”
Adren couldn’t breathe. He released the boy and fell back into his chair.
“Everything’s destroyed—they…they killed or took everyone,” the boy said as Adren’s head sank into his hands.
The world was spinning, crumbling, and he didn’t want to believe what he heard.
Colm appeared beside him, bleak devastation hollowing out his face. “No! It can’t be!” he cried, hot, angry tears pooling in his eyes. He raced from the great hall out into the night, no doubt headed for the stables. He’d ride to Highcrest if Adren didn’t stop him, but he was suddenly so tired he could barely lift a limb.
Colm had hoped to be betrothed to Ennis Courtnay next year.
“I…” Adren pinched the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. He had to stop his heart from beating so hard it rattled his ribs. He had to summon legions of the army, to assess how much of the west had been taken. He had to send word to those in the High Mountains. He had to send someone after Colm before the heartsick boy made the Hillside Road.
“In the morning, you will head for your cities,” Adren said, looking to each lord. “You will fortify your walls, train your men—make ready everything and everyone. Bring in your people—in Ceralia’s name, shelter them behind your walls. If…if Highcrest can be taken, then…” He needn’t finish.




Six

Though my might is terrible,

Though my temper shakes the sky,

You are mine own

And I will be kind.

—from The Song of Themin




On the fifth day of marching, they left behind the soft rolling hills of the Westerlands for the windswept Barren Lands. Its name never disappointed the world-weary traveler, especially with the ice winds coming. Though the first snows hadn’t yet fallen, the somber mounds of dirt and dust seemed frozen already.
Manek couldn’t ask his men to venture into the wasteland with the day waning and their feet weary from jagged mountain paths, so he gave the order to make camp. The men fanned out, finding suitable patches to make their home for the night.
As tents were raised and carpets lain, his men’s efficiency were a solemn reminder of how long they’d been away from home. Saddened by their heavy eyes and downturned mouths, Manek nodded reassuringly and grinned empathetically each time a man met his gaze.
His feigned smile slipped when his eyes crossed the path of Ennis Courtnay’s gray gaze. The other three women had collapsed in a huddle from exhaustion, the youngest already asleep, but Ennis kept to her feet, eyes wary, brows arched in challenge. Peering at him through narrowed lashes, she stood on the outskirts of the blooming camp, threatening as any lioness.
He didn’t like this budding tendency of his to stop on her account. There were more pressing things to concern him; he needed to worry over their pace, supplies, beating the coming winter, not whether the women had enough blankets or needed liniment for their aches.
He freed himself of her hold, straying into his own tent. Taryn, a burly swordsmith who acted as his seneschal when needed, was busy laying carpets to ward off some of the frozen ground’s chill. Near the opening at the other side of the tent sat the cart bearing Manek’s personal belongings. Not needing to search long for what he was after, he extracted Ehman Courtnay’s breastplate, still splattered with grime.
“Where’re you headed with that?” Taryn asked as he passed through the tent again.
Manek only grinned.
Walking back to Ennis and the others, he slowed his pace at her wary look. She greeted his unwelcome company with pursed lips and a withering glare. But she kept her thoughts to herself when he showed her his peace offering.
“It needs to be cleaned,” he said, feeling sheepish.
Pointedly keeping herself between him and the other women, Ennis reached for the breastplate.
“Do you know how?”
“I’ll manage,” she replied crisply, taking it and the cloth he handed her next. The way she held it, touched the etchings along the neckline, was enough for Manek.
Before he could return to his tent, Ennis asked, “And the sword? Shall I clean that, too?”
Manek couldn’t help the crooked smile that spread across his face as he glanced down at the gold-hilted blade strapped to his side. “I feel, Lady Courtnay, my life would be in much less danger were I to keep the sword with me.”
She met his gaze and replied, “Yes, I suppose that’s true.”
Nodding at their understanding, Manek made sure the necessary blankets, a tent, and a carpet were sent to the women before entering his tent. Taryn had just finished placing a small table, girded by three chairs, on one side of the billowy room. He looked up and grinned at Manek.
“I’m not sure you’ll get that back,” he laughed.
“I’ve no use for it right now,” Manek replied with a smile, sitting down at the table.
“Need anything else from me?” The swordsmith slapped a beefy hand on Manek’s shoulder. “There’s a plot of grass singing my praises out there.”
“I’d be obliged if you’d pitch the women’s tent.”
“Of course. Though I think it’s high time they learn the trick of the trade.”
Manek let out a bark of laughter. “You’re more than welcome to tell them so. Let me know how that goes.”
Taryn grimaced in good humor. “I’d best get to it.”
As Taryn left Waurin entered. Manek could tell his thumping stride anywhere. Slumping into the opposite chair, Waurin rested his sword against the seat and flung his cloak back across his shoulders. He had a wooden cup balanced in his palm and looked damned tired, thick circles darkening his eyes, but he grinned contentedly when he took a gulp from the cup.
“How is it you always find the wine cart first?”
Waurin shrugged, nonplussed. “Never let it out of my sight.”
Grinning at that, Manek tipped his head over the back of the chair. He closed his eyes and folded his arms across his chest. Had Waurin not spoken, he would’ve fallen asleep in mere moments.
“I’ve brought the map you wanted.”
Manek groaned. “Tell me again why I wanted to look at the expanse between us and home?”
Waurin said nothing but Manek knew from the crackling of leather he was shrugging. Peeling an eye open, he looked down at the newly spread map. He let his eyes wander over the great land of Mithria. So much of it yet unexplored, so much unknown. His thoughts soured to think of Larn wasting so much life and time conquering what was already there. The forests, the mountains, even the mysterious Southern Sands had much more to give than towns’ orphaned girls and chests of jewels.
Putting his finger on the mouth of the High Mountains, he traced a line downwards into the Barren Lands, to Solemn Lake. He grew even more tired thinking of the journey before them. It didn’t help considering that winter could overtake them before home was in sight.
“We’ll head south to Solemn Lake and take the same road along the western shore.”
“Wouldn’t it be faster for you to east?”
Manek’s eyes slid over to Waurin and he smiled. “So eager to be rid of me?”
Chuckling, he replied, “I’ve had enough of your ugly face for this season.”
“I’d feel better in numbers for now,” Manek said.
Waurin waved his hand dismissively. “Larn’s none of our concern anymore.”
“At least not until spring.”
“You certainly made him tired of the thought.” Laughing once more, he said, “I can’t believe you talked our way out of Highcrest. When he came to call us back, I was sure we’d be wintering in the Highlands.”
“I didn’t talk us out of anything.”
“What do you mean?”
“He knows he’s stretched too thin now. He’ll want more men next season.” He sighed, closing his eyes and rubbing the bridge of his nose with thumb and forefinger. “I give my men a winter at home for the price of their sons come—”
Waurin kicked him in the shins. “Stop that. You do better than any of us could. Your father became warlord in fair contest, and you’ve taken his place honorably. We Lowland dogs will follow you wherever the wind takes you.”
This drew a small smile from Manek, but he was too tired to truly let Waurin’s words sink beneath the skin.
“We’re warmongers, Manek. This’s the life we lead.”
“Yes, but it’s not our war we fight.”
“That’s true for every soldier.”
Manek looked up from his weary stupor to consider this rare bout of wisdom from Waurin. Then a grin spread across his friend’s broad face and he took another swig from his deep wooden cup. Rolling his eyes, Manek dropped his head into his arms, folded on the table.
Several moments slipped by, and Manek sensed Waurin was trying to say something. He waited for a few more mouthfuls of wine to fill Waurin’s belly, then finally the comment came.
“These Courtnay girls...”
“What of them?” Manek asked from his warm, dark cavern.
“I’ve not seen women like them before.”
“Just because they have longer titles doesn’t make them any different from other women.”
He heard Waurin shift, knew he was shaking his head.
“You do seem rather sweet on the young one.”
Were someone to point out the blush overtaking Waurin’s face, he no doubt would’ve immediately blamed it on drink. “She’s a charming thing, that’s certain.”
Manek had been rather surprised to learn that Waurin didn’t know what to do with the beautiful young Courtnay girl. Usually in his element when wooing beautiful women, Manek couldn’t recall ever seeing Waurin lacking initiative, let alone bashful. He didn’t know what stopped him, whether it was the girl’s large blue eyes or perhaps a lingering sense of guilt, but something kept Waurin back.
“And what of you?”
“What of me?”
“You seem rather scared of—what’s she called?—Ennis.”
Manek lifted his head and chuckled. Though to Waurin it seemed a joke, Manek meant it in all sincerity when he said, “I think I should be.”




Seven

Themin decided to make man in his image, just as the gods and goddesses. But the gods did disagree, disliking having to share their almightiness, and the skies rumbled. Ean the Deceiver then defied his father, and before man was fully formed, cursed them to temporal existence and replaced their golden immortality with black greed, fear, and malice. Before Themin had discovered the treachery, man was doomed to eternal duplicity and violence.

—Mithrian creation myth


The placid surface of the river belied its true nature; the Slender River, though indeed narrow, was deep with a wicked current tumbling below. They’d been following it for three days now, the constant thundering of rapids enough to drive Ennis mad. Already two scouts had been lost to the icy waters.
Finally, they came across the shallowest spot yet. Though it was wider here than it had been for leagues, Manek decided he’d rather cross than have to march all the way to the sea. Carts were unburdened and guiding ropes were pulled taut. Weapons and supplies hoisted above heads, men finally began to slosh into the quick-running water after the tedious work of getting horses and carts across.
When it was finally their turn, she heard a squeak behind her and looked over her shoulder to see Lora’s eyes wide with terror. Reaching out, she gave Lora’s hand a squeeze and said, “It can’t be colder than Highcrest’s harbor.”
“Cold isn’t what worries me.”
Ennis smiled with more confidence than she felt. “We have the De’lan. What’s this Lowland river to us?”
Lora licked her dry, cracked lips and finally gave Ennis a ghost of a smile.
Turning to the icy river, Ennis winced as she slid a leg in and hoped Lora didn’t see.
Nearby, Manek guided his horse in the rightmost position, with others carefully feeling their way on foot to his left. The water ran up to the horse’s massive chest, and Ennis sympathized with it as its white-rimmed eyes darted this way and that, mane twitching.
Barely keeping her own chest above the waterline, Ennis swallowed the panic rising in the back of her throat. With each precarious step, she slid her fingers further down the rope.
She knew what would happen the instant her foot touched the rock, slick with moss. Her breath caught—she slipped.
“Ennis!” Lora cried.
The icy water stung her face; shocked, she flailed an arm, broke the surface, was dragged under again as two fingers touched, reached, missed the rope.
She opened her mouth, desperate to take a breath, her teeth aching from the frigid water running down her throat. She kicked and shuddered when her left knee banged into a mossy rock, sharp pebbles raking across her skin.
A hand found hers. Daylight blinded her as her body convulsed in a shiver that ran from her head to her toes.
Sucking in air, she wrapped trembling arms around the warm body pulling her out. Water sloshed, running off her in rivulets, and she opened her eyes. She nearly recoiled, finding herself the closest she’d ever been to Manek. His face so near, his breath hot against her frozen cheek, she shrank away from him only to be brought closer as his arms encircled her, securing her in the saddle. The horse found purchase and leapt back onto more solid ground, hurrying to the safety of the bank.
Coughing out water, her face flushed, she muttered, “Thank you.”
Manek let out a relieved breath. “I’ve lost enough to Adain already.”
When they met the muddy bank, she slid down the side of the shivering beast. Manek swung a leg over and dismounted; she stiffened when he put a hand on her shoulder and pushed back her sopping hair.
“Are you all right?” he asked. His hand hovered over her head, as if he would run it over the rest of her face, checking for injury.
Ennis cleared her throat. “Yes, thank you.”
Realizing it wasn’t just the cold that made her so rigid, Manek kept in whatever else he’d planned to say, nodded, and retreated to his horse.
After pulling the soaked cloak from her shoulders, she felt airy enough to float away. Walking up to the drier grassy bank, she began wringing out her hair.
Gentle arms came around her from behind and another cloak was thrown over her shoulders. Though the bottom half of this one was soaked as well, the fur lining at the neck was not, and Ennis melted into the warmth. Turning, she dropped her head onto Lora’s shoulder.
“Adain seems to fancy you,” Lora teased, lifting Ennis’s head so that she could assess her.
“Well I’m not very fond of him,” Ennis said.
Lora hugged her tightly again. “Don’t scare me like that again.”
“I’m not going near a river again.”
Joining arms, they made their way up the bank with the men, forming what would become camp. Ennis looked at those who’d already crossed. Many were twisting and wringing their clothes, pushing back wet hair, holding waterlogged boots upside down.
Irina soon found them and the three women sat together, apart from the camp being erected. Even as it formed around them—canvas to block out the worst of the night’s chill, twine and rope pulled taut from one tent to the next with rows of soaked clothing—the camp didn’t seem to include them. Three women in an army of men, they instinctively drew closer together.
Unlike a fine Highland army, with its matching cuirasses and colorful banners, these Lowlanders were clad in mismatched armor, some pieces looking distinctly Highland-made. Their clothes were homespun and featured only muted, earthy colors. Their horses, even the ones drawing carts, were beastly, their flanks resembling boulders, most of them standing twenty hands high or more. She still couldn’t make sense of the men’s tattoos—they all had at least one circle on the right collarbone, some had a second circle on the left, and yet more had a third at the base of the throat, forming a triangle. Manek, she’d noticed, had only one.
“Do you think we’re close to the Lowlands yet?” asked Lora in a whisper.
Ennis couldn’t reply through her chattering teeth, but she hadn’t an answer anyway.
“Ennis!”
Having just crossed with Waurin, Essa hurried up the bank to them. Throwing her arms around her sister’s shoulders, Essa crushed Ennis to her.
“Are you all right? What were you thinking? You could’ve drowned! Oh, your hands are like ice!” A flurry of flaming gold hair, quick syllables, and prodding fingers, Essa touched her sister’s face, shoulders, hands, hair, looking for anything wrong.
“I’m f-fine,” Ennis said as her sister fussed.
Essa scowled. “You are not fine.”
With that she marched away. They lost her amongst the men moving about and the constant shifting of tents and clothes lines, but Ennis caught a glimpse of her speaking hurriedly with Waurin. She returned several moments later with two dry cloaks.
“This will do,” she said with a triumphant grin.
Lora and Essa held up the cloaks around Ennis as she shimmied out of her soaked clothes and into their last dry nightgown. She was too tired to care about the curious looks thrown her way. Her fingers struggled with the clothes and her teeth chattered, but finally she was semi-dry.
Together, the women hunkered down, waiting to be told what to do and where to go. Lora on her right and Essa on her left, Ennis slowly began to warm.
When his men were settled, Waurin came to their little patch of grass, several logs cradled in his arms. Ennis didn’t miss the glances he stole in Essa’s direction while making their fire. Essa noticed as well, but ever coy, she acted as if she didn’t. Interested in the game her sister played, Ennis regarded Waurin with curiosity as he breathed life into their newborn fire.
“That’ll do nicely,” he said with a grin.
Tall and powerfully built, Waurin looked the consummate warrior with his thick arms and neck, wide chest, slight scowl, and formerly broken nose. When the sun hit his hair just right, it flamed like molten gold; otherwise it sat windblown and a ruddy blond. The way his eyes slowly looked about his surroundings told Ennis of his confidence, revealed his easy nature, and hinted at his rather slow mind. But his smile was wide and when he looked upon Essa, it was warm.
Once he departed, Ennis fixed Essa with a questioning stare.
“He’s not so bad,” was all Essa said before stretching like a cat in a patch of sun.
Night befell the Lowland camp quickly. The stars shone brightly and clear in a cold, inky black sky. There was much less talk than previous nights, each and every man chilled down to his bones. Fires were necessary and nursed lovingly on such nights.
From the darkness into their firelight stepped Manek, every inch of him covered save his head. In his arms he carried a pile of clothing and one shining breastplate.
“I’m sorry these took so long to get to you,” he said, handing each woman another cloak, a thickly lined man’s tunic, blankets, and a pair of furred gloves. Ennis didn’t know if she’d experienced anything as divine as slipping her numb fingers into the gloves, fur caressing her icy skin.
When each had received her share of clothing, Manek extended the breastplate over the fire to Ennis. Each evening he would present it to her with a fresh cloth and fetch it again each morning, even if the breastplate was long since clean. He seemed to know that though she was tired, her mind was not yet too exhausted and needed something to do.
Finally able to be apart from Lora and Essa without risking frostbite, Ennis ran the cloth over the broad front chest plate. Soon, a gaggle of soldiers, in between fires and bottles, crossed into their circle of firelight.
Feeling bold with Manek now in his own tent, they stopped to tell her that, “A warprize shouldn’t be touching a thing so fine.”
Lora and Essa stiffened.
“It was my father’s,” Ennis said through gritted teeth.
“Your father’s not here,” one of them laughed, tottering on unstable legs.
“A warprize’s got no father.”
One staggered forward and grabbed the breastplate, admiring it in the glowing light. With the war clothes in drunken hand, he made to move away, but Ennis jumped to her feet and blocked his path.
“You will give that back. It’s not yours,” she hissed.
He leaned down; his face was narrow, beady, too close. His breath reeking, he replied, “’S not yours either, slave.”
Lora snatched at the hem of her cloak, but Ennis slipped through her fingers and was upon the man with the rage and sorrow of Highcrest behind her. Knocking him to the ground, she clawed at his face, trying to wrench an eyeball out.
He threw the breastplate away, freeing his hand to grab a thick clump of her hair. Ennis yelped in pain, and the man rolled them over, knee digging into her thighs.
Ennis dug her fingernails into his face, finding the lower lid of his left eye. The man screamed and she shoved, but she couldn’t unseat him. As he gained the upper hand, finally able to grab a few of her fingers and draw them back painfully, he put more of his weight on her until she felt her ribs would cave into her heart.
Her lungs filled with air in a loud gasp when two fingers on her right hand snapped backwards. The man was violently thrown off, landing a few feet away with an unceremonious thud. Her eyes wide, hot pain washed down Ennis’s arm from her fingers as the stars shone down coldly down on her.
Suddenly faces were above her, arms reaching down and drawing her up. She moaned when a hand gripped her fingers.
Her drunken opponent—perhaps not so drunk anymore—staggered to his own feet with the help of his friends. As they were both hauled up, their eyes met, and Ennis’s mouth curled into a sneer.
“Ean curse you and Dea take you, whoreson,” she spat.
She got a light shake by the person holding her. She jerked her head around, and her eyes levelled with Manek’s chin. His mouth was a thin line, and Ennis felt herself cooling, like steeping tea left out too long.
“I can’t leave you alone today,” he murmured. Ennis remembered to breathe after he spoke, realizing he was concerned, not angry.
As Manek began handing her over to Lora and Essa, the man wrenched free of his friends’ grip. “That slavemeat should be tied up!”
Manek flew at the man, shoving him and his companions into the darkness.
“Get out of here,” Manek snapped.
The men scurried off into the night, unwilling to fight with their warlord. Manek watched them until he surely couldn’t see them, and then for a few moments more.
Lora looked over Ennis a second time once she was seated back at the fire. Lora’s pinched expression told her she’d gotten up to quite enough today. As she gingerly touched the cut on Ennis’s lower lip, Essa sat down, the breastplate retrieved.
They stilled when Manek joined them. Squatting down, balanced on the balls of his feet, he gently reached over and took Ennis’s ailing hand. He turned it over, looking at the two fingers that weren’t going in quite the right direction.
“I’m no healer, but these need to be reset,” he said.
Grimacing, Ennis nodded. “Do it.”
In two blindingly quick moves, he set Ennis’s hand on fire. It took all her will not to jerk her hand away, though a little squeak did manage to escape.
Manek kept her hand between his own, looking it over. “You fight dirty,” he said quietly, eyeing the blood she’d drawn beneath her nails.
“Of course,” she replied, equally quiet. “It wasn’t a fair fight.”
His gaze flicked to hers, and he grinned crookedly. “And yet you started it.”
“They were looking for a fight.”
“Perhaps…but they didn’t get the one they expected.”
“Men never expect a woman to be able to fight.”
At this Manek leaned back slightly so he could look at her. She watched him warily but didn’t back down from her words. His easy grin relieved some of the tension in her taut shoulders.
Extracting a knife from his boot, Manek presented her with the hilt. She looked up at him curiously.
“Stick anyone who tries that again.”
Surprised, Ennis nodded and took the knife.
Their eyes meeting, Ennis and Manek considered each other. Ennis entertained the thought, if for only a moment, that she was something akin to…glad that it was this warlord she was consigned to. What Manek was thinking she couldn’t say.




Eight

The Heavenly King, though content in his realm, was not blind to the boredom of his godly children. They did moan and daydream until Father Themin sent them out into the world to find the joys of their hearts and to watch over his own special love, the mortals. He sent his eldest child, Balan, to the seas, and Balan took his twin Adain with him, for they would never be apart. His daughter Anona he sent to the ice winds of the north. For Ma’an it was the mountains, for Tamea it was the forests. And to Ean, the son he never meant to have, he gave the vast stretches of the southern deserts, for it was only there that his temper could not scorch and burn Mithria.

—When They Were Sent to the Four Winds




Two days they camped on the banks of the Slender River, waiting for the life-warmth to seep back into their bones. The days were growing bitterly cold, and Lora often daydreamed about her father’s study, with its roaring fire and furred carpets. Thinking of her father could warm her heart momentarily, but it brought with it such an unbearable ache that Lora sometimes didn’t know if the memories were worth it.
Lora woke with a crick in her neck. While using the ground for a pillow often came at such a price, somehow, she knew it didn’t bode well. Her feet still ached despite no marching yesterday, and they certainly didn’t like getting shoved into her cold boots. Getting herself upright and dressed felt like coaxing a cart wheel out of a frozen rut.
When the four women emerged from their tent that morning, they found the men gathered into some semblance of two columns. Waurin came to fetch Essa.
Somehow no one had thought to tell them this was where the Lowland force would begin to break up. Given little warning or time for goodbyes, the sisters clung to one another while Lora put her hands on her hips and glared at any man who dared catch her eye, endeavoring to feel outrage enough for all four of them.
Ennis and Essa’s hot tears steamed against their frozen cheeks, and Essa hid her face in the hollow of her sister’s neck. Irina stood beside them, her hand on Essa’s shoulder, and silent tears slipped down to her lips, pooling just below the nose.
Lora stood close by, all at once part of and separate from the sisters, as she always was. The men’s grumbling grew loud, but Lora glared at them, ready to defend the sisters’ last moments together. She guarded this farewell, knowing how precious it was, no matter how fiercely jealous she was. At least Ennis got to say goodbye—at least Essa was going with her warlord, not with Mithria. Lora hadn’t been so lucky with her mother and brothers seven years past. Not so with her father either.
Kissing Essa’s forehead, Ennis said, “Keep yourself safe.”
Essa wiped away Ennis’s tears. “Ennis.” She whispered, though Lora could just hear her say, “I know you won’t like it, but listen to me.” Ennis’s eyes were large with questions, and Lora too leaned in closer, her interest piqued. “Make him love you.”
“What?”
“It’ll be better that way—you’ll see. You’re clever; you’ll find a way.” She glanced over at Waurin and Manek, who sat a few paces off atop their warhorses. “Besides, they aren’t so bad.”
Leaning back to see her sister’s bemused face, Essa kissed her cheek before giving her hands a final squeeze.
Lora and Ennis exchanged a quick glance before Ennis’s eyes fell to the ground, and Lora decided to forget she’d heard Essa’s words for now. Ennis seemed troubled by them, and Lora hoped she’d forget them, too. What would it accomplish?
When Essa came to her, Lora held her tight and whispered, “Take care of yourself, wildling.”
Essa kissed her cheek and smiled. “Watch over them for me.”
They nodded at one another before Essa moved to wrap Irina up in her arms. Irina held her youngest sister close, and soon she was sobbing uncontrollably. Whispering soft words into her ear, Essa kissed Irina’s forehead.
Ennis took Irina in her arms, and together the three of them watched Essa walk over to her warlord. She greeted him with a shaky smile and held out her hand. Waurin lifted her gently up into the saddle behind him.
Essa craned her neck so she could watch them from over her shoulder as Waurin rode to his own troops. Cries of joy erupted from the Carmetheon men as they finally turned towards home. It was as if they could taste the salt of the sea already.
When Essa’s golden head finally turned away, Lora looked over at Ennis. Though she tried to swallow her sobs, Ennis couldn’t stop large tears from soaking her cheeks. Irina’s taller frame shook beside her like a leaf in autumn clinging to its tree.
Hugging Ennis’s shoulders, Lora leaned her forehead against her friend’s temple. “Don’t cry,” she said. “It’s as we always said—she rides to conquer all those men unfortunate enough to cross her path. The warlord’s fond of her. She’ll do well.”
Ennis tried nodding. “S-she should have better than a barbarian wretch. She was meant for much better.”
Lora opened her mouth to say that was true for all of them, but the nicker of Manek’s horse killed the words in her throat. She looked up to meet his gaze. Manek seemed as somber as the gray dawn at his back. He said nothing, guessing correctly there was nothing that could be said.
Turning back to spur his own men, Manek left them in that open patch of grass for a few moments longer. But then it was time to leave. Time to put the path underfoot once more. Taking Ennis’s hand in her own, Lora watched warily as storm clouds passed over her friend’s eyes. She knew that look. She only hoped it wouldn’t cost them too dearly, this rage building in Ennis.




Nine

Though he had brought the mortals low, still Ean could not find happiness. He searched all the realms, his Father’s airy palace, his brothers’ watery domains, his sister’s forest kingdom, but still his heart beat restlessly. Going to his Father, Ean demanded to know why. “Because, my son, I have cursed you to the same suffering as you have bestowed on the mortals. Their unhappiness shall be your own. You have damned them, and you have damned yourself.” At this Ean raged and the skies shook until it seemed all of Themin’s kingdom would crumble.

—from The Sufferings of the Lost Son




Adena Courtnay hated snow. It fell thick, white, blanketing, making everything look the same. The barred windowpane clouded each time she breathed, misting with the condensation of her breath. It blurred the landscape outside, whitened now beyond interest. But it was her only comfort, looking out this window.
Did she need to breathe? If she stopped, everything stopped—everything would go away. She cut off her breath, holding, holding. Her eyes began to water, her head pounding, pounding. Her fingertips were cold, numb. The windowpane was clear.
The door slammed open and she gasped, shivering as he walked into the room.
Larn’s hot breath ran down her neck and she truly did stop breathing. He put his big four-fingered hand on her shoulder, slipped it into her nightgown, already in a sorry state.
“What are you looking at?” he asked, his voice like gravel underfoot. He gazed out into the coming night, watching the snow reflect the last sentinels of day. He squeezed her breast painfully. “Hmm?”
She remained silent, her eyes too consumed with the white expanse to respond. How odd a thing white was—not a color, so forlorn, so lonely.
Gripping her slim shoulders, Larn shook her once, twice, amused at her silence. “Don’t think of running away. The snow is thick and deep,” he told her between slopping kisses down her jaw, neck. “I would find you, love. I will always find you.”
She thought of somewhere he couldn’t find her. She looked across Mithria, trying, searching for somewhere he wouldn’t find her. Her eyes widened. Her sisters. Ennis. Ennis could hide her. The sister she called lioness—so wily, so clever, yes, yes, she could hide her. But where was she? Where was her sister? Ennis? Ennis, where are you?
At times like this, Adena tried to separate from her temporal body. Alona, one of the other women who used to live in the room with her, had taught her how. It saved Adena more than once, looking up at the ceiling and imagining herself as little insubstantial particles, small enough for the wind to bear away.
His mouth was hot and smelled of meat and spiced wine. She thought perhaps one of his teeth was beginning to rot from the sickly-sweet undertones of his breath. The smell kept her in her body, and she had to hold in the groan of frustration. She couldn’t bear to be in her body now.
As he grew more insistent, Adena decided it was time. She’d rolled the idea around in her mind, swirling like fine wine over the tongue, for days now. She had to. She couldn’t bear this.
She lurched away from his mouth, doubling over, a hacking cough drowning out everything else. She didn’t need to fake the cough for long—soon her body wracked with the wet sound of her throat contracting. Blood splattered onto the grimy handkerchief she’d made from a ripped sheet.
Larn cursed, jumping away. “Damn you!” His eyes were hot coals in his face, his lips twitching.
Adena let a phlegmy drip of blood pool on her bottom lip before wiping it away.
“Bloody lung,” he said seemingly to himself.
Bloody lung, the withering death, consumption. It was called many things. Right then, Adena called it salvation.
“How long?” he demanded.
“Since spring,” she said, deliberately spitting up more bloody clots.
He cursed again, but his hands kept clenching and unclenching. He eyed her, no doubt debating if it was still worthwhile to take her. Everyone knew it was dangerous to be near the blood coughed up by a victim, knew they were more likely to contract it themselves then.
He sucked in a sharp breath, and Adena’s muscles locked, ready.
“Damn you,” he spat, before storming from the room. The door shut, the heavy lock grating.
Shaking, Adena gathered herself on the large bed, one of the room’s few adornments, and looked out into the darkened world. Her hope, her triumph, was short-lived. She’d saved herself this night, but what came next? What use would he now find for her?
The creak of the trapdoor, hidden under a heavy rug in the southwest corner, didn’t stir her. She sighed, putting her head in her hands, telling herself not to cry. But then, she hadn’t any tears left.
A hand, gentle, warm, touched her forehead. Slowly she cracked an eye open. A dark figure leaned over her, silhouetted in moonlight.
“Hello, my Moon Boy,” she murmured.
Gaetien, Larn’s cupbearer, a boy on the precipice of manhood, leaned down, resting his weight on the balls of his feet. He always came by night, through a trapdoor that led to the warren of servants’ corridors and staircases. Larn didn’t like to see servants.
Gaetien squatted there at eye level with her, looking concerned. Stroking her hair back, he seemed to have words on his lips.
“What is it, Moon Boy?”
He was troubled, always troubled. The boy was always troubled. He was trouble. Nothing but trouble.
He looked about the room, whatever he’d wanted to say crawling back into his throat just like he always crawled back through the trapdoor. Without her. His eyes fixed on the opposite corner, near where the locked door stood.
“They finally took her?”
“Mm.”
Adena hadn’t liked living with a corpse. Larn had demanded. Alona had finally refused. They fought. Now she was dead. She’d been dead long before someone finally took her from the room. Then Adena was alone. Nora had left them long ago, cutting her wrists with glass she broke from the second window. Now there were bars over both windows and cloth over the small hole her fist had made. It let the cold in.
“Why have you come?”
His brows drew low and he seemed hurt. “To see you.”
“What’s to see?” she looked up at him, sneering. “Do you want me as well?” She pulled herself towards him, her nightgown riding up.
“No, no!” Eyes wide in terror, he gently pushed her back. “No, Adena, I—no. You—you’re…please, I want to help you.”
“Help me?”
“Yes.”
If he truly wanted to help her, he’d take her down the trapdoor, that dark chasm. She’d asked before, had begged him, but, being more boy than man, he insisted it was too dangerous. They would be caught. They would seal up the trapdoor. He wouldn’t be able to come to her anymore, wouldn’t be able to bring her the poetry he wrote on any scrap of parchment he could find.
She’d tried yanking on the trapdoor when she was alone, had always found it locked. She hated her Moon Boy for it. She was beginning to think she was too tired to escape anyway. Blood in the mouth meant reprieve, but also the beginning of the end.
“You’d do anything to help me?” she asked.
“Yes, yes, of course I would. I’d do anything for you.”
A tear, pulled from the very dregs of her soul, spilled from her right eye. “Then kill me.” She’d little time left, and she was loath to spend it here, behind these dark walls.
“Wh-what?—I-I—”
“Kill me.”




Ten

All mortals ran from Ean, his nostrils spewing flames and his eyes scorching the earth. They did wail and beg at the sight of his face. Ean could not speak over their cries, and soon even Themin clasped his hands over his ears at the howling noise. “Make them be still, Father!” Ean complained. “I cannot, Ean, for you gave them fear and thus I cannot soothe them.” “There must be a way!” the Host begged. “Hide your true face,” Themin said, “and then they might be calm.” And so Ean took a great breath of air, snuffing out his nostrils, and splashed water into his eyes, making them steam. He turned his new face to the mortals and they did not shrink back. Ean could walk among them, and soon mortals imitated him, turning their faces into many.

—The Two-Faced God




The saltiness of the breeze teased Essa Courtnay’s nostrils as she gazed down at the sheltered harbor sitting in the cradle of a wide bay. Through the salty mist, she spotted two islands, one tall, one broad, sitting at the mouth of the bay.
Yesterday the land had risen into wide steppes while the Slender River sunk in a long staircase of waterfalls. Today she sat with Waurin in the saddle on the edge of a high plateau. The drop was sheer, but a winding path had been cut into the rock, and the men were already starting down the slope. To her right, a gaping crevice sliced through the plateau, the Slender River racing to meet the sea far below. On the other side, the plateau stretched on, high grasses blowing gently in the breeze.
Carmetheon sat directly below them, nestled along the base of the cliff.
“What do you think?” Waurin asked, snapping her back to attention. Essa could hear the pride in his voice, making her thankful he sat behind her and so couldn’t see her face.
What indeed. Looking down at the city—was it even that? Perhaps a large town. Whatever it was, it was small, perhaps three hundred buildings spread out along the narrow strip of beach between the shoreline and the cliff. She could see that all the buildings sat on raised platforms, wood bridges and walkways connecting them.
Essa couldn’t help but think it was all rather dreary. The buildings and ships were all a dark wood. The cliff was dark gray, probably basalt. Even the beach was made up of dark little pebbles spilling into the dark water of the bay.
When she didn’t say anything, Waurin said softly, “I know it isn’t Highcrest.”
She bit her tongue lest she remind him that Highcrest was but a ruin now thanks to him. But, realizing her silence hurt him, she shook her head and said, as cheerily as she could manage, “You have a fine home. Your fleet could rival anything in the Highlands.”
She wondered if Ceralia would forgive her for telling so many lies. Essa could see it in Waurin’s eyes sometimes, that he felt guilty. Not guilty enough to free her or let her go with her sisters, but enough to frequently ask how she was doing, what she thought, how she felt. Whenever she told him the truth, in rare moments of indiscretion, her sadness drove him away into his own melancholy. So, she lied.
Essa had perfected the art in Highcrest. She recognized from a young age that politics was a game of half-truths. If one wanted to get ahead, one sometimes had to lie. She even lied to her father and sisters. Having grown up without a mother, her sisters, Irina especially, coddled her and protected her from whatever might be sharp, ugly, or, Themin forbid, dangerous. By the time she was grown, her family was so accustomed to seeing her cheery and innocent that she felt it would shame them to know she had dark, even wicked thoughts now and again. She was sure it would especially mortify the prudish Irina to know that Essa had long since lost her virginity, even before Ennis had hers to the Dunstan prince.
“I hope you will come to love it,” Waurin said, giving his horse a soft kick.
They began down the winding path, and Essa held her breath. Leaning back into Waurin, Essa gripped the horn of the saddle until her knuckles went white.
“I’ve got you.”
The climb down was slow. The turns put Essa on edge, especially when the horse would jump down the several feet to the next leg rather than doing a full turn. It seemed she was the only one worried about falling off the cliff. If the horse wasn’t afraid, she knew she shouldn’t be, but, Dea take her, it was a long, long way down.
For several legs she shut her eyes, finding she could pretend they were on flat ground. Until they turned or jumped, that was.
The whole while, Waurin tried to soothe her, saying there was nothing to fear, Unhil, the horse, had done this many times; that no one had fallen off the cliff, no one sober at least, in ten years; that they were almost to the bottom.
At his last words, Essa opened her eyes and took a relieved breath. There were only two turns to go. The tensed muscles of her legs shivered from effort.
To distract herself from the shorter yet still perfectly deadly fall, Essa looked over Carmetheon now that she was closer. All the buildings were indeed either on stilts or raised stone platforms, and she figured it must be because the lower beach disappeared at high tide. The town spanned both sides of the mouth of the Slender River, a narrow, arched wooden bridge connecting them. Perhaps the most impressive thing about it, if anything was to be found, were the long, wide docks that reached like long fingers out into the bay. A hive of boats were already docked with more streaming in to meet the returned horde.
Essa and Waurin descended into the large crowd. Families were calling out names, waving their hands, putting small children on shoulders to see if they could spot their fathers and brothers. A great cheer rose when the crowd saw Waurin, and he waved at them, his big hand splayed.
“You all know I’m not one for speeches,” he said in a booming voice. The crowd agreed and groaned good-naturedly. Waurin laughed. “So I’ll just say that it’s good to be home.”
The crowd clapped and cheered, wishing Waurin well. Essa was content to be overlooked, overwhelmed by all the faces. Some did glance her way with wondering eyes, but she quickly looked away. She didn’t know how Carmetheon would react to her. Waurin hadn’t said anything about his other gifts.
They moved on soon after that, making their way into town. Many of the warriors followed them, seeking out homes and families. Everywhere there were tearful reunions. But once in a while Essa saw someone step from their door and look at Waurin. Their face would fall, tears springing to their eyes. Essa realized only after several doors that Waurin gave each a small shake of his head. She supposed it was admiration that he could remember all his men, dead and alive, and their families, too.
By the time they reached the bridge to the other bank of the Slender River, most of the men had reached their homes. Those left were Waurin’s captains, his seneschal Par, and several of his best warriors. The houses were larger on this side and more spread out.
The men called out to Waurin before breaking off, telling him to send for them with news, orders, or if he was feeling particularly generous with his wine stores. Waurin laughed and bid them farewell.
He led them towards one of the few two-storied houses. It was much longer than it was wide, a perfect rectangle except for what looked like a stable in the back. Its platform appeared natural, a wide slab of raised stone that was part of the plateau. There was a faint white line running around the slab, about six feet lower than the top, marking where the water reached.
The roof of the house was steep and ridged. A huge timber beam ran across the top, painted a dark blue. At the front, above the two great front doors, stood three wooden statues. There was a tall female with long, flowing hair atop the gable, and two males on either side of her, resting on extended beams above the eaves.
“Are they your ancestors?” she asked, nodding at the roof.
After dismounting the horse, Waurin looked up at the statues. He smiled at her and shook his head. “It’s the Mother and her sons.” He reached up for her and she put her hands on his shoulders, letting him help her down.
“We aren’t uncivilized folk—we have the gods here too,” Par said, giving Essa a hard look.
Waurin cleared his throat. “We’re sea folk here. Ceralia, Balan, and Adain watch over us.”
Essa nodded. Home in Highcrest, there had been temples devoted to all the gods, but Ma’an was as revered as his Divine Father, for the mountains were his. When the mountains bore iron, gold, and gems, they offered up bounty and thanks to Ma’an, and when the metals and gemstones were worked into beautiful weapons and crafts, they offered bounty and thanks to him again.
Waurin gestured at the house. “What do you think?”
A slight movement from Par caught Essa’s eye, and she looked at the wiry young man as she said, “It’s a fine home.”
Par watched her carefully, suspiciously, his servile nature gone now that Waurin wasn’t looking. She was dismayed that Par had followed them to the house. She’d hoped he lived somewhere else, anywhere else in Carmetheon.
Waurin’s seneschal didn’t think Essa should be trusted. Whenever she spoke in his presence, the corner of his eye twitched. Essa knew his kind; if Par had been born in one of the Highland strongholds, he no doubt would already be a powerful courtier. She could only assume he saw her as a threat to his influence. Good. She was.
“Come,” Waurin said, taking her hand. “There’s someone I want you to meet.”
She nodded and tried to take heart from his smile. She wouldn’t let it show that her knees shook and her insides squirmed. As Par ran ahead to open one of the great doors, Essa tried to ignore a sense of foreboding. Her fate stood behind those doors. What it was she couldn’t guess.
“Welcome home,” Par said with a grin to Waurin. It faded when Essa passed by him.
She made a face at him behind Waurin’s back.
The door opened to a long hall with a fine, glossy wood table sitting in the middle. A warm sandstone hearth roared on the south wall. Banners, most of them depicting different kinds of fish, hung from the great timber rafters.
When they entered, a tall, broad woman came hurrying towards them. Waurin let go of Essa’s hand to grab up the woman, almost as tall as he, and swing her about. They laughed heartily before Waurin finally set her down. They had the same smile and ruddy blond hair.
“My boy,” she said fondly. When she touched his bearded cheek, she made a face. “At least, I think it’s you. I can hardly tell with this shaggy thing.”
Waurin smiled. “Mother, this is Essa Courtnay.”
Waurin’s mother finally turned from her son to look Essa up and down twice. Stepping around Waurin, she put her hands on Essa’s shoulders. Though Essa had figured out this was a Lowland custom already, she fumbled for a moment before returning the gesture and putting her hands on the woman’s shoulders. It was a bit of a reach.
“Welcome to Carmetheon, Essa,” she said. “My name is Elodie, and you are welcome in my house.”
Essa wasn’t ready for the tears that almost overwhelmed her. It was a sincere burst of emotion, for she hadn’t seen a woman, let alone been touched by one, since leaving her sisters. She tried her best to swallow her tears. “Thank you,” she said. Sweeping the skirt of her dress to the side, she did her best Highland curtsey, bending at the knees and waist and holding her left hand out delicately.
Elodie’s eyebrows arched in surprise. For a moment Essa worried—had it been too much? But then Elodie smiled and said, “Well now. Where have you come from, my dear, to have manners such as that?”
It was a jab at Waurin, and he took it, as he took most things, with a smile. But Essa was left to worry again, looking between Waurin and his mother. Did she not know? Did that mean she was Waurin’s first gift?
“I’m Essa Courtnay of Highcrest,” she said.
“Highcrest. You mean you’re…?” She looked at her son, her brows slamming down into a thunderous frown. “She’s a warprize? You mean to tell me you’ve taken a warprize?”
Waurin’s face fell. “Yes, Mother.”
Elodie looked from Essa to Waurin with a sort of horrified bafflement. “I thought it was Larn’s business to take slaves.”
“He gives some in gifts.”
“And you thought you’d just take this poor girl from her home?” Elodie put her hands on her hips, and Essa swore she grew taller. “How dare you? I didn’t raise you to deal in slaves.”
Waurin’s eyes barely left the ground as he said, “She would’ve been taken no matter what. Better here than the Midlands.”
Elodie turned her sharp gaze onto Essa, and the younger woman wanted to shrink back.
Out of the corner of her eye, Essa could see Par wore the smallest of grins. It irked her to no end that he found this amusing.
“Has he hurt you?” Elodie asked.
“No, my lady.”
“Has anyone under his command hurt you?”
“No, he told everyone to treat me as if I were Ceralia herself.”
Elodie looked back at her son, lips pursed and nostrils flaring, but she seemed slightly less outraged than a few moments before. “And has he promised to free you?”
Essa swallowed hard. “No.”
“Do you intend to free her?” Elodie asked Waurin, her arms crossed.
Waurin did look up at that. A frown darkened his face. “I can’t.”
“You can’t?” she demanded. “Or won’t?”
“Can’t. If you free a warprize, your life is forfeit to the one who gifted them to you.”
Essa watched as the fire dampened in Elodie. “He’s four hundred leagues away,” she said. “Who would tell him?”
Waurin shook his head. “If anyone ever did, Ceralia help us. He’d drive us into the sea.”
Elodie put a hand on Essa’s shoulder. “No offense, dear, but you’re only a girl. How could he destroy one of his hordes over one warprize?”
“You don’t know him. I don’t even understand all these rules of gift-giving, but they’re Midlander. He’d see it as defiance. He doesn’t take kindly to it, and Manek tested his temper just getting us home this winter.”
“Does Manek have warprizes?”
Waurin nodded. “Three just from this campaign.”
“Has he freed them?”
“No.”
“Will he?” Essa blurted.
Waurin and Elodie looked at her in surprise, and he shook his head again. “No. He can’t afford to. Manek is valuable to Larn, everyone knows it. But he hasn’t done himself any favors this campaign.”
Elodie let out a sigh. “I’m sorry, my dear. I can’t imagine how terrible this has been for you.”
Essa tried to grin, told herself she had to, but she barely managed it. That night flooded back into her mind. She’d almost buried it away under the days of marching, letting it sink like a stone to the riverbed. “You are both very kind,” she said.
“Well, then, we’ll have to make the best of it until our prayers come true and some lucky arrow finds Larn on the battlefield.”
“Mother, you mustn’t—”
“Now,” Elodie clapped her hands, “Let’s prepare a room. You’re welcome in my house, Essa Courtnay, but life here is hard. I will expect work out of you.”
“Yes, of course,” Essa said.
“Good. Let’s get to work. There are feasts to prepare. You,” she said, pointing at Waurin, “to the baths. I don’t want to see you again until you’re recognizable. And Par—” she stopped, frowning at the seneschal. “Why are you standing there looking smug? Off with you! See to the horses and the goods.”
“Yes, my lady, of course, yes,” he said hurriedly, not even having enough time to glare at Essa before bowing and scampering from the hall.
“And you, my dear, follow me.”
Essa did so with a grin and shared it with Waurin. He still looked a little dazed from his mother’s onslaught, but he recovered enough to nod at her as she passed him.
Essa went with Elodie to the back of the hall, where they caught a staircase up to the second floor. The hall stood two stories, with the second-floor rooms off of a railed gallery that lined the north, south, and eastern sides of the house. Once on the second floor, Elodie headed to the north side, where she opened the last door.
Inside was a small room with a pallet but little else.
“Ah, I’m sorry, my dear, I forgot how sparse this room was.”
Trying not to look at all the dust shrouding the floor, stool, and blankets, Essa said, with her sunniest smile, “It will do nicely. Thank you.”
“Wait right here and I’ll fetch some rags and a bucket.”
She’d already left the room before she was finished making her list, and Essa watched her go. After a few moments Elodie’s voice faded as she went back down the staircase into the hall, then disappeared into a room on the south side.
Alone for the first time in a sennight, Essa stretched her stiff muscles. She’d refused to let on how tired she was, how much she ached. Waurin seemed to appreciate that she didn’t complain.
Walking over to the window, she wrestled with it until it let out a groan and jerked open. Sneezing as dust flew up her nose, Essa leaned her head out the window. She’d always enjoyed the sight of the sea. Every now and again she, her sisters, and father would sail down the De’lan into the Westerlands to visit their mother’s former home, the city of Bramden. These waters looked rougher than those of the Highlands, but the two islands out in the bay, shrouded in mist, were a beautiful sight.
Taking a deep breath, Essa folded her arms on the windowsill and gazed out at the ocean. Carmetheon was a strange land with strange people. She didn’t know if she would ever learn to like the smell of fish. But she contented herself that if she lied enough, told Waurin and his mother that she liked Carmetheon, that she was happy here, she would start to believe it, too.  




Eleven

Themin wept bitterly for Mithria, and everywhere his tears landed there did spring sand and arid caverns. He would have seen his love dry up before him had not Ceralia, serene and munificent, calmed his heart with a gentle embrace. Replacing his salt-tears with fresh springs from her own eyes, Ceralia gave life to the land once more. The mortals then made her their life-giving Mother, and Themin made her his beloved Queen.

—Mithrian creation myth




If the long march to the Lowlands taught Ennis nothing else, she now knew Manek of Rising wasn’t a simple man. Perhaps it was through glimpses of that whirring mind, set behind pensive brown eyes, that assured people of his capacity for leadership. Though he was quiet in manner, his hair a commonplace brown, his mouth, while boasting full lips, always set at a grim angle, people loved and trusted him. They saw only the sharpness of his nose, the broad strength of his shoulders, the steadiness of his voice. Ennis marveled that they could even look past the freckles that dotted his nose and cheekbones.
His lips and freckles were far from anyone’s mind, though, as people streamed from Rising to welcome home the men and their enigmatic warlord. Ennis walked with Lora and Irina behind a mounted Manek as they made their way into Rising. After such a lengthy journey made entirely on her own two feet, Rising seemed a blessing rather than the squalor she’d been determined to see it as. Whenever she’d had the strength to do more than put one foot before the other, she looked around the Lowlands with wonder. The forests and meadows were always so green, lush with foliage and teeming with game and other wildlife, and the land seemed gorgeously untouched. Men would break away now and again, headed for farmsteads dotted here and there, but overall it was only the occasional farm or vineyard that broke up the gentle hills and velvet valleys of the Lowlands.
As Rising welcomed their men home, Ennis took the moment to look about her new city. Well, perhaps city was too generous a word. Rising was spread haphazardly across a cluster of seven grassy hills; what streets there were seemed more like a maze, and fruit trees abounded between houses. Some houses were large, others small; many were crammed around the town square, nestled between two hills. Standing against the blue sky on its own hill and grander than the rest was what Ennis could only assume was Manek’s house.
She watched curiously through squinted eyes as a couple emerged from the home. While all others hummed with excitement, those two stood still as statuary. Looking back, she caught Manek’s eye. He’d been staring in the same direction.
Dismounting, Manek called to her, “Follow me.”
Ennis remained stonily still, wondering, now that they were here, what was expected of them. He surprised her when, after falling into step behind him, he led them in the opposite direction of the great house. They were taken to the northern edge of Rising, to a large, square house that seemed to be one of the few two-storied structures.
Thick gutters lined the roof, all leading to a cylindrical drain that emptied onto a small structure adjoining the house. This was made of wooden columns bearing an eight-sided roof that sheltered an open-air platform. Water trickled from the drain onto a simple stone statue of a kneeling woman. The house’s walls were slathered in a coat of whitewash, and the large wooden door had been painted the blue of the sea. It made the house look like a billowing cloud, rolling over the Lowland hills.
“You’ll stay here,” said Manek.
Seven women, all dressed similarly in heavy blue dresses, emerged. Leading them was a woman with a white sash crossing over her right shoulder then twisted around her waist twice before ending in a knot. All the women had such a sash, their hair drawn back into thick plaits.
Ennis’s eyes widened when she realized what this place was. She’d never imagined—
“The Sisters will take care of you. Sister Renata oversees the Haven.”
“Yes, Lord Manek,” said the woman, giving him a quick bow. The Sister was tall and slim, her wiry brown curls kept in check by a tight, thick braid starting at the crown of her head and falling between her shoulder blades. Her eyes were sharp, haunting, piercingly blue, and set beneath a fine brow. She folded her slim hands neatly in front of her, the tapered fingers exactingly clean. Her plain dress belied the trappings of Highland elegance that kept her pointed nose up and her expression diffident. And Ennis couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d seen her before.
“We’re happy to have new Sisters.”
With a stiff nod, Manek’s gaze flicked to Ennis’s for a brief moment before he took his leave. Ennis was too dumbfounded to call out to him. Her, to be a divine daughter of a religious
house? Her mouth hung open.
“You are most welcome in the Haven of Ceralia,” said Sister Renata, taking Irina by the hand. “You’re in a safe place now. Here you’ll heal and find peace.”
Irina finally lifted her gaze to look at Sister Renata. Hot tears formed in Irina’s eyes, and Ennis, had the long journey not worn down her spirits, almost cried herself to see her sister’s tears. Irina laid her head on Sister Renata’s shoulder and was led into the Haven.
Lora and Ennis, with a quick look between them, followed. Though the Haven seemed like it would be cavernous on the inside, it was anything but. Large lanterns lined the narrow corridor behind the front door. Sister Renata immediately went to her left, leading them through a threshold with no door into what Ennis supposed had once been a sitting room. Thin linen curtains were pulled back from the windows, and though there were no glass panes, it wasn’t cold thanks to a roaring fire in a clean stone hearth that took up most of the far wall.
Tall, thin candles bedecked any flat surface and a great furred rug, though ancient looking, blanketed most of the floor. Several animals had lost their pelts to make such a piece. They were ushered into this bright hall to warm themselves as Sister Renata asked their names.
Lora introduced herself, and Ennis did so for both herself and Irina. As she spoke, she watched Sister Renata’s face. There was a Highland lady under all that Sisterly attire, and sure enough, at the Courtnay name, a small twitch fluttered against the fragile skin below the Sister’s left eye. But nothing else. No nod to their family name, no obsequiousness to their title. All Ennis saw was the smallest of smiles playing at her lips as Sister Renata bade them to warm themselves and went to see to their rooms.
Unease flooded Ennis’s mouth with saliva, as if she was about to spit up rancid meat.
Once they were alone, Lora turned to Ennis and smiled. Taking her friend’s hands in her own, she said with a relieved sigh, “Oh, Ennis, thank the gods we’re here instead of, well…”
“We haven’t even seen it,” replied Ennis, face stony. “Keep your hopes in check.”
“This is better than anything I could’ve imagined for us, considering.”
“Looks are deceiving,” Ennis muttered, looking about the wooden timbers as if they had secrets to tell.
Lora frowned. “Why must you say such things?” she hissed. “It’s more than we could have asked for.”
“Why so quick to forget who you are?”
They fell silent when Renata reentered the room. A small, cold breeze came with her. Folding her hands in front of her, Renata said, “We’ve a room ready for you.”
Leading them back into the narrow hallway, they made for a staircase at the end of the hall. They passed several open doors, each of which Ennis tried to spy into. Most contained beds, some of which were filled. One room was devoted to supplies of some sort, with shelves full of vials, flasks, and cups brimming with green, brown, even red substances.
Renata noted Ennis’s staring. “As I said, this is a house of healing. Lord Manek allows us to live in peace and worship the Mother Ceralia; in exchange, we treat the suffering of Rising.” As she began to climb the stairs, she continued. “It’s fortunate he’s brought you to us now—we’ll need extra hands with all the wounded men back from campaign.” The word fortunate stuck in Ennis’s ear, feeling odd.
The stairs took them up to a second floor that looked almost identical to the one below it: a narrow hallway lined with doors. These, however, were shut. Renata stopped at the last door on the left.
They stepped into the room. The ceiling sloped, higher on the wall with the door. A mattress—a sheet stuffed with hay—lined the other walls, separated from its neighbor by only a finger’s length. Closing the door revealed a scratched, beaten trunk.
“It’s not much, but it’s yours. Rest your weary heads, Sisters. Your journey is over and now your lives may begin anew,” said Renata with a serene smile. Ennis didn’t like the words or the tone they were said in, and it irked her that she couldn’t place Renata’s face.
After taking a look at the room and audibly sighing, no doubt in pleasure at having a bed other than the ground, Lora turned to the woman and said, “Thank you for your kindness, Sister.” She prodded Ennis with her elbow for good measure, and Ennis begrudgingly forced a smile.
“This is your home now. You have seven new Sisters who will care for you and a benevolent Mother who will guide you in all things. Be dutiful and thoughtful and soon you’ll take your vows and join us in blood and faith.”
Ennis’s smile slipped. A cold washed over her the likes of which she hadn’t felt since slipping into the Slender River.
Renata saw the change in her expression and chose to smile. Reaching out, she took Ennis’s hands and spoke through her wince. “You’ve nothing to fear. Mother Ceralia will welcome you with open arms.”
“I didn’t realize we’d be required to take vows.”
“Well, you don’t want to remain a warprize the rest of your life, do you?” That place under the woman’s eye twitched again, but just the once, as she squeezed Ennis’s hands.
Ennis snatched them back, fingers throbbing.
Renata frowned and grabbed Ennis’s right hand, though more gently this time. Pulling her hand out of the glove, Renata found Ennis’s middle fingers bound in cloth to prevent movement. She made quick work of releasing the bind, and at the sight of her fingers, Ennis sucked in a breath, her stomach twisting.
Gnarled and swollen, they looked like a fishwife’s knuckles, each joint a huge knob.
“This must be tended to,” said Renata. She called out the open door, “Kanna! Jenna!”
Padding feet sounded down the hall as Renata reclaimed the hand, examining the fingers more closely. Ennis bit her cheek, watching Renata, as two more women came into the room and filled it almost to the brim.
“I must reset the fingers,” said Renata to the new women.
Each nodded and was away as speedily as they’d come.
“They were set already,” Ennis tried arguing.
“Not well enough. Lay down.”
Lora, with brows knitted, helped Ennis lay down as if she was incapable of it herself. Renata unfastened the cloak from Ennis’s neck. As her hand was turned this way and that, panic began rising in her throat.
The women returned bearing linens, vials, and a small metal contraption, and at the sight, Ennis reared up. Renata shoved her back down with firm hands. She was stronger than she looked.
Sitting on Ennis’s legs, Renata rolled up her sleeves. Wriggling, Ennis still couldn’t free herself as a wad of linen was shoved in her mouth and the woman called Jenna loomed over her, holding Ennis’s shoulders down.
“A-are you sure—?” Lora tried.
“They must be rebroken before they fully mend, or else they won’t heal correctly.”
Renata gripped Ennis’s wrist and then took hold of the first finger. Sister Kanna stood by with one of the metal tools. Ennis shook her head furiously, heart pounding in her ears.
“This will hurt.”
Snap.




Twelve

There’s war in the north

The De’lan runs red

There’s fire in the north

Dea’s greed’s ne'er fed.

There’s war in the Gray Hills

There’s war in the Spears

Come south with me now

What have we to fear?

—Lowlander hymn




As he sat looking out into the night, Manek remembered why, though he always missed Rising, he didn’t miss this house. Sitting in what would be a study if any of them knew how to read, a crackling fire made the most conversation.
From the window, he could see the full moon reflected on the Morroley River, winding down lazily from the eastern mountains. It crisscrossed the Lowlands’ small hills and valleys, cutting through meadows and lush forests draped in mist. He eagerly awaited the fog that enveloped the southern Lowlands each morning like a blanket, only thrown off as the sun began to rise.
Such beauty was the reason men had come. Such beauty was the reason men were willing to protect it. Orange flame would consume the Lowlands whole if Larn had his way. But he wouldn’t. Manek saw to that. He and his men would keep the Lowlands safe, at the high price of their lives.
Men had come to the Lowlands to escape the constant warring in the north. The Highlands, once a center of learning and culture, had decayed, crumbling beneath its own weight. Now there were only five noble houses and a handful of clans left after two hundred years of clashing in the Highland Wars. Having watched them kill each other, the Midlands, Larn, and his armies were perched, ready for conquering.
War was upon them now, there was no stopping it. Dea the Destroyer would have her way with Mithria.
Manek blinked rapidly, pulling himself out of the quagmire. He hated that he barely remembered a time the Lowlands hadn’t been at war.
His father, Kierum, sat in his great chair, a thin blanket tossed over his lap to hide his withered left leg. Kierum sat silently, slowly running withered fingers over his short, scraggly beard. Large patches of gray and white hairs dotted his head, his sunken eyes distant, reflecting the dancing flames.
His mother bustling in felt like an eruption of noise. A pretty woman who had grown rather stout in her progressing age, Kasia brought a tray laden with a kettle and cups.
“Would anyone like milk?” she asked, as if to no one, for no one answered. Heaving a sigh, and disregarding the silence, she sat breezily in the other chair. “It would certainly be nice to have help in the kitchen.” She turned her gaze on Manek and he barely contained his groan. “Have you already given your gifts to the Haven?”
“Yes, Mother.”
“All of them?”
“Yes.”
She huffed. “What am I to do, then? All alone in this great house! Do you really expect me to manage it by myself?”
“You aren’t alone,” Manek reminded her. “You’ve got Cera’s daughters for company—and the two boys from—”
Kasia waved her hand. “They’re fine workers, but what I need is an experienced servant.”
“I somehow doubt those highborn women would know anything about scrubbing your floors.”
She made a loud sound of exasperation. “Honestly, Manek! You do all that ugly fighting so you can bring home gifts—and you simply give them away? Just once I’d like one to help—”
“Hush, Kasia,” said Kierum. “They do help. The Mother looks graciously upon us and will bless us for our gifts. Manek does right, giving them to her.”
Kasia rolled her eyes.
Manek nodded, though his reasoning was very different from Kierum’s. What else was he supposed to do with well-educated highborn ladies? Putting them to hard labor would likely only cause more problems, but they still needed to be tasked with something. A healing house, then, provided the best solution, for not only was Rising in dire need of one, but healing houses were traditionally at the edge of the town should plague hit—meaning the Haven was far away from the great house.
“Well, it’s comforting to know my son pays his respects to this Mother. I wonder what that’s like.”
Manek opened his mouth to say something, anything, to tell her that it wasn’t like she thought—that he couldn’t bear to see the faces, the lives he’d ruined wandering through his home—but nothing came out. The words, as they always did, died in his throat and he contented himself with silence.
Kasia, however, was rarely ever content in silence. She threw her hands up in disgust, but Manek knew she hadn’t given up. For a moment, she fidgeted with the folds of her dress, deciding what she wanted to say next.
“Manek, something must be done about the Oltaraani before they steal away my entire home!”
“Kasia!”
“Oh tush, Kierum—it’s getting dire. Something must—”
“By the Almighty Father Themin, woman, shut up!”
“Such words!—do you see, Manek, what I must put up with all on my own? First those raiders and now this madman!”
“I said to shut up you old—”
“Father,” Manek said over him. “What’s she talking about? Have they come again?”
“Twice just this harvest!” his mother exclaimed.
“Why wasn’t I told?”
Looking anywhere but at his son, Kierum replied gruffly, “I can defend my own home.”
“Why wasn’t I told?” he repeated, lower, firmer.
Kierum’s eyes cut to Manek’s, glinting with indignation. “And what could you have done? So far from here—what could you have possibly done for us?” He stood quickly, tottering until he grabbed hold of his long walking staff. “I defend my home while you burn others’.”
Manek’s heart went cold. As if he needed another reminder of just how much suffering he’d caused.
“I defend my home how I can. We must choose our enemies.”
Kierum waved a hand. “Larn wouldn’t—”
“Larn would come. He would come and burn everything. I don’t know about you, Father, but I’d rather have Rick and his damned Oltaraani raiders knocking at my door than him.”
“We bow to anyone who threatens us, then?”
“What would you have me do? Send our men off to be killed by Rick’s whoresons?”
Kierum was turning a dangerous red as he snapped back, “I would have you do something for your own people!—do something other than serve that Midland bastard.”
“Your father just worries,” said Kasia, “that there’s nothing between us and Rick.”
“There’s nothing standing between us and Larn, either. That should worry us much more.”
Kierum grumbled, “Larn wouldn’t destroy one of his own hordes just because they needed more time to settle matters at home. He’s a bastard, I know that, but he wouldn’t—”
“You’ve been away from him too long. He shouldn’t be pushed. We’ve no choice.”
“We’ve always got a choice.”
“Yes. Him or death. Anneka understood that best of all.”
The mention of his sister was the surest way to end a conversation, and sure enough, her name made his mother gasp and silenced his father. His shoulders shaking with sorrow and rage, Kierum slumped back into his chair.
Manek sat too, looking at his hands clasped together in front of him. His sister’s name sat like ashes in his mouth. He hated having to use her name like this, as a tactic. Hated that her memory was tainted with such pain. She’d taught him to ride, taught him which stones were best for skipping over the river, and how to sweep through the kitchen without their mother noticing the filched honey rolls. She was gone from them now, and he’d Larn to thank for that.




Thirteen

I make for Berredey tomorrow at your request. It pains me to leave without retaking Highcrest—the bastards sitting in the great hall are an insult to the Courtnays. Understand me, Father, I’ll be knocking upon the Mountain Gate in the spring. I have harried them all I can for now—I only hope Anona the Frostbitten will treat them with her usual courtesy.

—letter from Colm Dunstan to his father, Adren


“Ennis, hold it still!” Suppressing her glare at Renata, Ennis replied, “Yes. I’m sorry,” even though she wanted to remind the Sister that steady fingers weren’t ones that’d been broken only days before.
The wad of bandage wound round, round, round the wound, newly stitched. Beads of sweat ran down the man’s flushed forehead as Renata wrapped his knee and Ennis kept pressure on the newly stitched puncture wound.
“Thank you, Sisters,” the man gasped.
“Peace come to you,” crooned Renata, placing a steady hand on the man’s shoulder.
After adding a drop of poppy milk to the cup she handed the man, Renata, with Ennis on her heels, left him to rest.
“You have to pay attention, Ennis.”
“Sorry, Sister.”
“The patients are counting on us.”
“Yes, Sister.”
“I expect better from you.”
Ennis bit her cheek, wincing when she remembered she needed to switch sides; she’d already gnawed the right cheek raw. She hadn’t been scolded so much since her days in the tutor’s classroom, and even then, she’d been an excellent pupil. Irina had liked to admonish her, but that was different. Despite what Renata said, the woman wasn’t Ennis’s sister.
They entered the supply room, where a stone basin stood with a large pitcher. Renata poured the water and washed her hands with lye before leaving Ennis to do the same. The woman ruled with an iron fist, and the first rule was to always have clean hands.
Ennis’s cuticles were beginning to peel away from the nailbeds from all the soap and lye.
She didn’t realize until looking down at them that her hands were shaking. First she washed, then rubbed, then tore at her hands, trying to get rid of the man’s blood staining her skin and seeping beneath her nails. Soon her whole body shook and tears fell from her eyes into the basin, drawn up from a well she thought long since dried up.
Highcrest had had several divine Havens, the largest those devoted to the Mother Ceralia, another to Mithria the Life-Giver, and one to Ma’an the Stone-Bearer. The Sisters of the Ceralian Haven had been most mysterious, running a healing house yet staying isolated from all except their patients. This Haven was no different. Ennis had been horrified to witness the consecration of three Sisters, gifts from last year’s campaign. With three new novices to act as emissaries to the outside world, the Sisters had taken their vows and forsaken life outside the Haven. Ennis, Lora, and Irina would now act as the only link between the Haven and the rest of Rising.
Ennis’s breath hitched to think that should Manek come back from another campaign with more women, she would be walled up in that Haven, shuttered away forever. Always confined to the Haven, never to venture past the garden. Always watched with those keen eyes of Renata’s that seemed to see everything and make Ennis’s hackles rise. To never be away from the cunning eyes of the Sisters, who enjoyed telling her Sisters rarely talked unless spoken too yet still managed to gossip over their everlasting needle projects. To watch as Irina and Lora lose themselves to long, droning prayers, content to find solace in the mundane. To give up herself.
Drying her hands, she slipped into the corridor unnoticed, Renata discussing a patient with Sister Jessamin. Before taking another breath, she was outside, walking quickly from the back of the Haven, just past the vegetable garden, where the long stalks obscured her from all but a few second-story rooms.
Dropping her head into her hands, she longed with every fiber of her being to be in her father’s study, sitting on the shallow windowsill, a shawl covering her shoulders and tucked beneath her arms. She would have a book resting on her lap, perhaps a novel from before the Highland Wars, when literature flourished, while her father looked over ledgers. He would ask her opinion. She would tell him to focus his energy on the quality of nets rather than the number of boats. Then she would laugh, telling him there was more to life than fish. She would get up, set the book gently on the cushion, and wrap her arms around his shoulders. She would kiss his cheek, tease him he was far too gray. He would laugh and tell her—
Tears seeped through her fingers, wrenching her across Mithria and back into the Lowlands. She wrapped her arms around herself but yelped in pain when her underarm pressed against her ailing hand.
She clenched her teeth, seething and crying all at once, unable to find something to do with her hands. She paced forward another few steps until the hem of her gray dress, a somber garment for a somber life, caught in the brambles. She realized she’d come to the edge of the forest.
She mindlessly reached up to touch the black cloth that hung wretchedly around her neck. How silly it seemed, that such an insignificant piece of cloth should tie her there. Without it she was a Courtnay, a highborn, a leader; with it she was a warprize, lowlier than a cow.
Why should she keep it? Why should she stay in this place?
She took a breath, grasping the scrap of cloth in her good fist. She pulled.
“Ennis!”
Nearly jumping out of her skin, she had just enough time to right the black circle before turning to meet Lora.
“Renata needs this taken into town,” said Lora, holding out a small paper package tied with a few scraps of linen.
“Why me?”
Lora made a face. “She asked me, but I thought you could use some fresh air. You seemed…shaken.”
“Needlework was never one of my talents.”
“Yes, I know. But here,” she pushed the package into Ennis’s good hand, “I think you can manage this.”
Though she knew Lora only teased, Ennis let out an incensed huff. She was now not only a warprize, but one only good for mindless deliveries. Lora’s smile slipped as she watched Ennis’s face harden.
She tried to block the tide of jealousy rising in her over Lora’s ease. Lora had been training for years now to become a healer, and in some ways, though the rest of her life had been destroyed, Lora found herself once again practicing and learning the occupation she loved. The Sisters were knowledgeable and heartily welcomed such a driven student.
Ennis, on the other hand, with her dark moods and open loathing of the place, they avoided. She couldn’t quite blame them or even Lora for avoiding her; she was poor company. It didn’t help that Renata seemed to find devious delight in giving Ennis the worst chores, since, as she put it, “You aren’t taking to much else.”
Clearing her throat, Lora said, “It’s to a house in the main square; she said the one with the green door.”
Ennis nodded. “Green door.”
“Well, then…off you go.”
Shifting the package into the crook of her arm, Ennis made for the path back into the town proper.
“And Ennis,” Lora called after her, “don’t tarry.”
Biting her cheek, she managed a nod before pressing on. She immediately felt guilty for being gruff with Lora, for her pride, for thinking of leaving them behind. Lora and Irina were all she had now, and she knew she shouldn’t entertain ideas of abandoning them.
Instead, Ennis trudged into the town that baffled her. Rising was fairly large but spread out, the several thousand or so inhabitants sprawled across several grassy hills rolling down to a riverplain. Rather than laid out with a plan, like Highcrest with its concentric circles, Rising was however it wanted to be; paths wound this way and that, curving around houses and trees; the fronts of houses all faced different ways; animals roamed about freely, what pens there were standing in disarray. Most of the paths led to the town square. There was some semblance of order there, however small: all the front doors faced into the square. Each house varied in size and there was little space between them, families cramming their four walls into whatever void they could find.
As she walked the narrow northeast path into the square, she groaned. No door was left unpainted, varying between light blues, deep reds, and rich greens. There were no less than six green doors.
She started with the first, tapping her knuckles against the painted wood. She waited. Nothing. Her shoulders slumped with relief. Next house.
Her worst fears came true as a hefty, middle-aged woman with a scowl answered the door. The sight of Ennis prickled the woman, and she straightened, taking a sharp breath that raised her impressive bosom high.
“What do you want?”
Squaring her shoulders, Ennis replied, “I have medicine from Sister Renata. She said it was to the green door.”
“Do I look like I need medicine?”
Ennis bit her tongue so she wouldn’t tell the woman what she thought she needed.
“My apologies,” Ennis said through gritted teeth. “Wrong green door.”
“Wrong indeed. And next time you presume to knock on my door, be sure you do it at the back. That’s the only place fitting for your kind.”
And with that, the green door slammed shut in her face. Lips pursed and fists clenched, Ennis hurried away from the house before pounding on the door again to tell the woman that she was fat, rude, and particularly ugly.
Her first encounter didn’t bode well; with each new house, Ennis learned a bit more about Lowland hospitality. Her Courtnay pride suffered with each slammed door and thrown insult, chewed up and spit back out. By the fifth green door she was ready to throw the medicine down a well and be damned with it.
A woman answered the last door, wiping her hands on a stained apron dusted with flour. Her brows rose at the sight of Ennis, and Ennis tried to hold back a wince.
The woman smiled. “Can I help you?”
Ennis remembered to breathe and couldn’t decide if she wanted to smile back or cry. “Yes, I have some medicine from the Haven. Is this the right house?”
The woman’s face expanded into a warm smile as she took the parcel from Ennis. “Yes, this is for me! My little boy’s been running a fever. Thank you very much, Sister.”
“It was no trouble. But I’m not a Sister.”
“Oh,” said the woman, “when will you take the vows?”
“Never if I have my way.”
At this the woman laughed and opened her door wider. “Now that’s something. Will you come inside? I’ve been baking all day with little company.”
Now it was Ennis’s turn to raise her brows. “Are you sure?” was all she could think to say.
The woman looked at her like she was being silly. “You’re going to turn down fresh pie?”
Her stomach grumbled loudly at the word and the woman laughed again. Blushing, Ennis asked, “Wouldn’t you rather I go around back?”
The woman snorted. “I think you’re good enough for my door. And besides, we haven’t a backdoor to go through.”
If the long march to Rising had taught her nothing else, Ennis now had a healthy appreciation for warm food, so, lifting her chin, she walked stiffly into the comfortable home. The threshold led directly into a large main room adorned with a hearth, several chairs, a threadbare rug, and a long oak table with two benches. Several kinds of armaments hung on the walls; particularly ostentatious were the two crossed swords above the hearth.
Before the crackling fire, wrapped in a bundle, was a little boy who couldn’t have been more than five. After closing the door behind Ennis, the woman went to him. She poured water into a small wooden bowl and mixed the powder from Renata’s package in. To wake him she gently stroked his hair, crooning pleasant words. He wrinkled his nose at the chalky water, but after a moment, he resigned to small gulps of the mixture.
“That’s my good boy,” she murmured, standing when his head lolled back onto the pillow.
She motioned for Ennis to sit on one of the benches. Ennis did so slowly, overly aware of herself, elbows tucked in, hands folded together before her. Her awkwardness seemed to amuse the woman as she turned to a brick oven on the far side of the room. Using her apron, she gingerly withdrew a searing pan and placed it on a counter, then flapped the apron’s hem at the fluffy bread loaf.
She moved to a second pan and cut two precise pieces of some sort of berry pie. Ennis accepted it gratefully and had to stop herself from devouring it whole.
“So, unwilling Sister,” said the woman as she sat down, “what do they call you?”
Swallowing, she replied, “Ennis.”
“Well, Ennis, it’s a pleasure to know you.” After bowing her head, she added, “I’m Kenna.”
Gracelessly bowing her head too, Ennis looked to Kenna for guidance. Head bowing had been out of fashion in the Highlands for several decades, in favor of curtseys, bowing from the waist, and several kinds of arm flourishes. What was more, there were few who Ennis, the daughter of a lord, would have to bow to.
“And who were your mother and father, Ennis?”
She straightened, her shoulders squaring, her chin rising. This she knew how to do well. “My mother was Asa Dunley of Bramden, Lady of Highcrest, and my father was Ehman Courtnay, Lord of Highcrest, the Westerlands, and the High Mountains.”
Kenna grinned again at Ennis’s speech.
Ennis blushed at how ridiculous the words were here, now.
“It cannot be easy for you,” Kenna said, “to come from such a city as yours, to a place like this.”
Though quick to agree, she immediately thought of Adena. “I’ve been luckier than many.”
“I can’t imagine having to march across Mithria, so far from home. The things you must have seen…”
Ennis said hollowly, “So long as a Courtnay lives, Highcrest will thrive again.”
Putting her hand on Ennis’s, Kenna said quickly, “I didn’t mean to upset you.”
“It’s all right,” she replied with a shake of her head. “You’re too kind to upset me.”
At this Kenna smiled. “I’m happy to hear it.” Kenna took their plates back to her sturdy counter before bringing out another bowl. Kenna sprinkled it with more flour and brought this and a smaller bowl over to the table with a cloth. Placing the small bowl before Ennis, she then scooped two handfuls of rough dough into it and saved the rest for herself.
“My pie is the best in Rising and I expect compensation,” Kenna said with good humor.
Ennis’s eyes widened, horrified with the prospect of kneading dough.
“I’ve heard many things about your Highlands. Tell me all about it—I want to hear of your fine swordsmen and glittering gowns. Spare me no detail.”
When Ennis remained silent, Kenna looked up from her work. She couldn’t contain her laugh at Ennis’s pale and cringing face.
“Don’t tell me you’ve never handled dough!”
“We had a cook...” Ennis croaked.
The front door boomed open suddenly, and as Kenna tried to stifle her giggling, a broad man and a lad with floppy blond hair walked in. The man regarded Kenna in bemusement as he wiped his hands on his pant legs. Ennis recognized him from the march. He was close to Manek, a seneschal of some sort.
“What’s this now?” he said.
As Kenna composed herself, the man strode over and kissed her. He was big in all senses of the word—broad shoulders, muscular arms, meaty fingers, wide chest, firm legs. He dwarfed his wife yet seemed even gentler than she. Ennis attempted not to stare as she tried to recall his name. He was besmirched with grime, but his face shone as he too began to laugh.
“Taryn,” said Kenna between chuckles, “this is Ennis Courtnay. Can you believe it?—a highborn in our humble home!”
“Well now,” he said, looking to their guest. “How’ve you been, Lady Courtnay? Does the Haven treat you well?”
“I’m well, thank you. You have a very nice home,” Ennis hedged.
“You know her already?” Kenna asked.
“Your husband was good enough to make our tents most nights. His kindness meant a great deal to us.”
Even with the soot covering his cheeks, Ennis could see Taryn blush.
“It was nothing,” he said. “I’m sure you would’ve caught on with another sennight.”
“Themin forbid another sennight of marching.”
Kenna barked with laughter, her eyes twinkling at Ennis. When she turned back to her husband, she looked him up and down. “I swear, sometimes I think you try to get that filthy! Wash up, the both of you—I’ll not have this fine lady thinking I keep a house of vagabonds!”
Heading to the small kitchen, Taryn and his son, who stared at Ennis so long it made her squirm, washed their hands best they could in a small basin.
“And what brings Lady Courtnay to us?” asked Taryn as he dried off his hands. Ennis grinned at Kenna’s obvious cringe when seeing her dirtied dishcloth.
“Ennis brought medicine for Kellen. I invited her to stay for pie and she was—”
“Woman, why didn’t you say there was pie?”
“—And she was just about to tell me all about the Highlands, so eat your pie and shush!”
Ennis smiled at their banter. When the family was settled, she began with what she knew best: Highcrest.
She told them of her beautiful city, of its wide cobblestone streets, the houses with their whitewashed walls that gleamed at midday. She spoke of the castle, the great towers and spires that demanded admiration; the Keep that sat at the top like a stone crown; and the great hall strewn with tapestries and always bustling with swordsmen and officials helping her father manage the booming iron mines to the north. Of the large lake that surrounded Highcrest, the city’s walls seemingly rising from the cold waters where fish and caverns abounded beneath the placid blue surface. Of how her father had charged her two years ago with management of the harbor and how it flourished with her reorganization. Of the sumptuous balls held in the great hall and the best gossip from the serving maids.
She recalled Adena’s coming-of-age ball. It had been a bright star in an otherwise cloudy sky; still coming to terms with Adena’s diagnosis, the family had rallied around Adena’s coming-of-age as something to celebrate. That night, Adena received her marriage bands, as all other Highland women did on their twentieth year. It was tradition that the young woman wore the bracelets until the time of her marriage, when she would clasp the left band around her new husband’s right wrist.
“Did you ever give up your left bracelet?” asked Kenna while Ennis stole a much-needed breath.
Ennis’s heart sank, the spell evaporating, and everything slipped back into memory.
“No,” she said finally, “no, they were both taken from me.”
Kenna and Taryn shared a glance between them. They needn’t ask.
Taryn stood. “Well, thank you for your story, Ennis. And thank you, wife,” he said, leaning down to kiss Kenna’s cheek, “for the pie. C’mon now, Marc, back to work for us.”
The boy, almost a young man, was begrudging, all huffs and dragging feet, as he stole sidelong glances at Ennis. She tried not to notice. Taryn leaned over his younger boy by the fire, ruffling his hair fondly before heading out the door, Marc close behind him.
“Grace our home as often as you please, Ennis,” he said with a quick smile.
With their departure, Kenna began folding the dough into another bread pan, smirking at but not saying anything about Ennis’s rather miserable portion.
“Kenna, if you don’t mind me asking…why are you being so kind to me?” Ennis asked, her voice barely more than a whisper. Themin knew nobody wanted to be around her these days, and she couldn’t blame them.
Smiling softly, she said, “I suppose if what’s happened to you happened to me, I’d want a little kindness. I don’t think it’s very hard to be kind. And besides, war prize or no, you’re a woman, and we must stick together.”
Ennis grinned and nodded.
She left Kenna’s home almost an hour later with an over-full stomach, having eaten entirely too much pie. Dusk had settled over Rising, making her jolt in surprise when she stepped out of Kenna’s. She ran back to the Haven, knowing she’d earned herself a tongue-lashing from Sister Renata.
She entered the Haven as they were lighting the evening candles. Immediately she wanted to shrink back into the coming night. Though a blazing fire roared in the hearth, the Haven lacked the warmth of Kenna’s house. It smelled sharply of medicines and herbs, not spices and fruit. Ennis’s full stomach twisted.
Lora hurried up the corridor to her, her mouth opening. Ennis brushed past her, fleeing up the staircase and into their bedroom. Throwing herself in bed, Ennis closed her eyes, drowsy from the feast of pie, uncaring that she would be reprimanded for missing evening prayers.
She feigned sleep when Lora came to fetch her, burrowing deeper into her blankets. For one night, she just wanted to let herself remember. The sennights of marching and the hours of daily prayer numbed her to the memories, but tonight, just for a while, if only in her mind, she wanted to be Ennis Courtnay again.




Fourteen

It was in the hundred and tenth year of the Dunstan Line that Dea turned her face once again to the Highlands. Betraying the Treaty of Clearway, Brohm Farlan led his bannermen against our King Dunstan. The two armies met at the northern riverplain, where the water is deep and the current unforgiving. The river ran red, and the Highlands has never since seen such death as the First Farlan Revolt. Let us pray we never do.

—from A Highland History




Standing on the wide granite porch of the Highland House, Adren Dunstan looked down upon Ells with a heavy heart. The midday sun was cold and distant, as if Themin was loath to turn his face toward the Highland king. He pulled his bearskin cloak closer to his exposed neck.
Below him, the ancient city was at work. It made his heart ache to see how efficiently his people readied for yet another battle. He’d hoped never to ask this of them again, but Ellsians and Highlanders alike merely took the news with resigned faces. They didn’t ask why. Just where.
His castle, the steep-roofed Highland House, was the center of activity. All hands were busy doing something—preparing food, hammering metal, stitching saddles. Everyone, it seemed, but him. Adren didn’t mean to stand idly, but he was melancholy and knew the only cure was to finally spy Colm over the crest of the castle wall.
He’d received his son’s letter some sennights ago and had been expecting him back any day now. The longer he waited, the worse it was. Colm had taken three battalions with him to Highcrest, and Adren was anxious to have both his son and his soldiers back. He wished he could have devoted more to Colm’s cause. He wished, just as much as Colm did, to take the city and restore one of the Courtnay girls, if one could be found. Adren dreaded having to ask Colm to face the truth—if any of the Courtnays had survived, they were deep within the Midlands, or worse, the Lowlands. They would never see the Highlands again. Colm would never find Ennis.
Were Adren not facing invasion in the spring, he would have thrown himself into reclaiming Highcrest. A knife of guilt and outrage had wedged deep in his chest, and only retaking Ehman’s city would heal the wound. Highcrest, with its stone terraces and crystalline harbor, was so much more than the seat of the High Mountains; it was the west, the mountains, the backbone of his kingdom.
Something over the castle wall caught his eye, and Adren breathed a sigh of relief to see a long column of horses and men filing down the Hillside Road.
“He won’t like being leashed.”
Adren turned at the sound of his daughter’s voice. Isla stood beside him; when she came he couldn’t say. Always light of foot, Adren sometimes wondered if she was more ethereal than human. He hadn’t heard her raise her voice since she was three, though he was sure Colm had given her plenty of reasons to scream until the rafters shook. Isla wasn’t, however, a meek soul. Quite the opposite, she had a will of iron and a sharp mind to match. A quiet word from her could silence a whole hall.
“We don’t have a choice. I need him and his men for the spring.”
“How long will you let them keep Highcrest?”
Adren sighed. “We must make safe Dannawey before we think of Highcrest. We cannot lose two cities.”
“And what if you cannot save Dannawey?”
He shifted his weight. “Then we’ll destroy the bridges and make them contend with the De’lan.”
“It has saved us in the past,” Isla agreed. She looked out at the city below. “When will you depart?”
“Soon,” he said. “And I’m leaving Ells to you.”
She didn’t look surprised, only nodded. They both knew Colm needed to be close at hand; much as Adren hated to admit it, he couldn’t be trusted not to march on Highcrest again. His son had become despondent ever since the news reached them. He loved Ennis Courtnay dearly, had waited patiently for years for her and her father to agree to betrothal negotiations. Adren could only hope throwing Colm headlong into safeguarding the realm would keep him from falling into total despair.
“I’ll be taking the bulk of the army, but five battalions will stay behind with you here. They will be at your command.”
Isla pulled her long auburn braid over one shoulder and twisted the ends around one finger. She was thinking, and Adren stood quietly, waiting for her question. There was little he loved more than his daughter’s questions. Her former governess, a hedgehog of a woman, always liked to say Isla had cut her teeth on questions.
Sometimes, late in the night, when Adren was deep in his cups and he sat alone in the great hall, the fire dying in front of him, he wished he’d the wherewithal to leave Isla his throne. She was made to be much more than a lady. Isla was the queen the Highlands needed; but in its indignation over being left a queen rather than a king, the country would no doubt abandon her.
With a unification that was barely five years old and an invasion along the southern border impending, he knew now was not the time to upend the order—much as Colm’s disinterest in politics gave Adren pause. His rash attempt to reclaim Highcrest only redoubled Adren’s fears. He’d told himself all would be well with a woman like Ennis Courtnay on the throne beside Colm, but now…
He looked at Isla. Now, perhaps his selfishness would actually do good. He stood in the way of her happiness once, denying her the man of her heart. Perhaps now he could at least give her a city.
“Shouldn’t we be worried he’ll attack our flank—take Ells from the east?”
Trust his canny daughter to see that. Yes, their flank was weakened, it was true. The eastern provinces had been ravaged in the Third Farlan Revolt, the old families all but destroyed. Only thirteen-year-old Eldric Lachlan, Lord of King’s Cross, stood between Ells and an attack from the east.
“Worry? Yes. Expect? No.”
Isla quirked a questioning eyebrow. “No? This Larn of the Midlands has towns under his command east of the Gray Hills. It would be simple enough to launch an invasion from there.”
“Themin knows it would. But no. Larn of the Midlands wants my full attention.”
“And attacking the Highland House wouldn’t get your attention?”
“He knows he can’t reach Ells without taking another city. We’re well protected here; Aldann to the west, King’s Cross to the east, and Dannawey to the south. So he must take one. And which one will win him the most glory? Which will enrage the Highland king most?”
“Dannawey,” Isla said on an exhale, her eyes bright.
“Dannawey.”
They stood silently as Colm and his captains came trotting into the inner bailey below, their horses’ hooves clattering on the cobblestones.
“I wish you would take me with you and leave Colm,” she said so quietly Adren barely heard her.
He looked at his daughter. The bright glint in her eyes had turned sorrowful. While Isla was a skilled swordsman and archer, he knew it wasn’t the coming battle she longed for.
Arion Morn was now Lord of Dannawey, his elder brother Arek killed at Highcrest. Isla had been in love with Arion since they were twelve years old, and a day rarely went by that Adren wished he’d known then how much grief Arion Morn would cause both him and his daughter. Perhaps then he would not have selfishly stalled the marriage negotiation, heartsick at the idea of letting his daughter go. The Morns had not waited, and Arion had been married two years hence to the eldest daughter of one of the Morn’s border lords.
“No,” Adren said quietly. “I need you here, my love.”
Isla only nodded. No fight, no argument. Just picked up her skirts and returned to the Highland House.
If it was possible, Adren’s heart only grew heavier. Were the Dunstans doomed? Even with a crown now sitting atop his head, Adren felt cursed. What was a crown to his children’s unhappiness?
Taking a long breath to fortify his suffering heart, Adren began down the porch steps into the bailey. The sooner he told Colm, the better. It was the best Adren could do for his children now—spare them from further heartache. This meant getting Colm to Dannawey—and keeping Isla far from it.




Fifteen

Poison, Lora. They tried to poison him. The Keep is in an uproar and Father’s beside himself. The kitchen boy was finally taken from the great hall—his eyes were still open. I fear he suffered. But in my heart of hearts, I thank Themin that it wasn’t Father as they intended. They have fled like cowards, probably back to Ferrawood. I swear to you, should I ever get my hands on either one of them, I’ll have them strung up by their thumbs on the ramparts and left for the crows.

—note from Ennis Courtnay to Lora Finnley




“Ennis, it’s time for morning libations.”Groaning, Ennis cracked an eye open, finally having mastered dozing while standing. “We’ve already been to morning prayers.”
“Yes, I know, but Renata says that when first coming to the Mother, you must be especially dutiful and pour libation every day in the hope that she’ll enter your soul.”
Irina’s eyes were glossy, distant, as if she was searching for Ceralia down the hall. Begrudging as Ennis was towards the mind-numbing rituals of the Haven, she couldn’t deny the effect they’d had on her sister. Irina had awoken from her traumatized stupor, she claimed, a new woman. Ennis agreed that she was someone new. Though she’d always been reserved, Irina had a quick wit and eloquent tongue. Her eyes had been so expressive, so animated—Ennis had always known what she was thinking. But now her eyes were deadened, and Ennis could read them as well as she could a stranger’s.
“I want to find my way into the arms of the Mother, Ennis, and I want you to find peace too. It would mean a great deal if you’d pour the libation with me.”
Ennis nodded, if gruffly. Together they walked from the Haven to the makeshift temple. A slow, methodical trickle dripped from the drainpipe above. Whereas Irina found it soothing, Ennis hated it, the repetitiveness driving her mad. Most nights she slept with her pillow over her head to quiet the incessant drip, drip, drip.
They kneeled before the stone statuette of the all-giving Mother, who gazed back serenely. Her head was rendered near smooth from the constant dripping, her straight hair cascading down squared shoulders. A small smile that didn’t reach her eyes adorned the cool face. A thick garment resembling the simple dress Ennis, Irina, and the Sisters wore was carved on her shoulders, the neckline low, pronouncing the statue’s full breasts. Her right hand crossed over her chest, resting over her heart, while her left reached out, Renata said lovingly, to whosoever sought her guidance and affection.
Humming the low tune Renata had taught her, Irina ceremoniously raised the wooden pitcher she’d brought above her head and asked for the goddess’s blessing and to be ushered into her loving embrace. Irina’s zealousness bemused Ennis. Never devout to anything other than her family, her fiancé, and her dogs before, this new Irina was baffling.
But then, the seemingly endless days of walking away from their burning city had changed Ennis as well. Each time she closed her eyes, Ennis saw that inferno, swallowing up all she’d ever known. Her father’s head rolled through her dreams each night as she lay on her lumpy mattress. Some nights she didn’t sleep at all for fear of living through that night again.
After the water was poured, Irina sat on her heels and reached for her sister’s hand while softly humming another hymn. The touch of her sister, almost foreign now, nearly brought Ennis to tears.
While Irina hummed, Ennis gazed upon the statuette. And under that enigmatic, stony gaze, Ennis knew she would never be graced with the Mother’s love. She was far too ambitious—her peace was in vengeance. Her peace was in Highcrest.
But for now, she was content to grip her sister’s hand. The woman beside her may be new, but she was still her sister. Religious zeal could never change that.
Quiet footsteps came up behind them, and Ennis felt a hand on her shoulder. Looking up, she beheld Renata, whose other hand rested on Irina’s shoulder. She smiled down at them beatifically, but while Irina smiled back, Ennis only scowled.
“I’m glad to see you two together,” Renata said. “It’s a rare gift, to be sisters in both blood and faith.” She looked to Irina and grinned. “You see? I told you she’d open her heart soon enough.”
Realizing she’d been brought there at Renata’s suggestion, Ennis stiffened and retracted her hand from her sister’s. Perhaps it was out of love and concern that her sister wanted her to find the Mother, but that Renata was behind it all agitated her beyond belief.
Renata’s smile turned sharp; it was the look Ennis suspected a wolf wore when it had cornered a fat rabbit. There was a cunning glint to Renata’s eyes, and as she stood over her, all feigned sympathy and sugary sweetness, Ennis remembered with a gasp where she’d seen her face before. It had gazed down at her once, the same maliciousness shining brightly just before her father was nearly assassinated.
Jumping to her feet, Ennis wouldn’t meet Irina or Renata’s eyes as she retreated to the Haven.
“Ennis, I would have a word with you!” Renata called after her.
Ennis stopped, readying herself. She crossed her arms, as if that could shield her from Renata’s sharp eyes, could contain the fury burning her blood to a boil.
“Why do you do this?” Renata asked.
“Do what?” said Ennis through gritted teeth. How long would the Lady Sister play this game? She’d known who Ennis and Irina were that first day, when Manek had left them on the Haven’s doorstep. Ennis remembered the gleam in Renata’s eyes as she snapped her fingers, and the bottom of her stomach fell away.
“Why do you undermine your sister’s happiness?—your own happiness? Surely you see the progress Irina’s made.”
“Irina’s greatly improved,” Ennis agreed, forcing the words out. By Themin, did Renata have designs on Irina? All the menial, humiliating work she gave Ennis made sense now, but what was her game with Irina? Panic bloomed in the center of her chest, and Ennis vowed she’d never let Renata sink her claws into Irina. Never. Not her sister.
Renata folded her hands in front of her, a gesture Ennis was coming to despise. “The path to Ceralia’s love isn’t an easy one. I know you’re afraid to put it underfoot.”
“I’ve no intention of joining your Sisterhood.”
“Do you think you’re so different from the rest of us? We all came to this place as highborns—we were all meant for something much different, but then the hordes came. I was the first of Manek’s gifts. I too watched my father and brothers put to the sword, my sisters sent to the four winds. You aren’t the first, and you won’t be the last.”
“And where was it you were captured, Sister? Not Ferrawood. One of the Westerland villages, then? Is that where you’ve been hiding with your miserable little group all this time?” Squaring her shoulders, she felt a rush of satisfaction to see surprise flashing across Renata’s face. “Oh, I know who you are, Renata Ainsley. I know how you can smile and speak honeyed words. You almost brought down Highcrest when you and your husband pretended friendship with my father, only to betray him to the Farlans. I know all this, I know you, and I’m telling you it won’t work on me. They may believe you’re the devout Lady Sister, but I know better.”
The memories darkened Renata’s face, but not for long. Schooling her features, Renata cocked her head ever so slightly.
“You truly are a sad, lost little waif. You think now, after all that’s happened, the Highlands matters anymore? I pity you, Ennis, if you think you’ll ever see the Highlands again.”
Ennis prickled.
“Can’t you see Irina and Lora just want to settle into their new lives, to accept the Mother, but they can’t find peace because of you?”
“No, you’re making them believe that this life is their only choice.”
“Choice!” Renata scoffed. “Choice? What choice do you think any of you have, Ennis? You may accept the Mother, welcome her into your soul, and become enlightened—or you can drown in your self-pity and stay a warprize forever. That is the only choice you have.”
“I won’t trade one,” she pointed at the black cloth round her neck, “for another.” Her finger jerked to the white sash wound around Renata’s torso.
“Oh, Ennis. Can you not see? Your choice is between freedom and slavery.”
“You don’t offer freedom.”
“Ennis, I—the Mother, offer you liberation.” She pulled down the neckline of her dress, revealing only skin. “Do you see anything there? Hmm? I’m no longer a warprize thanks to the Mother.”
Ennis’s heart leapt into her throat as Renata righted her dress. “When you accept the Mother, she’ll free you. Divine daughters are slaves to no one. So join us, Ennis. Give up the past and make peace.”
Ennis met Renata’s gaze, horrified. She thought she saw the Sister’s lips twitch, holding in a grin. It was a wolf looking at her again.
“A snake like you never wants just peace,” Ennis spat before retreating back into the Haven.
She startled several women sitting in the front hall when the door slammed behind her. The panic had broken free of her chest, making her hands shake and her breath come in short, ragged spurts. She had to pull herself up the stairs; her hands clawed at the wall for balance as she made for the bedroom.
Throwing the door open, she crumpled upon her mattress. She’d never been so fond of the lumpy thing. Pulling the quilt up to her chin, she ordered herself not to cry. She felt like raw glass, being spun and strung, ever thinning and changing. She was molten, malleable, vulnerable, and she sobbed to think it would be Renata’s and the Mother’s hands that would shape her now.
Hot, heavy tears splashed down her face no matter how much she tried not to cry. When the door creaked open, she pawed at her face. But another escaped. Another and another.
Lora sighed, a small noise that conveyed the depth of her disappointment. “Ennis, you can’t be in bed.”
She only moaned in response.
“Ennis, you can’t keep doing this! Who do you think Renata badgers to get you to behave? She comes to me, gets angry with me whenever you do something like this! Do you think I like Renata?—well, I don’t, but I’m not very fond of you right now, either.”
“I will not listen to the likes of her!” she spat beneath the covers.
Lora huffed and suddenly the quilt flew from Ennis, and the world was cold.
“Get up,” Lora clipped.
Ennis cracked her right eye open. Lora’s hands were on her hips, looking like she wasn’t to be trifled with. But neither was Ennis in her foul mood. Her tears turned into a sneer.
“I wasn’t meant for this!”
“No one’s meant to be a slave!—but that’s the fate dealt us, Ennis, and you must accept it.”
Blanket or no, Ennis turned onto her left side, facing the wall. “Why don’t you go pray to your Mother. I’m sure she’d be happy to listen to your whining.”
“My whining?” Lora threw her hands up, snarling in exasperation. She hauled Ennis up by her shoulders and gave them a shake. “Why must you do this? Would you rather be some warlord’s whore? This is our life now, Ennis—when will you see that?”
“I am no slave.”
Lora slapped her, straight across the face.
Tired and strained, Lora’s sad gaze almost broke Ennis’s heart. But the sting of her slap was fresh against Ennis’s skin, and she couldn’t find it in herself to be forgiving.
“You are a slave,” Lora hissed, tears pouring from her eyes, “you’re a slave, I’m a slave—it is our fate. You only make it harder—for me and for you, fighting it.”
“Well, then,” Ennis said, “I’ll just become a proper little Sister, demure and devout.” She crossed her arms, placing each hand on the opposite shoulder, in mock prayer. “I’ll pray every day and live out my life the picture of daughterly virtue.”
“How dare you! You’re so selfish, so ungrateful!”
“My father—”
“Your father’s dead!” A hush swallowed them as they both took the words like a bucket of cold water over the head. Lora’s head sank into her hands. “He’s dead,” she sobbed, “your father—my father…they’re all…they’re all dead.”
As her friend, her lifelong friend, shook, Ennis steadied. All the ugly things she’d said sank into her flesh like barbs, stinging her heart. She took a step towards Lora, attempting to embrace her, but she stepped away. Holding her hand up, Lora wiped away her tears and straightened.
They stood gazing at one another for a long moment before Ennis bit out, “I’m sorry.”
“Me too.”
And with that, Lora left Ennis alone with her guilt. Ennis knew Lora’s pain wouldn’t be soothed with two simple words—not after all the words that had come before.
Her shoulders sagged from what she’d done. But her heart panged painfully from pride. She’d said nothing that wasn’t true. Highcrest was her birthright. She was Ehman Courtnay’s daughter, she was—
“Stop,” she muttered to herself, to no one. Slumping back onto the mattress, she pulled her knees up into her chest. What had she done? Putting her face in her hands, she grasped clumps of hair with merciless fingers and pulled until it hurt.
Highcrest crept into her thoughts, but it only made her sick. It was a dream now. She would never go back—she would never reclaim her city. She wasn’t a highborn anymore. She was worse than a slave.
She was alone.




Sixteen

I’m sorry, Colm, but it will be impossible to meet you for Wintersmeet. Father put in me in charge of the harbors, and I confess, they are not as orderly as I’d like. I can see why Father sacked his harbor master—his handwriting is atrocious, never mind his incompetence with numbers. I’m going to look the ledgers over, but I fear the man may have embezzled. Much as I loathe the idea of him swindling us, I won’t be sorry to see that man thrown in irons. So I must work through the holidays and get everything in order—all must be put to rights before spring. I am sorry again that we couldn’t meet; where will you be for the First Full Sun?

—letter from Ennis Courtnay to Colm Dunstan




“Gah!” Tossing away yet another scrap of paper, Manek’s head sagged into his ink-stained hands. Empty pieces of parchment taunted him, and he pushed away from the desk he’d so proudly added to his room three years ago, dejected.
Rough-edged papers littered the floor like refuse on the beach, and he felt guilty for the waste. Paper wasn’t a luxury the Lowlands created; as much as his men coveted jewels, furs, and swords, he loved paper, ink, and quills. He was almost giddy when opening a seized trunk and finding it full of parchment.
The supplies he’d made away with from Highcrest were of the finest quality, which only made him feel worse about having them decorate his floor.
Pulling himself back to the wide writing space, he dipped his quill into the inkwell and began scratching. He gave up the tentative, wobbly letters for straight, precise lines. Quickly it turned into a grid-like drawing; an image of his blossoming ideas for Rising.
His home was small, vulnerable. There was a reason Highland cities had been the centers of power for centuries, a reason he fully intended to imitate. Order prevailed in places such as these. They were planned, organized, regulated. It was everything Rising wasn’t but could become.
He scratched several lines along the edge of the paper, visualizing the most important of his renovations: a wall. Highcrest’s Mountain Gate had kept out invaders for centuries. He’d breeched it only because it had fallen into disrepair, Ehman Courtnay putting off repairs from the Highland Wars to instead focus on his mines and fish. Complacency had been his doom. He saw the exact same complacency in his own father, but it wouldn’t be their undoing, not if he could stay in Rising long enough to see change put into motion.
Now there was the problem of it. Leaning back, he put his hands behind his head and gazed out the bright window above the desk. The past five years he hadn’t been able to stay long enough in Rising to accomplish much of anything. Raiders ensured he came back to a crippled home and Larn made sure he couldn’t stay long enough to see it fully recovered.
He ran a hand through his hair, aggravated his father was so short-sighted. What Kierum wanted was a raiding party of their own, to counteract Rick to the south. And Manek couldn’t gainsay him. On campaign, he was warlord in his father’s stead, but in Rising, his father ruled. Even now, Kierum was out seeing to the northern farmsteads and their family’s holdings in the east while Manek wound away his time with ink and parchment.
What little time he had at home was wasted. He saw it ticking by, unable to stop it.
He expected word from Larn any day, having been peacefully at home for almost half the winter. Manek would be leaving his home almost defenseless come spring. Larn would want more, more, always more, and the last reserves Manek had been able to leave as a façade of protection for Rising would come with him.
Kierum, with his crippled leg, and a few old men would be all that was left. And his father’s reputation wasn’t enough to keep the Oltaraani at bay anymore. In his day, Kierum had been a fearsome warrior—had won the right to call himself warlord twenty years ago in a contest between all the strongmen of the Lowlands. All the Lowland tribes sent their best men to vie for the honor. Kierum walked away the victor with everyone’s respect and loyalty, and from then on, all the Lowland towns had looked to him as their leader. But war was a pitiless livelihood—rather than dying in battle as he wished, Ean planned a much crueler fate for Kierum. His leg was so badly wounded on campaign with Larn that though he lived, the duties of warlord unofficially fell to his son.
Standing, Manek wondered if he worried too much. Waurin told him so often. His head felt heavy, the air around him thick. He needed to get out, away from his desk, his room, his plans.
Heading down the narrow corridor then the staircase, he crept along the back wall of the great hall. His mother sat with a bundle of yarn in her lap at the long redwood table his father had lovingly placed in the hall years ago. It’d been for meetings that never took place, now a reminder of ambitious dreams that went nowhere. The hall itself was a sad sight too; dark and cavernous, now the only things that hung from the great timber rafters were memories and regrets. He made for the side door, taking the long way to the stables.
Oren was gnawing on hay, and while happy to see Manek, he seemed unenthusiastic at the prospects that came with him. He gobbled up quick mouthfuls of hay while Manek threw a blanket then saddle over his broad back.
“Perhaps there’ll be carrots in the market—maybe even apples?” he crooned. Such treats perked Oren’s ears, and he managed an apathetic trot down the hill from the great house into Rising proper.
Since he didn’t have somewhere in mind to go, he and Oren wandered nowhere in particular. Oren finally came to a stop to nibble on some particularly bushy patches of grass as Manek searched the town, looking for anything to occupy himself with.
And then there she was. Walking hastily along a winding path, Ennis watched her footfalls carefully, a package nestled in the crook of her elbow. A long braid swayed behind her.
The gray novice dress did little for her shape, and he was unreasonably relieved not to see the white sash of a Sister crisscrossing her torso. Instead, she wore the cloak he’d given her what seemed a lifetime ago, his very own. He’d nearly emptied his own trunk by the time they’d made it home, but the women were his responsibility and clothes were a small ask. Everything had been brought to him by a shy Lora several days after returning to Rising, pressed and folded. Everything except that cloak. His eyes lingered on the sun glinting through her hair, the sway of cloak’s folds that just hinted at her hips, the curve of her neck.
When Ennis made it to the main path, she looked up. At first she didn’t see him, but when she did, her brows rose. He squirmed a little in the saddle as he forced himself to nod.
She tentatively grinned, raised her hand as if to wave, and then seemed to change her mind. Instead she nodded stiffly and hurried on her way, catching the westward path into the town square.
He sat there dumbly in her wake, unsure what to do next.
There was the gentlest of tugs in his chest, between his ribs. He recognized the sensation; he was stopping on her account again. He wanted to follow her, see how she was getting on. He sighed, remembering his promise to himself that he’d give this up when they made it to Rising. True, he’d little else to do, but something deep inside him suspected that seeing her now would have consequences. He couldn’t explain the suspicion, only felt that Ennis Courtnay could be very dangerous to him.
He knew all this, felt it to his core, yet gave Oren a nudge, turning onto the path she’d taken. Just once more, he told himself. Just once to satisfy his curiosity.
As he neared the square, he caught a glimpse of glinting golden hair disappearing around the front of Taryn’s house.
The plink of Taryn’s hammer hit him as he approached. The roof extended into a wide awning that draped over Taryn’s workspace, keeping him safe from the incessant Lowland rains. The fire roared in his forge and steam exploded from the barrel of water he stood behind. Extracting what would become a sword after many more backbreaking hours, Taryn placed the cooled metal back into the forge.
Looking up from his work, Taryn raised a hand in greeting. His teeth, exposed in a broad smile, were blinding against his dark, sooty face. Adjusting the sword in the searing coals to where he liked, the swordsmith walked over to Manek.
“Come to put a claim on this next beauty, eh?” he laughed as he and Manek met on the edge of the yard.
Manek chuckled. “I expect this next one to be something special.”
“For you, it’ll have my special touch. I must say, all the swords we brought back from campaign are mighty good inspiration.”
“The best swords come from the Highlands,” Manek agreed.
Taryn smirked. “Not for long.”
“Father!” called a boy, emerging from the house. “Did you want me to cool this?”
“That’s a good lad, Marc. See to it, then!”
The youth went about the task as Taryn wiped some of the grime from his forehead.
“Well, now, what brings you to my humble forge?”
Oh, hell. He hadn’t come up with a good excuse. “Well…Oren seemed as if he needed the exercise.”
Both men peered at the warhorse. Munching lazily behind them, Manek could breathe easy as the horse bolstered his bluff.
“Yes, he certainly seems to have forgotten all about that long, long walk home,” said Taryn, rolling his shoulders unconsciously. “I’ll be happy not to do that again anytime soon.”
Manek looked anywhere but at his friend. It was the worst for men like Taryn, men with young families. Taryn had already missed so many days of his children’s lives, time that couldn’t be made up. But then, at least Taryn had come home.
Taryn caught Manek trying not to look at him and understood. The swordsmith and the warlord needn’t converse to say how heavy their hearts were at the prospect of another campaign.
“When?”
Manek shook his head. “I haven’t gotten word yet. By the end of winter, perhaps.”
Taryn nodded.
Manek glanced over Taryn’s shoulder at his son. A youth, not fifteen, Marc was the last of the Lowland dogs Larn could expect. They’d nothing left to give. But he hadn’t the heart to tell Taryn that now.
When Manek’s eyes kept flicking to the alleyway between Taryn’s house and the next, watching for any glint of golden hair, a small grin overtook Taryn’s face. “Would you like to come inside? Kenna’s been baking all morning.” He waved his hand in front of him as if to smell baked goods.
“Pie wouldn’t go amiss. But I shouldn’t stay long.”
He thought he saw Taryn roll his eyes as he led the way to the front of the house.
“Could you watch him for me?” Manek asked, handing the reins to Marc. The boy nodded enthusiastically, patting the warhorse, who was preoccupied with the several patches of grass within his munching range.
Manek entered the sweet-smelling home behind Taryn cautiously, as if there were enemies inside. Taryn stopped before him, his shoulders shaking in laughter. Peering around the great bear, Manek saw why.
“Oh, almost, almost! Quickly now, get her, get her!” cried Kenna, clapping her hands.
Across the room, Ennis parried a blow from the wooden sword of Kellen, Taryn’s younger boy. Smiling impishly, Kellen launched forward with a determined cry, hacking this way and that. Through thrusts and laughter, he cried, “Got you!—I’ve got you now!—Again!”
Ennis’s face shone warmly in the firelight as she looked down upon her tiny adversary, adeptly avoiding each of his clumsy attacks. Twirling out of the way, she let their wooden swords clash and declared, “You dare challenge me, the fearsome Swordswoman of the North?”
Giggling, Kellen thrust again, and she darted away with grace Manek had scarcely seen in swordplay. Her style was poised and nimble, her stance airy and tactful. It was a style he’d only witnessed in Highcrest.
Swiping at her leg, Kellen only glanced her calf, but Ennis acted as if it was the hammer stroke. Collapsing, she declared, “How could anyone hope to defeat such a valiant swordsman?” before dying in dramatic fashion, hand on her forehead.
Kenna clapped and gushed as Kellen beamed.
Ennis stood, patting off her dress, and smiled. “You, sir,” she said to Taryn as he took another step into the house, “have the makings of a fine swordsman here.”
“A swordsman son for a swordsmith father!”
Taryn scooped up his boy and swung him about, revealing Manek still standing just a step inside the front door. He stiffened, feeling he was intruding.
Kenna’s warm smile reminded him to breathe again as he took another step in. He was determined to look anywhere but at Ennis.
“Well now,” said Kenna, “this is a surprise. I didn’t think you had time anymore for neighborly visits!”
“You and Taryn are always the exception,” Manek said.
Kenna looked over her shoulder at Taryn with a smirk. “Always knows what to say, this one.” Returning her gaze to Manek, she asked, “What brings you to our door?”
“Simply to see your beautiful face.”
“Oh bah,” scoffed Kenna with a wave of her hand. “You’ve come to talk swords. Don’t deny it.”
“What else could there be to talk about?” Taryn joked.
As Kenna turned to swat her husband, Manek finally dared a glance at the real reason he’d come. Ennis met his gaze. She stood stiff too, both of them awkwardly unaware of what to do with their arms.
Walking slowly around the table, Manek settled on placing his hands behind his back. Clearing his throat, he asked Ennis, “How are you?”
Her brows, dark and angular, arched up. “Fine.”
He bit his cheek, his heartbeat feeling irregular. He hoped his face didn’t look too panicked.
“You know Taryn and Kenna too, then?” she asked.
“Yes. How did you meet Kenna?”
“I delivered medicine for Kellen. Kenna invited me in like I was an old friend, like I was…” She looked down at her hands. “She was very kind.”
“They’re fine people. Though,” he chuckled, “giving Kenna secrets to keep is a dangerous gamble.”
She smiled, her face transformed, into something bright and warm. Manek swallowed hard.
“Where did you learn to fight like that?” His voice was gruff even to his own ears.
“In Highcrest, most highborn women are taught the sword. Though,” her eyes crinkled at the edges, her face softened by a memory, “I daresay I had the best teacher.” Her eyes travelled to the belt pulled around his hips. “Would you…may I…?”
He didn’t think twice about pulling Ehman Courtnay’s fine blade from its leather case to give to his daughter.
“My now,” said Kenna on an exhale.
Ennis gripped the golden hilt tightly in her hands, fondly looking over the glinting steel as if it were an old friend.
“My father would always say Highcrest was forged with this sword. Our glory was hammered into its folds. So long as a Courtnay held it, we could never be…” She bit her cheek, eyes darkening. She looked back at Manek and handed it to him.
Her shoulders were taut, her face perturbed as he slid the sword back into its sheath. He opened his mouth to say something, but—
“I have to make something even better than that. Else I can’t hold my head high in this town,” said Taryn with a sigh.
“You make very good blades, my friend,” said Manek, a little relieved to turn away.
“Yes, but they could be better. I confess, they know something up north I don’t.”
“I believe your kiln is too small.”
All eyes turned to look at Ennis and she gazed back nonplussed, blinking into the silence.
“You’re a swordsmith, milady?” Taryn asked in mock surprise.
“No,” she admitted with a rueful smirk, “however, I’m from this north you speak of. And I say your kiln’s too small. The fire must be hotter and the steel better.”
Taryn frowned, almost affronted. “How now?”
Walking over to him, the bearish swordsmith and the highborn lady put their heads together over one of his swords, discussing flaws and improvements. In her opinion, a finer steel needed to be heated to a higher temperature and put through at least two more rounds of firing and cooling before shaping could begin.
“That will give you the flexibility of a Highland sword, and its strength.”
Manek watched as Ennis came alive, discussing something dear to her. Knowledge poured from her freely, and Manek listened just as keenly as Taryn. And as he listened, he thought of something he hadn’t considered before.
In Ennis’s head were centuries of knowledge, knowledge that could now be put to use in the Lowlands. She could be exactly what he needed. But she had to hate him for what he’d done; he knew he did. Why would she help him?
He was so lost in these thoughts that he barely heard Ennis promise to advise Taryn after he tested her initial suggestions. He almost missed her saying her goodbyes, taking her leave.
Taking a step towards the door himself, Manek looked at Taryn and Kenna with what he hoped was a convincing smile. “I’ll be going too, then.” He meant to follow her out, to catch her before she got back to the Haven, to say something he should have already.
Kenna stopped him with, “Manek.”
He turned back to see her giving him a pointed look, an eyebrow cocked.
“You be good to her.”
Unable to hide his surprise, he bowed his head to her and took his leave.
Ennis hadn’t gotten far down the road, hadn’t even left the square. Dashing after her, he touched a hand to her shoulder. She jumped, making him wince.
Giving him a fierce look, she took a step back, her hand over her heart. She pursed her lips, wary eyes narrowed.
For a horrible moment, he could only stammer. “I…I’m sorry. I’m sorry for the part I played. I’m sorry for what’s happened to you. I-I…” There was so much he was sorry for in the past years of his life, so much he could never atone for.
She only stared as his words hung between them.
“You aren’t as awful as I thought you’d be,” she said slowly.
He held his breath.
“It’s not you I blame.” Her face hardened once more as she said with bared teeth, “And should I get the chance, I’d gladly relieve Larn of his head.”
Leaning in close so that only she’d hear, he said, “That makes two of us.”





Seventeen

Though the mortals suffered greatly at the hand of the Deceiver, though violence consumed their hearts and sickness ate their flesh, Mithria would not abandon them. She coaxed from the earth witch hazel, willows, rosehip, and many other plants. These she gifted to the humans and, with Ceralia’s help, showed them how to soothe their wounds.

—Mithria’s Gift




“Lord Manek is always bringing back the nicest ladies for this Haven.” Lora smiled, blushing, as she tied off the ends of the bandage into a knot. Satisfied with her work, she looked up at her patient, a young farrier with hair the color of straw and a regrettable habit of getting kicked by horses.
“You’ll heal up perfectly,” she said, straightening, “but I’m afraid nailing on shoes is out of the question.”
“I’ll have to manage, then.”
“Yes, you’ll have to manage to rest.”
“If it’s a Sisterly order, then I suppose my father can’t argue.”
“Well,” said Lora with a sly grin, “I’m not a Sister yet. But your father doesn’t need to know.”
Grinning ear to ear, the farrier stood as well, adjusting his arm and shoulder to the feel of the sling. He was tall and gawky, his head bowing down and his shoulders slumping unconsciously because of it. But he was kindly, and Lora liked how the corners of his eyes dimpled when he smiled.
As he walked from the small room to the front door of the Haven, the farrier stole a sidelong glance at Lora.
“Is there anything I can do to repay you? You’ve only to name it.”
Opening the door for him, Lora’s gaze drifted downwards. Perhaps in a different time, a different place, she would have continued flirting, but now…
“Say nothing of it. But if you truly want to, any gift to the Haven is greatly appreciated.”
His grin faltered, hoping for a different answer. But he took what he received with a new grin and bowed his head to her.
“Your name, lady? I-if I may ask, that is…”
“Lora,” she said. She swallowed her family name, and it retreated down her throat, hot and sticky.
“I’m beholden to you, Lora.”
“Take care about the hindquarters,” she said with one last smile, finally putting the closed door between them.
Turning around, she leaned the back of her head against the door with a sigh. She had the worst luck. In Highcrest, it’d been the Courtnay girls who received all the admiration, all the smiles, all the flattering eyes. Lora hadn’t minded much, had known her time would come someday. But now all the men she’d ever known were dead and it didn’t seem right to let her mind wander on a Lowland man, whether he was a soldier or a gangly farrier. It wouldn’t feel right, being courted without her father there to ask suspicious questions.
Lora closed her eyes against a familiar twinge of pain just below her fourth rib. Ennis hadn’t been the only one close to her father. If she tried, she could just feel the scratch of her father’s grizzled beard as he leaned down to kiss her cheek.
When she opened her eyes again, she saw Renata coming towards her from the bright front hall. She smelled of herbs and candle wax. Her eyes crinkled in a smile as she approached, making Lora’s gut clench. The woman wielded smiles as deftly as Ennis did a sword, and Lora was keen to only ever get Renata’s benevolent one. Those thrown at Ennis made her shudder.
“They’re rather chatty, these Lowland people. You did right—a woman on the path to divine daughterhood must start giving up earthly ties rather than make them.”
Lora nodded. Renata was keen in her faith, if a little overzealous, and while Ennis railed against it, Lora found it reassuring. Not as reassuring as Irina, who’d wholeheartedly forgiven Renata for her part in the conspiracy against Ehman Courtnay. Still, such a force of faith was something to hold onto in troubling times, and Lora was grateful for that if nothing else.
“He was just being nice.”
“Well, there’s nothing amiss with thankful patients—we’re dependent on them,” Renata said with a grin. Lora was a little unnerved by her unwavering gaze, knowing Renata easily read everything on Lora’s face. “Something troubles you. Ennis, perhaps?”
Lora rolled her eyes involuntarily and said with a laugh, “Ennis troubles everyone now and again.” She closed her mouth with a quick and horrified click, ashamed she was so quick to say such a thing.
“Yes,” Renata said slowly, “I’ve found her quite…determined. But I hope she hasn’t pulled you from the path with her.”
“No, Sister. I’m thankful to you and to the Haven. Ennis just doesn’t…express her gratitude the same.”
Renata coughed delicately. “I don’t think she feels any at all.”
“That’s not true, Sister, believe me. She’s strong willed, but she can be sensible. Just give her time. Let her come to you—she’ll understand soon enough.”
“I’ve been patient with her. This Haven is for the daughters of Ceralia, Lora. If she has no intention of becoming one, I—and the Mother, of course—will be very reluctant to see after her any longer.”
Swallowing the lump in her throat, Lora forced a smile. “You shouldn’t worry. Ennis will find her way, in time.”
Renata pursed her lips, unconvinced.
“Perhaps give her tasks,” Lora thought to add. “She’s good with numbers and likes to work. Give her something to fill her days and challenge her mind.” Lora hoped this at least would buy Ennis a bit more time.
Renata nodded slowly, considering. “I’ll think about it. Thank you. And you must forgive me, Lora, for troubling you with this. I just worry over my novices. Ennis is fighting me, fighting the Mother, and I—well…none of that’s your fault, certainly. But as to filling one’s time, I’ve something for you. Come.”
Lora followed the Sister into the sitting room and stopped before the great hearth, warmly crackling, as Renata leaned over an open trunk. It’d once been painted deep crimson and lush green, but the colors had all but faded, the carvings dwindling from lifelike to mere glimpses of time gone by.
From the trunk Renata pulled a stack of misshapen parchment and handed it to her. Lora discovered they were notes on medicine and healing. She smiled as her fingers traced an old but exquisite sketch of an arm and the layers of muscle beneath.
“You have a knack for healing, Lora. We must nurture such a talent.”
Looking up from the gift, Lora turned her smile onto the Sister. In Highcrest, Lora had spent a good deal of time with her mother’s sister. Aunt Sylva had been a skilled midwife and healer, and Lora took such pride in watching her aunt nurse someone back to health or bring new life into the world. She’d started her third, most important year of apprenticeship with her aunt when…
Lora held the texts to her heart. “Thank you, Sister. I promise I’ll study hard.”
“I’m pleased you’re so interested. If you’ve a mind to heal, then I’ll do all in my power to teach you. You’ll be a credit to this Haven, Lora. Here, you can make something of yourself. I know Ennis doesn’t believe this, but there can be a new life for you here. You need only apply yourself. And open yourself to the Mother, of course.” 




Eighteen

Ean raged throughout his father’s realm, causing chaos and suffering, and many mortals met their doom. The southern lands dried up into arid plains, the ground breaking into ravines and chasms wherever he stomped his feet. In all her grace, the Mother Ceralia touched an azure foot upon the dying land, and everywhere she stepped springs welled to the surface. Softly she did touch a hand to Ean’s face. “Your unhappiness pains me so, my son,” she said. “I am not your son,” Ean spat. And so not even the Mother could soothe the fire in Ean’s heart, and as he suffers, so too do we mortals.

—from The Sufferings of the Lost Son




“Why is all the bedding upstairs?” Renata looked up from her ledgers. “That’s where it’s kept.”
Ennis scowled. “Yes, but why? Surely it’d be simpler to keep it in the storeroom.”
“There’s no space in the storeroom.”
“We could make room. Move the wash basin out into the front hall—so many use it, we get crammed trying to wash in that tiny room. Move it to make room for the linens and we wouldn’t have to run up and downstairs to—”
“They’re kept there because that’s where they go. That’s the way things have always been.”
“But there’s a better way.”
Looking up at her with exasperation from the table she used as a makeshift desk, Renata folded her hands in front of her. “I put everything in its proper place when I came. It’s worked the years I’ve been here. I asked you to organize, clean the shelves here and there, not turn the Haven upside down.”
Now it was Ennis’s turn to feel the burn of exasperation. Biting her cheek, she left Renata’s room with her skirts swinging behind her. She made for her room.
Lora was in there, looking over a few scraps of parchment that’d seen better days. There were sketches of body parts and little lines pointing to different muscles and bones with names at the other end.
Rifling through the beaten trunk, she found the heavy cloak given to her in Highcrest. She’d only blushed a little when she’d hid it from Lora, who’d gathered all the other clothes given to them to return to Manek. She’d had an argument ready—a cloak was the least Manek could give up, considering; keeping his would save the Sisters from having to outfit her with one, and so on. In the end, she’d gotten no questions from Lora, but Renata had looked like she sucked a lemon.
“You’d wear his clothes?” she’d hissed.
“I’d be warm. Sister.”
Pulling it around herself and pushing her arms through the slits, she stood once more, accidentally catching Lora’s gaze.
“I’m going out.”
“Must you?”
“I’ll go mad if I don’t.”
“You’ve finished what Renata asked you to do already?”
Ennis scoffed. “Yes, but there’s no pleasing her.”
Lora opened her mouth to say something else, but Ennis was already from the room before she could utter a syllable.
“Ennis!”
Whole body grimacing, Ennis turned to face Renata’s open threshold. Without looking up from her writing, Renata said, “If you’re going to disobey me, at least make yourself useful. One of the washer women agreed to do some of our clothes in payment—pick them up from her. She’s on the northeast side of town. Red door.”
“Yes, Sister.”
She didn’t enjoy making deliveries or acting as Renata’s errand boy, but at least it got her out of the Haven. The other Sisters whispered about her, that she knew. They wondered where she went, why she went there, and why Manek would talk with her but not the rest of them. If any of them had bothered to ask her to her face, she’d be happy to answer—all but the last, that is. She hadn’t an answer to that.
The day was cloudy and cold, the trees rustling in a strong breeze. It was as if the forest itself shivered. Pulling the cloak closer, she buried her chin in the fur collar. She couldn’t believe how little snow the Lowlands got in winter. Snowfall was replaced with heavy rains from Ceralia, keeping the rolling hills to the east green and the forests to the west lush. By the time she got to the broad red door, the wind had strengthened, tossing the small wisps of hair along her temples about.
A familiar but nameless woman answered Ennis’s knock. She smiled and ushered Ennis in out of the fretting weather. Taming her windswept hair, Ennis had little time to look about the room before receiving the laundered garments.
“Here you are, dear. Good thing you’ve come—nice and clean for the coming storm.”
“You think it will be bad?” she asked as the woman opened the door again.
“There’s something ill-mannered about the sky today. Can’t mean anything good. You’d best get back quick now, dear.”
Thanking the woman, Ennis left, clothes draped over both arms. She grinned, despite herself. She hadn’t been called ‘dear’ in quite some time.
A chill ran down her spine, chased by a shudder, and she stopped, frowning. She noticed it first in her feet, then her knees, and finally her whole body quaked as the ground underfoot rumbled. She swung north and beheld a column of horses and riders thundering towards her. Her heart fell to her feet when she saw the flapping red banner of a black eagle, talons poised. Larn.
She stumbled backwards without thinking—could she make it back to the red door? Her heart beat a staccato rhythm in her throat, and she saw fire as the eagle swooped down to strike.
Something hot pushed against her back, and as the twenty riders reined in their horses not twenty paces away, a quivering black flank blocked her sight. Manek put himself and his warhorse between her and Larn’s men.
“We were just about to greet the lady,” she heard one say.
“Your business is with me, Dorran,” said Manek.
“I’d much rather do my business with her.”
Manek leaned forward in the saddle to growl, “And I’d much rather cut off your head, whoreson.”
Chuckling, the man said, “We bring word. Lord Midland intends to campaign again.” The leader extended a folded piece of parchment over his horse’s head, sealed with black wax.
Manek took it but paid it little mind, instead asking, “Is that all?”
“He wants your reply. And your men.”
Reluctant to take his gaze from Larn’s men, Manek finally glanced down at the paper. Breaking the seal, he unfolded it, stared at it, and looked up. Ennis frowned, realizing his eyes hadn’t moved back and forth. Could he not—?
“He’ll have everything soon enough.”
He folded the note and sat rigid in the saddle, glaring. His shoulders were pinched, the tendons in his neck prominent as his eyes flicked from one man to the next.
“I’ll not be leaving without a reply, Manek.”
“You’ll have it soon enough.”
“And what’ll we do in the meantime?” Larn’s man asked. He shifted in his saddle, trying to catch a glimpse of Ennis.
Manek turned on him, his gaze hot. “You’ll wait outside town. You can camp there. I’ll have your reply sent to you when I can.”
The warhorse’s head flicked, and he began in a circle behind Ennis.
“We’re weary and hungry. You won’t provide us with anything?” said the leader. “No hospitality?”
Ennis took another step back in disgust.
“I’ll have supplies sent. Until then, settle yourselves out there,” Manek replied, pointing at the meadow that lay northeast of Rising.
The men grumbled and Dorran wasn’t satisfied. “Aren’t there other… accommodations?”
“No.”
Again, the warhorse came between her and Larn’s man, this time a hand reaching down for her. Without a second thought, she took it, placed a foot on Manek’s, and lifted herself up behind him in the saddle. Holding the bundle of clothes in one arm, she wrapped the other around his waist.
“The food will be warm and the blankets dry. But if one of you steps foot in Rising, the man will be cut down.”
Dorran and Manek continued to glower until finally Larn’s man gave a stiff bow of his head, his gaze never leaving Manek’s, and turned his horse to lead his men out of Rising.
After watching their retreat for a few moments, Manek spurred the warhorse, making for the square. People gathered together, anxiously muttering, calling to Manek when they saw him.
“Do you think it’s safe to be unkind to them?” she said.
“No one’s kind to Dorran—not if they’re smart.”
Coming to the square, Manek reined in the horse and held out his hand. Slipping down the side, Ennis gathered the clothes into a ball as she looked up at him, her brows drawn low. Their faces matched.
“They’re sooner than I thought they’d be,” he finally said.
Ennis couldn’t find anything to say. Something was nagging at her innards, and she was having trouble swallowing the lump growing in her throat. Manek looked so forlorn in that moment, just a little sea wall standing in the face of a tidal wave. She couldn’t explain why his desolate gaze spoke to her, couldn’t explain why it made her want to help him.
But she didn’t know how, and he said nothing.
Gathering the wad of clothing to her chest, Ennis waited. She gave him the time, and when he saw she wasn’t leaving, finally he said quietly, “Will you do something for me?”
“Yes, of course.”
“Tell Kenna to prepare food. But don’t let her deliver it—send Taryn.”
She nodded, glancing at the now crumpled paper in his hand.
“I can read that to you, if you like…”
His eyes dropped to the parchment. She waited anxiously as he thought, unable to tell what he was thinking, but finally one side of his mouth inched upwards.
“I suppose I should know what it says.”
He handed it to her and she unfolded it, adjusting the garments in the crook of her elbow. The writing was crisp and straight, and Ennis had a hard time believing it was Larn’s own hand.
“It says, ‘On the first day of spring you and your horde will be in Scallya. Before the Highland snows melt we will take Dannawey. I want double the Lowland men. Don’t be late.’ Is he mad? He can’t possibly take…” She looked up and saw Manek’s eyes were closed, his thumb and forefinger pinching the bridge of his nose.
“He’s many things,” Manek muttered.
“Do you have this many men?”
“They won’t all be men.”
Ennis’s stomach rolled, and she closed her eyes tight. How could one man be allowed to cause such suffering? Themin knew, it was not right.
“There’s something else I’d have you do.”
Opening her eyes, she nodded.
“I’ll need a response written, along with copies for the other Lowland towns. Orders too.”
“Don’t you have a scribe?”
“No. He died last spring. Please, Ennis, will you do this?”
She bit her cheek. It certainly wasn’t dignified work—but then, neither were Renata’s errands. And Lora did say she should do something to keep herself busy.
“Yes.”
“Good,” he said with a smile he tried but failed to contain. “Come as soon as you can.”
He grinned at her a moment longer than he perhaps should have, and Ennis felt her cheeks warming. Clutching the wad of clothing close, she nodded again and left him to address the worried townsfolk.
She waded through the gathering crowd to Kenna’s house.
Ennis found her as she always did: laboring next to a hot oven. She hurried inside and shut the wind out behind her.
Kenna looked up, surprised. “Well now. What brings you—?”
“They’ve come.”
“Midlanders?”
“Yes.”
Kenna’s face fell, her hands motionless in a bowl of dough. “Kellen, fetch your father.”
With a quick, “Yes, Mama,” the boy ran from his seat by the fireplace out into the square, his curls bouncing. Ennis closed the door with some trouble behind him.
“I-I didn’t think…”
Ennis crossed the room to her friend, putting a hand on her shoulder.
“I’d hoped they wouldn’t come so soon. They…they just got back.” A tear splattered down into the bowl.
“It’s just orders for now,” said Ennis softly. “They won’t be leaving yet.” She wiped away Kenna’s tears with her free hand.
Kenna tried to smile.
“Manek wanted some food prepared for them, but you’re not to bring it.” Ennis nudged her to make sure she was listening. “I mean it—don’t go anywhere near them.”
Kenna nodded, beginning to knead again. Ennis put her arm around Kenna’s shoulders.
“It’ll be all right.”
Taryn came in, Kellen, Marc, and a blast of cold air with him.
“Everyone’s gathering outside,” he said.
Kenna had eyes only for the dough she squelched between her fingers. Ennis hugged her once more before moving back towards the door. As she reached for the handle, Taryn put his large hand on her shoulder.
“You’ll look after her?” he whispered.
Ennis’s lips quivered as she nodded.
People were streaming from their homes to get the news from Manek, who still sat atop his horse amid a throng of anxious faces. Ennis navigated through the growing crowd, finally finding the small path back to the Haven. Before she left the square, she looked over her shoulder and momentarily caught Manek’s gaze. He inclined his head before returning to the crowd.
When she opened the front door of the Haven, it was to find no one there, the front room empty. She dumped the pile of clothes on the small table by the fire, took her cloak from her shoulders, and began shaking it out.
She jumped at a scoff from the doorway.
“I give you one thing,” said Renata, walking into the room. “Where have you been?”
“I was waylaid.”
“You’re always waylaid.”
Grimacing, Ennis said, “Riders from the Midlands have come.”
“Yes. I heard. You saw them?”
“Yes.”
“Odd, then, that I didn’t have the news from you directly.”
“Manek asked me to—”
“Ah. Manek.” She snatched the bundle of clothes. “You serve the Mother, Ennis, not him.”
“I’m not a Sister. And besides, he—”
“You’re not a Sister yet.” Taking a step closer, Renata drew herself up to her full height. “But you will be, Ennis. That, or a warlord’s whore. Think long and hard about your choice.”
And with that she was from the room with the heap of crinkled clothes.
Ennis clenched her fists until they shook. That woman!
She wouldn’t be a Sister. If only to spite Renata—no, especially to spite Renata.
She still had much to learn to become a Sister. If she was with Manek, she wasn’t in the Haven and couldn’t learn. If she was with Manek, she might be able to convince him not to take more women. If she was with Manek, she wouldn’t be here. Scribe work had its benefits. 




Nineteen

The ocean spray hit the mountains like a clap of thunder. The sound drew Ma’an the Stone-Bearer to the coast, and he asked Balan, “What do you mean by this, Brother Ocean?” “I come to claim this land, Brother Mountain,” said Balan. “You cannot,” replied Ma’an, “for this land was given to me by my mother Mithria.” “I spread my ocean to glorify my mother Ceralia. You would do well not to stand in my way.” The brothers clashed, but each time Ma’an tried to grip Balan, he would slip from his fingers in a gush of water, and each time Balan tried to scatter Ma’an, he would grab up rocks and reform his body. Finally, Ma’an sought the safety of the mountains, where Balan could not hope to reach him. “You have won today, Brother Mountain,” Balan said, “but know that you shall never cross my realm in safety again.”

—The Battle of Land and Sea




Waurin held Essa’s hand as she gingerly stepped down into the longboat. She held on tight, navigating to the seat at the stern, where he’d put a cushion. Sitting down carefully, she shaded her eyes and smiled up at him.
“Ready?”
“Ready.”
She tried not to let him see how white her knuckles grew gripping the sides of the boat while he eased into the middle seat. She told herself not to look but still stared at the dark water sloshing just a foot from her clawed fingers.
When Waurin came to her with a mischievous twinkle in his eyes, suggesting he take her out to the islands in the bay, Essa had welcomed the chance to get out of scrubbing the hall floor with Elodie. But when she saw the boat they’d take, she’d instantly regretted her decision. She’d imagined a ship, any ship—for the love of Ceralia, she would’ve settled for a fishing boat. Instead she was consigned to this rickety dingy, which she was sure would sink halfway across. She looked at the dark water and knew if Ceralia was to punish her for her lies, it would be on this boat ride.
With a heave, Waurin pushed off the dock and sunk his oars deep into the water. It took only a few strokes of his strong arms to have them sliding seamlessly across the bay.
“It’s a rite of passage here, to sail out to the islands,” he said in his friendly timber. “People like to say that when Ma’an and Balan fought, Ma’an stood on that tall peak there, but Balan flooded the bay, leaving Ma’an stranded.”
Essa nodded along to the tale, trying desperately to listen rather than watch her distorted reflection in the water.
Waurin laughed. “They say he had to fling himself across the bay to get off the island, but he misjudged the jump and instead crashed into the cliff, knocking it back from the sea just enough to make the beach.”
“How nice,” she said, her voice, despite every effort, tight.
Waurin’s cheery grin faltered. “Are you all right?”
Her throat worked around swallowing her fear, but instead it choked her.
“You’re pale.”
“Isn’t it a little…deep?”
Waurin glanced down at the water. “Yes. No one knows how deep.”
Essa made a sound somewhere between a groan and a shudder.
He really was looking concerned now, and Essa decided this was what she got for indulging him. She should have told the truth this once, should have told him she couldn’t swim. She was a Courtnay—she’d been on her fair share of fine ships, but this, this was a piece of carved driftwood.
“I’m sorry,” he said, ceasing to row. He tugged a hand through his hair, a gesture that was becoming very familiar to her; he did it when he was bashful or flustered or frustrated. “We’re a little more than halfway across—we should turn back.”
“U-um…” Essa looked over his shoulder too, trying desperately to contain her panic. The islands seemed much closer, and she couldn’t stop herself from saying, “Let’s make it across.”
Waurin smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “You don’t have to be brave for me.”
Essa let out a pained laugh.
Waurin redoubled his efforts, barely chatting for the rest of the journey. Soon they came to a small wooden dock built between several low rocks. Though she wanted to throw herself onto it, Essa told herself to put on a brave face. She was feeling a little better knowing that if she fell in here, she could flounder long enough for Waurin to save her.
After Waurin hopped onto the dock, he helped her out of the boat. Essa was tempted to fall upon the rocks and kiss them, even if they were Lowlander.
As he led her up from the dock onto a small path, Essa looked about. They’d landed on the shallower of the two islands. The rocky spire of the other island stood beside them, jutting from the sea like a spearhead. White gulls cawed to each other as they flew in circles around it, and she spied large nests built into crevices.
“There,” Waurin said as they came to the top of the island. “You’re a Carmethian now.”
She grinned up at him despite wondering how many had found a watery grave in pursuit of that honor.
They walked around the island, but it took only a few minutes to reach the far side. They passed by several tufts of grass, but other than that, nothing grew there.
“All the birds prefer that one,” said Waurin, pointing at the other island. “Sometimes the swells are so large that waves crash over the top of this island. Wouldn’t be a very good parent if you let your nest get washed away, don’t you—?”
She squeaked.
He looked back in surprise to find her several steps behind, her mouth open, aghast. He smiled and chuckled. “Don’t worry, that only happens during a bad storm.”
She squinted at the dark clouds overhead. “It’s dark today. Couldn’t it storm?”
“It’s like this most days. If it were to storm, the clouds would be almost blue.”
“It’s cloudy like this often?”
“More often than not.”
“Even in summer?”
He grinned sympathetically. “Yes. Was it not like that in Highcrest?”
“Not at all. In winter Highcrest is buried in snow. It can get quite dreary, but the fires in the castle keep out the worst of it. And summers are divine—not too hot like across the De’lan.”
“Do you miss it?”
“The weather?”
“Highcrest.”
Now what kind of a question was that? Wasn’t the answer obvious? Waurin and his mother were determined to make Carmetheon Essa’s home, and while she did appreciate the hospitality, she often found it frustrating that they couldn’t understand. But how could she tell them? How could she describe the pain of having a dagger between the ribs as a memory passed across her eyes? She knew that should she ever tell the truth, all of it, every throbbing pain, she would drive them away forever.
Still, a sickening curiosity overcame her. She’d done this experiment before, each time hoping for a different outcome. Waurin set up the experiment himself. He asked her this sort of thing now and again, though never so direct before. Sometimes she would let her eyes get glassy but would say something noble. Sometimes she reached into herself and let him peek at her true thoughts—just a peek of course.
She stopped walking and took a sharp breath, waiting until he turned to look at her. “I’m a Courtnay. My ancestors laid the first stones of my city. It was my home. And I watched it swallowed by flame. So yes, I miss Highcrest.” She clamped her mouth shut before more got out.
Essa watched Waurin from between her lashes. His gaze fell to the ground, and his shoulders were pinched. He rubbed his scraggily chin, still not looking at her when he turned and took a few steps in the other direction.
She watched his back with hot tears pooling in her eyes. The experiment had gone the same as before. She didn’t know why she hoped for something different. What did she want from him?
As he came to a stop again, his back still to her, Essa used the moment to compose herself. She couldn’t burst into tears, for she wouldn’t just cry. She’d rage. When she gave one feeling words, no matter how small or tamed, they all wanted to come tumbling out.
Her eyes flicked to him again when she heard him speak. “What?” she said.
He turned to face her. “I said I’m sorry. I’m sorry for my part. I didn’t want…”
Her heart beat so loudly in her chest she was sure he’d hear. Her breath came in erratic bursts, and she felt as if her chest would crack open on the rocks. His apology lay at her feet and she wanted to shrink away from it, for what could she do with it?
She had to say something, had to assure him she appreciated his apology. Words clamored in her throat so that nothing got out at all.
“Thank you,” she said finally.
In an instant, all else died in her throat. Her feelings receded back into the cavity of her chest where they simmered. She let those two words wash over her and told herself to be calm. He couldn’t fix what’d been done to her and her sisters with a few simple words. But she couldn’t better her situation by telling him that.
Waurin took a deep breath. “I’d best get you back.”
She nodded.
“Will you be all right?” He nodded at the water.
“I’ll manage,” she said with a weak smile.
She followed him back to the dock in silence. His apology nagged at her; it let something bubble to the surface she’d been trying with all her might to keep down. As he helped her down into the boat, she worried that she might be starting to care about him in some small way.
She could think of little else on the journey back to Carmetheon, and it wasn’t until they neared the docks that she realized Waurin hadn’t said a word either. She glanced at him and found a pensive face. It was a rare expression for him; his cheeks were usually ruddy with laughter. To see him quiet, thoughtful, made her worry more.
It wouldn’t do. While in her heart of hearts, the one that burned hotter than a red coal, she wished him all the guilt his heart could bear, and perhaps even more, she knew it wouldn’t do to alienate him from her. She needed him near.
As they came parallel to the dock, Essa decided no more experiments. No more peeks. No more truth. It would be better for them both.




Twenty

Ceralia bore Themin two sons, Adain and Balan. Twins, Adain came quietly but Balan impetuously. The Mother walked with them into the sea and their hair turned as azure as the deepest of waters. The brothers fought often in their youth, the first small and cunning, the other broad and forceful, but always they were together. When he was grown, Balan claimed the sea for his own and challenged his father for more with Adain at his side. When they were defeated, Themin sent one son to the sea and the other to the rivers, trying to keep them apart. But Adain did not wish to be separated from his brother and cut across Mithria so that his rivers might meet the sea. Themin, moved by their love for each other, allowed them to touch, and where they clasped hands, the water became brackish.

—Why the River Runs to Meet the Sea




Ennis kept herself awake all night, pondering how she would curl her f’s and form her o’s. She was unpracticed and worried her hand would be sloppy because of the fingers that’d been broken.
The first shafts of light crept into the room, and she was surprised at how awake she felt. She kept her rustling as quiet as possible, readjusting her dress and carefully pulling her arms through the slits of her cloak. After slipping into her boots, she made for the door. She faltered, thinking she saw Lora’s eyes flutter. Holding her breath, she stole from the room.
The Haven was especially eerie in those small hours. The floorboards creaking underfoot made her cringe. She held her breath again as she crept past Renata’s door.
She felt safe only when reaching the front door. The old lock grated out of the place, making her grimace. When the door swung open, it ushered in crisp morning air. She stepped out into a misty world, the grass kissed by dew.
Shutting the door behind her, Ennis sunk her chin into the cloak’s fur. Her wet hem stuck to her shins as she hiked to the great house. A drowsy owl startled her as she met the main path. Rising was quiet save for a few chirping birds, and the hills were still in their foggy beds, slumbering even as the sun just edged over their ridges.
Through the mist, Ennis saw a black mass in the far meadow, a small, flickering fire at its center. She quickened her pace as the mass shifted, stirring. She slipped once on her way up the hill to the great house, the mud thick from rain.
Finally, she came upon the great house doors. Her hand formed a fist and she made to knock—but stopped. Was it too early? Probably not—Manek was an early riser. Was she expected to go around back?
She squared her shoulders and knocked.
As she waited, she told herself not to look at her muddied boots and dirtied hem. She began fidgeting when nothing happened, first pulling her braid over her left shoulder and playing with the ends, then switching it to the other side.
The door finally creaked open and she caught her breath. A divinely warm gust of air swept over her. Manek appeared in the threshold and smiled. Opening it further, he bade her come in.
“I’m sorry I couldn’t come sooner,” she said as she walked past him into the house. “Renata…kept me.”
“It’s no trouble.”
He closed the door behind them. It was quite warm despite the house’s size, and Ennis followed Manek’s example of rolled up sleeves, taking off her cloak and pushing her braid over her shoulder.
Ennis meandered into the house. The hall was a grand one, with a high timber ceiling that echoed a ship’s hull. Small iron hooks were mounted on some of the rafters for hanging banners, but there was no such adornment. A fire crackled in the great stone-rimmed hearth, casting the whole room in amber and golden hues. A long table made of fine wood, perhaps redwood, stood at the center, twenty finely crafted chairs, all with interwoven knots, ranged around. She couldn’t help but touch the back of the nearest chair to admire the work.
“Where did you get these?” she asked.
“My father had them made.”
Ennis blushed at her insinuation. “It’s fine work.”
They stood there silently for several agonizingly long moments, looking anywhere but at each other. Finally, Manek clapped his hands together.
“We’ll need some…” he looked around, “damn—I forgot paper. Wait a moment and I’ll fetch it.”
He disappeared up a wooden staircase at the back of the room. The timbers creaked as he went.
Ennis returned to fidgeting, though she resisted pacing in front of the fire. She did her best to quell the thoughts running rampant through her mind, like What do you think you’re doing here? and What do you think you’re doing here with him?
His footsteps were a blessing, and she tried not to look too relieved at his return. He nodded at the table, telling her to take any place she liked. As she did, Manek placed supplies in front of her.
Clearing his throat, he began to pace, hands behind his back. Ennis peered at him from the corner of her eye, watching the light gleam on his leather jerkin and glint in his dark hair.
“We’d best do Larn’s first,” he said.
She nodded, opening an inkwell and dipping in the quill.
“Tell him that I’ll be in Scallya in early spring. But say that I can’t bring the numbers he asks—I’ve so few already and what he asks cannot be done. I have to leave someone to protect Rising. Tell him I bring my bravest and strongest and we can make do with that.”
He turned towards her, beginning to play with one of the leather strips that laced up the top of the jerkin, and waited for her to finish scratching down the words.
“Was that too fast?”
She shook her head as she ended the last letter with a flourish.
“Can you read it to me?”
Straightening, Ennis read, “‘My men and I will be at your gates come springtime. I cannot bring double the number. You ask too much of the Lowland people for a campaign that is doomed to fail. Should you still need more men, I suggest looking to your own ranks, for I cannot take all the men from their homes to fight your ill-advised war. I await your reply.’”
He crossed his arms while she read and smirked.
“That’s not what I said.”
Ennis shrugged, nonplussed. “I inferred.”
Manek said with a chuckle, “Perhaps we’d better send something that won’t make him want to invade.”
She sighed gustily, grabbing a fresh piece of parchment. “Have it your way.”
He opened his mouth to repeat himself, but she was already scrawling away. He paced behind her as she edited out her opinions. When finished, she leaned back and read, “‘We will arrive in Scallya in early spring, as you command. I cannot, however, bring double the men. Rising cannot afford to be left undefended, as it would be if I brought the numbers you ask. But my horde is brave and will fight like Ean himself. I await your reply.’”
“That should placate him for now.”
“What if he still demands double?”
His face dropped and he looked into the fire. “I’ll think about it when I have to.” Scrubbing a hand across his face, he said, “Now for my orders. I’ll need a dozen copies of this.”
She nodded and placed another fresh sheet in front of her.
“Tell them Larn’s message. Say that they should make ready as they always do but to prepare as many men as they can spare. We’ll meet at the Aladain’s Forks in the first days of spring. Say to bring winter clothing. Oh—and tell them also to outfit at least fifty of their warhorses with full barding.”
As she wrote, she said, “Full sets? That’s a great deal of armor for a horse.”
“They need to be better protected,” he said as he paced. “We lost too many at…” He cleared his throat.
“And how do you intend to get so many armored men and horses across the De’lan?”
“They won’t be crossing the river.”
“No?”
“I very much doubt we’ll make it to the river.”
“The Morns won’t let you.”
“No,” he said on an exhale, “they won’t.” He tipped his head back and gazed up at the rafters. “I don’t suppose you’ve any advice.”
She scowled at him. “No.”
“Fair enough.” He nodded at the parchment. “Can you read it to me?”
When she finished the eighth copy of his order, she glanced up to watch him pacing around the other side of the table. Several times he stopped to look at her, only to resume his short march. She waited, watching him as he set to wearing a groove in the floor.
Finally, he came to a stop. He looked over at her and, finding her already gazing expectantly at him, looked sheepish.
“I’ve something to ask you,” he said.
“By all means,” she replied.
He opened his mouth then closed it again. She laced her fingers together.
“There’s…more work to be done than just these letters.”
“Such as?”
He ran a hand through his hair. “I’ve plans to improve Rising. It’s vulnerable now, but there are many things we can do. We’ve enough time before leaving for Scallya, so I was hoping—wondering if you’d help me?”
She blinked. “How?”
“I’ll need things written down, plans drawn up, and—”
“So more scribe work.”
“Yes, but…but more than that.” He frowned at the table before pulling the chair opposite her out and sitting. “I want Rising to be like Highcrest.” 
“Highcrest didn’t become such a city in one lifetime.”
“No,” he agreed, “but we must start somewhere.”
Ennis’s brows rose in surprise. He was ambitious in a way that Ennis could respect.
“You can think about it if—”
“Yes.”
“Yes?”
“Yes,” she repeated. “But—”
“Ah.”
“—you must speak to Renata for me.”
He frowned. “About what?”
“You must tell her that I’ll be away from the Haven at your command.”
“Why?”
“She won’t believe me otherwise,” she grumbled.
“I take it you don’t like Renata,” he said, resting his chin on his palm.
She crossed her arms over her chest. “I should say not. She tried to kill my father.”
She watched the ball of his throat rise and fall as he swallowed that information. “I’m sorry, I…” When she didn’t offer further explanation, he didn’t press her. Splaying his hands on the table, he pushed himself up and stepped around the chair. “I’ll be right back.”
As he bound up the stairs, Ennis leaned back over her work with a grin she couldn’t quite explain. She was still waiting once she’d finished and began drumming her fingers on the smooth tabletop. She could hear faint rummaging from above.
There were a few scraps of parchment left and plenty of ink. She bit her thumbnail. Still not hearing any sign of return, Ennis took up her quill and began writing.
My dear Essa, she wrote, I have missed you so this long winter and cannot bear to think that I don’t know when I will see you next. Your eighteenth birthday will be upon us soon. Make a wish to be happy, Essa. Wish it with all your heart and then make it so. For you, my sister, I wish all the happiness in the world. It soothes my heart to know that no matter what you face, you will make the best of it. Keep your wits and never forget who you are. I hope with all my heart to read your reply. Your devoted sister, Ennis Courtnay.
She finished her name with her customary flourishing of the y. She reread her words and told herself not to cry at the thought of Essa one day soon holding the very same piece of parchment.
“Is everything all right?”
She hadn’t heard Manek finally return and looked up at him with wide, misty eyes.
“Oh, no,” she insisted, wiping her face. “Nothing.”
He set the mass of parchments and maps he’d collected on the table as she composed herself.
“I was hoping to send something,” she said, touching her letter, “with your orders to Waurin.”
He glanced at the letter, then back to her.
“What does it say?” he asked.
“It’s a letter to my sister.”
He still hesitated, looking down at the symbols that couldn’t have meant much to him.
“It’ll be her birthday soon.”
He nodded. “Very well, then.”
“Thank you,” she said with a smile, putting the letter with a set of the copies.
He laid out a topographic map of what she assumed was Rising. The ink was rather faded, but here and there she saw thick black marks. In a simple manner, it depicted the rolling hills and meadows to the east, forests to the north and west, and the river, labeled the Morroley, to the south. What stuck out to her was a thick line running along the eastern rim of Rising, all the way down to the river.
“A wall?” she said, tracing the line with her forefinger.
“Yes.”
When she thought about it, it was perhaps more surprising Rising didn’t have a wall already.
“Wood or stone?”
“Wood. We haven’t much stone.”
“Have you the men to build it?”
“I’ve got the numbers to make it quick work, but the men have so little time in Rising. They’re still bringing in the late harvest and must prepare to sow seeds again before we leave. And smiths like Taryn have been slaving over their fires so that we’ll be supplied for campaign.”
“No one can be spared? You can’t order them to help, even in shifts?”
He wouldn’t meet her gaze when he replied, “The harvest can’t be put off.”
“Hm.” Ennis glanced back down at the map. “It’ll be much harder with only a few hands.”
“And slower.”
“Yes.” She peered at him. “If it’ll be such a task, with little help, why do it?”
He ran a hand through his hair. “There are attacks from the south.” He pulled out a larger map of the region, including the coast to the south, then traced a finger along the Morroley River. “They come up the river in long-ships and raid in the sunny seasons.”
“They?”
He nodded, intense eyes trained on a cluster of villages on the coast, along the northern mouth of the Morroley. Tapping on a village labelled Tiernay, Manek said, “The Oltaraan. Their tribes along the coast send raiding parties at least once a summer.”
“I thought you were warlord.”
“Of the Lowlands, yes.”
“They aren’t Lowlanders?”
“Not exactly,” he sighed. “When our people first came to the Lowlands, we encountered others already here. We lived alongside one another well enough for a while, but soon disputes arose and the Oltaraan were pushed to the coast. There’s bad blood now.”
Ennis leaned back in her chair, intrigued. Those of the Highland ethnicity were commonly referred to as Mithrians, but it sounded as if these Oltaraani weren’t that at all. They had heard rumors, in the north, of other races of people throughout Mithria. There were supposedly numerous tribes to the southeast, past the Southern Sands. Far-travelling traders brought back sea-salted tales of their red stone cities and broad ships. She didn’t, however, think these Oltaraani were the same. She crossed her arms, wondering how many peoples Themin had placed onto Mithria.
Her eyes flicked to the top of Manek’s circular tattoo. She nodded at it, saying, “Is that one of their customs?”
He looked down at his chest. “Yes, though we consider it ours now too.”
“What does it mean?” The Highlands certainly had nothing like it, at least not with such consistency among the people. Ennis had seen a similar tattoo on Kellen, a boy of five.
Pulling a sheet of parchment and quill towards him, Manek made three lopsided circles in a triangular formation. “This is for your parents,” he said, indicating the right circle, the only one he had. For the left, “This is for who you marry. And the top one is for your children.”
She found herself smiling. “The cycle of life.”
“Yes.” He met her gaze. “A new circle is added with each stage.”
“And here I thought you Lowlanders knew nothing of poetry.”
He grinned.
“Is there no reasoning with the Oltaraan?” she asked. “Of reconciling, I mean. They could be a useful ally, especially if your people are already linked, as you say.”
“About as much chance of the Midlands reconciling with the Highlands.”
“Ah.” She cleared her throat. “You think them likely to raid soon?”
“I don’t know about soon, but they’ll come again.”
Bending towards the map of Rising, she said, “This doesn’t make things any simpler, but I’d suggest utilizing the hills. A few towers wouldn’t go amiss—if one was built atop a hill, you could spy further downriver and have a few more moments to prepare for an attack.”
He nodded. “That’s good.”
As they leaned over the map again, Ennis heard voices from upstairs. She watched a couple in their middle years descend into the great hall, the woman stout and the man limping.
They seemed surprised by the scene before them, and Manek’s father, leaning on a staff, stopped on the landing to regard her curiously. His mother wasn’t so shy.
“Who’s this?” she asked, sauntering forward.
Manek stood, opening and closing his fists. “Mother, Father,” he cleared his throat, looking between them, “this is Ennis Courtnay.”
His mother crossed her arms over her impressive bosom. Ennis heard Manek take a sharp breath and hold it.
“She’s one of the new gifts?”
“Yes. She—”
“So you get one to help you with all of these—” she rifled through the stack of parchment on the table, “what even are these—drawings? You get one when I’m left to slave away keeping up this house?”
“Mother, would you—”
“Why do you suddenly have one working for you? Hmm?” She was on her tiptoes before Manek, her hands on her hips with elbows bent out aggressively.
Ennis wanted to melt into her chair when his mother turned towards her.
With slightly raised eyebrows, Manek’s father, still standing on the landing, said, “He likes this one.”




Twenty-One

Having chosen a suitable spot, Corran the Stonefist built a grand city. Upon its eastern peak, he built a market, wide and fair. On the southern peak, he built many temples to thank the gods for leading him to the spot. On the northernmost peak, he built a castle, sitting like a crown atop the mountain, with an impenetrable keep at the very top. And when blackguards from the west grew envious of his white city, Corran built a wall the likes of which had not been seen before and has not been seen since.

—from A History of Highcrest




Centering the plow, Manek put his weight behind it and yelled to Oren. The horse’s great flanks shivered as he heaved, the plow driving forwards to cut the earth.
Something plinked against the plow-head, and he yanked on the reins to stop Oren, who did so willingly. Stooping over, Manek discovered a sizable rock resting in his way. As he heaved it away from the newly upturned dirt, he noticed his father hobbling towards him, his face a dangerous red.
“What,” Kierum shouted, “do you think you’re doing?”
“Building a wall,” Manek replied, knocking dirt off his hands.
Kierum grabbed Oren’s bridle. “With a warhorse?”
“He’s the only horse I have.”
Kierum sputtered. “What about the horses you brought back from campaign? Surely one of those would be better suited for—”
“You gave those to Walker’s boys days ago to go scouting downriver.”
“They still aren’t back yet?”
“No.”
“You said they were good fighters,” growled Kierum.
“They are. But even better drunks.” Kierum grew redder at this, and Manek just shook his head. “How much ale did you give them?”
“What they asked for,” Kierum muttered.
Manek said nothing, knowing they wouldn’t be seeing Walker’s boys again until they were dry.
“Still,” Kierum started again, “Manek, this is ridiculous. Oren’s a warhorse, not some work nag.”
“Find me another, Father, and I’ll happily give Oren a rest.”
At this the warhorse flicked his mane in agreement.
“I’m sure we could get some—work and warhorses—from Kennick.”
“I’ll be spending most everything for more warhorses—we lost too many at Highcrest. We can’t afford workhorses.”
“You just came back from campaign! Surely you brought back—”
“Yes, I did,” Manek hissed, “and promptly gave most of it to pay off your debts.” He took a step closer to his father, whose shoulders were taut and indignant. “I’m using the last of it to buy food for you and Mother. You won’t make it to the summer harvest otherwise.”
“We’ve enough land. We don’t need your charity.”
“Then consider it payment for living in your house for winter. Since you won’t give me other work, then I’ll do this.”
“You’ll plow.”
“It’s the initial line for the wall.”
“A wall,” Kierum said.
“A wall.”
“All by yourself.”
“If I have to.”
Kierum looked over Manek’s shoulder at the half dozen souls who’d answered his call to help. There were two men, a farrier’s son and an orchard farmer, but the rest were boys, young sons fathers could spare from the day’s work. Manek was happy to have them, but knew it wasn’t enough.
“And since you’ve bestowed all your riches on us, how’re you planning on paying them?” Kierum asked, nodding his head at the still-yawning boys.
“They’re volunteers.”
“You haven’t even the gold to compensate a few men? How do you think this will succeed with only a handful of boys for help?”
Manek threw his hands in the air and turned away before acting on the impulse to shake Kierum by his collar.
“We haven’t had the gold to compensate anyone for years, Father! You gave up your own seneschal years ago, what with all that gold disappearing into your damned house—”
“Stop that,” Kierum growled. “I built that house as a symbol—it’s a warlord’s house!”
“You’d still be warlord whether or not we lived in a damned great house—you earned that right with your valor, not your house! And if you’d spared your coffers, I mightn’t’ve needed to build this wall!”
“And what does that mean?”
“If you’d just taken a moment to look beyond these hills, you might’ve seen the threat of Larn. We could’ve paid his tribute—he wanted gold and goods when he first came. But all we had to offer was our men.”
“You know that’s not true. He wanted Anneka just as much as our gold.”
The heat drained out of Manek at the mention of his sister. Memories rose like bile in the back of his throat, and he tried to swallow both. His shoulders sagged and he moved back behind the plow.
“We need this wall, Father. It’d be quick work if you called the men in.”
Kierum only grumbled like Manek knew he would.
“I don’t want to fight with you.”
Kierum turned around and hobbled into town without another word. Manek stared at the back of Oren’s head, trying not to think of the boys watching behind him. He’d hedged around Ennis’s questions the other day; in truth, he couldn’t summon the men to work, not like his father. In Rising, it was Kierum’s word that was followed. The fact irked him, and he hadn’t wanted to admit all this to Ennis.
And so Manek did the only thing he could to quiet his mind: he threw himself into work. Anchoring the plow, he urged Oren on, the horse’s black muscles shining in the morning light. He directed them in a somewhat curved line, stopping only when they began to mount a hill.
Manek wiped at his forehead with the back of his hand, looking up at the crest. This was going to be a lot work.
He was too preoccupied with thoughts of timelines and workloads to notice Ennis walking towards him. When he did, she washed over him like a soothing rain. He liked the way she sauntered more than walked, how her long, bright hair, coiled in a loose plait, swayed behind her, and how, when she met his gaze, she grinned wide in greeting. He liked that she still wore his cloak, too.
“This is a fine start,” she said, and it was exactly what he needed to hear.
“Eight hands will certainly be quicker than one.”
“Eight…?” She looked behind him, her lips moving silently. “I count six, and you make seven.”
Withdrawing the plans they’d outlined from his jerkin, Manek said, “And you make eight.”
She crossed her arms, not taking the parchment. “I’m not digging.”
“We’ll dig later,” Manek said. Ennis shot him a look. “For now, direct me. We need to make this line as close to the one on the map as possible.”
Her lips pursed, and he almost laughed at the thoughts he saw crossing her mind; he doubted she’d ever had dirt beneath her nails before. She finally met his gaze, eyes mischievous.
Taking the parchment, she said, “You get my help on one condition.”
“Which is?”
“You answer any question I ask. Truthfully.”
“I don’t think I’d make a blood oath on those terms!”
She shrugged. “That’s my deal.”
He grinned at the ground, kicking some dirt with the toe of his boot. “Your help better be worth it.”
“The best,” she agreed, taking a step closer. “Have we an accord?”
He gazed at her, perhaps less wary than he should’ve been. “Yes.”
“Well then,” she said, unfolding the map, “shall we?”
Having the uneasy feeling he’d just entered into a dangerous bargain, Manek resumed plowing as Ennis mounted the hill to survey the work so far. She directed him to go just below the crest as he and Oren made their way up.
As they started back down the hill, she asked, “How is it you became warlord?”
“Technically,” he said, pulling another rock out of the way, “my father’s the warlord.”
“And how did your father become warlord?”
“He won it.”
“Won it?”
Manek nodded as she walked out ahead, waving her hands to warn him around a particularly large boulder. She patted Oren’s neck when he came up beside her, awaiting Manek’s answer.
“Twenty years ago, many of the strongmen, such as my father, gathered together and decided to be allies. They thought it would be best to have a central leader, like the Highland clans—but unlike them, the warlord would earn his position.”
Ennis’s mouth opened at this, her face darkening into a frown, but she bit her lip and kept in what she was going to say. Manek had a feeling he’d pay for that.
“Several men were selected and then, through a number of tests, the most honorable man was chosen.”
“Leave it to men to pick a leader with a sword,” he heard her mutter under her breath. Louder she asked, “And your father won?”
“Yes, and the towns that wanted to be in the alliance swore loyalty to both my father and his family.”
“You didn’t have to prove yourself?”
“I did,” he said, reining Oren to a halt to give him a rest, “and I suppose I did all right.” He grinned at her, resting against the plow, and asked, “Why? Do you think me a tyrant?”
“I wouldn’t know,” she sniffed, walking ahead.
He smiled at her flustering, though it bemused him.
They rounded the south side of town and began turning away from the river. Plowing behind the great house, Manek refused to look in the house’s direction. He suspected his father was watching. Probably glaring too.
Coming down from an adjoining hill, Ennis told him, “You’d best veer out more, else you’ll run into a house when we get to the square.”
Nodding, Manek adjusted course.
“Why a religious house?”
“What?” He’d almost forgotten their game.
“Why a religious house for your…gifts? Are you Lowlanders particularly keen on the Mother?”
“Ah. No, actually. I just…” She watched him as he tried to find a way around the question. He didn’t like thinking about the answer—the whole answer.
“Just what?”
He cleared his throat. “It was all I could think of, to be honest. When I came back from my first campaign with Renata, I didn’t know what to do with her. She’d suffered enough without me…well.” He tried looking anywhere but at Ennis. “It was actually my father’s idea—thought it would bring good fortune.”
Ennis nodded and finally looked away. She opened her mouth several times, trying to voice something, but each time she closed it and her frown deepened. They carried on like that, in silence, until they came to the tree line.
“And here we stop for now,” he said, pulling up on the reins.
The western houses were built close to the tree line, too close to lead a horse and plow without hitting roots and foundations. Having made a loop from the northern to the southwestern tree line, he planned to use the trees in his way as the first for the wall. For now, they dug.
Unhitching Oren, he left the plow after pulling it up out of the tilled earth, and they made their way back to the group at the start of the line, walking on either side of the ditch.
“That’s not the whole reason,” she said.
He glanced over at Ennis, wondering why it was he wanted to tell her. No matter how he tried, his sister’s face wouldn’t leave him.
“When Larn first came ten years ago,” he said quietly, “he demanded many things. We gave him what we could, but when he—” He closed his eyes, his skin crawling at the memory of Larn’s face that day; eyes gleaming with greed, teeth bared in a vicious leer. “When he saw my sister…”
Ennis gaped at him. “I didn’t know you had a sister.”
“Anneka was the last thing he demanded. For a concubine. My father was heartbroken, but we didn’t know what else to do.”
“Did…did she…?” Her face was pained, as if part of her didn’t want to know.
“That night, Anneka decided she’d rather…” He forced out the words. “My sister killed herself rather than be with Larn. I found her just after.”
He felt her touch his arm and he looked at her in surprise. “It wasn’t your fault,” she said.
He tried to grin in thanks but couldn’t manage it. “My sister would rather die than be with Larn. I could never stomach doing that to a woman—especially not after seeing what Anneka did to avoid it. She was only eighteen.”
Ennis seemed to swallow hard, as if she fought back tears. He stared at her even when she looked away. She could feel such sympathy for him and his family?
They rejoined the group in silence, took up extra spades, and began working. Pulling up dirt, they made the initial plow line wider and deeper in preparation for the logs to be hoisted into place.
“So,” said Manek as they neared the first small hill, wanting to think of something other than his sister’s bloody body in his arms. “Have you run out of questions?”
Ennis scoffed and peered at him with a lopsided grin. He was relieved to see its return. Much as her sympathy moved him, he wanted her smiles more. “You won’t get away that easily,” she said. “What about swords? One or two?”
Leaning on his spade, he considered for a moment, even tapping his chin for effect. Ennis laughed and he felt his chest expand and fill with warmth, like a lamp flickering to life. “One,” he said finally, “provided it’s good. There’s something reassuring about a heavy broadsword.”
“Even if it makes you tired sooner?”
He shrugged. “You train to not get tired. I don’t need to ask, but what about you? One or two?”
“Two, of course,” she said, wiping her forehead. “Light and quick.”
“And you think two smaller swords could best a broadsword?”
“That would depend on the swordswoman.”
He chuckled, meeting the subtle challenge in the arch of her brow with a smile. He very much liked this side of her.
“Why does he feel the need to campaign?”
And just like that, the lantern went dark in a puff of smoke. “Larn?”
She nodded. “Is the Midlands such a poor place? Why not rejoin the Highlands?”
“The Midlands hasn’t considered itself part of the High Kingdom for many years now,” he replied.
“And the Lowlands?”
He shook his head.
“Hm. And he thinks he can just take everything from the Highlands?”
“Not everything. Just what he wants.”
“And what does he want?”
“Gold and women. He spends the gold on his city—I’ve been to Scallya many times, and every time I go back it’s grown; walls, towers, markets. His people love him for it. Of course, he keeps some for himself.”
“And the women?” she asked, almost in a whisper.
“The women are said to last just as long as the gold…” He stopped, kicked himself.
She wouldn’t look at him, but he could see she blinked back tears.
“I…” she barely had a voice, “I don’t know what I expected.”
“I didn’t mean…” He cleared his throat. “I don’t mean that’s your sister’s fate.”
Her smile was bitter. “Adena’s fate was already decided.”
He dared not ask what she meant, not with her eyes so glassy. How many more Annekas would Larn need to satisfy himself?
They worked together in silence for the stretch of an hour. She seemed so consumed in her thoughts, she didn’t notice her nails were blackened with fine Lowland earth.
“Why don’t you ally with the Highlands?” she asked, tossing dirt haphazardly over her shoulder. Her voice startled him, she’d been so quiet. “You’re technically Highlanders after all.”
He took offense to that. “No, we’re not.”
She arched a brow. “Well, what are you then?”
“Lowlanders.”
“But you were Highlanders.”
“Long ago. Almost beyond memory.” He leaned forward. “I fear your Highlands is nearly extinct.” He wanted to shove his words right back down his throat at the look she gave him for that. “What I mean is—”
“No. No, you’re right. Sort of. The Highlands is weak. But it will rise again.”
He grinned. “Like you?”
Her eyes darted to his, but she remained perplexingly silent.
“All right,” he said, shoving his spade into the earth. “You’ve asked your questions. Now I—”
“I could think of more.”
“I’m sure you could,” he said, smiling. “But you must answer me one now.”
Her eyes were suspicious, but she grinned. “Very well.”
“Are you happy here?”
The play fell from her face. “No. Should I be?”




Twenty-Two

Lora, I found these in Father’s study while looking through the ledgers and thought you would be interested, what with your fascination with blood vessels. Or is it muscle tissue now? I lose track—it’s hard to fathom just how many parts there are to the body. I applaud you trying to memorize them all—is it even possible? At any rate, I hope this book—it’s ungodly long!—will cheer you up until I can do so myself.

—letter from Ennis Courtnay to Lora Finnley




Holding her breath, Lora tied off the end of the stitch into a knot. A neat row of puckered X’s now ran up her patient’s leg, and the man sighed in relief to see that she was finished.
Lora smiled gently. “Nice and clean. It should heal well.”
“Thank you,” the man said for the tenth time that afternoon. Lora listened calmly and began to clean his leg as he called himself foolish for the seventh time, recounting for the third time how he’d managed to gouge himself with his axe in an unfortunate firewood incident.
It’d been a clean slice through muscle; painful, bloody, and a perfect opportunity for Lora’s first more advanced surgery. Sister Jenna presided over her work, though she’d proved less helpful than the treatise on proper stitching technique Lora kept at her elbow. While not her first stitch, it’d been her first experience suturing muscle. Pulling the delicate layers of the calf back together had been a task, and Lora was awash with relief that it was done.
“You’re really not a Sister, then?” asked the man.
“No, not yet,” Lora said, keeping her smile light and pleasant since Sister Jenna stood close by, cleaning the needles.
Yet. A little word that brought such a sense of foreboding. Lora didn’t pretend to share all of Ennis’s sentiments about the Haven, but still, there was something about taking lifelong vows that made Lora’s stomach kick at the thought. It was so final. No going back. When she took her vows next winter, she would be part of this Haven until her dying day. Somehow the thought gave her less comfort than it had before. But what could be done? Ennis might be dallying, but Lora understood their circumstances. She wasn’t willing to risk being turned out of the Haven, then at the mercy of a Lowland warlord. No, at least this way, she had some say over her life, if fractional. At least this way, she could study and improve herself.
A knock echoed through the Haven.
Lora looked over her shoulder at Sister Jenna. Without lifting her head, Jenna said, “See who it is, Lora.”
She bit the inside of her cheek, deciding not to remind Jenna she too had a perfectly usable pair of legs. Wiping her wet hands off on a cloth, Lora left the examining room to answer the door. She opened her mouth to begin customary Sisterly greeting, but it died in her throat when she saw Manek on the other side.
She blinked, wondering if she dreamt. All she could think to say was, “Ennis isn’t here.”
The ball of his throat rose and fell as he swallowed. “Actually, it’s Renata I need to speak to.”
“Oh.” She stood there a moment longer, lamely wondering what in the world had brought Manek to their door.
Finally, she remembered herself and ushered him into the Haven. She led him into the front room, startling Sisters Elarie and Aelia, who sat sewing by the far window. They looked at him through their lashes warily, and Manek, his shoulders pinched, gazed into the fire, only nodding when Lora said she would be right back with Renata.
Walking quickly back down the hall, Lora tried to make sense of Manek’s sudden appearance. It was already widely whispered about in the Haven that Ennis now worked for Manek as a scribe. What her duties included was a favorite subject of gossip amongst the Sisters, though Lora tried to hush it whenever she could. Even so, she couldn’t help wondering herself, and Essa’s parting words to Ennis sprang to her mind. She chewed her bottom lip.
Already dreading the coming conversation, Lora knocked on the last door of the hall.
“Yes?”
She eased the door open to find Renata and Adelaide tending to a woman and her newborn baby.
“I’m sorry,” said Lora, “but Lord Manek is here to speak with you.”
“Manek?”
Lora nodded. “I put him in the front hall.”
A frown darkened Renata’s face. “Did he say what he wanted?”
“Just to speak with you.”
She sighed. “Very well.”
After a few parting words to the new mother, Renata and Lora headed back down the corridor to the front hall. As they neared the threshold, Elarie and Aelia met them, bearing their sewing baskets. They nodded at Renata.
Manek stood just where Lora had left him, his hands folded behind his back. A tendon in his neck tensed as they entered.
Renata bowed her head marginally. “Lora said you wished to see me.”
“Yes. About Ennis Courtnay.”
“Oh?”
Manek cleared his throat. “Ennis has been working for me as a scribe for some time now, and she’ll be helping me with several projects.”
“How industrious of her. No, Lora,” she said, stopping Lora from leaving the room and giving them privacy. “You’ll stay. It’d be inappropriate for a Sister to be in a room with a man who isn’t her patient.”
“Yes, Sister.” Lora placed herself against the wall, just inside the room. She could see the front door out of the corner of her eye and thought she’d have just enough time to warn Ennis should she walk in.
Manek looked between them, his face rather pale despite his tanned skin. Lora didn’t know if she’d ever seen anyone look so uncomfortable.
“She’s a great help,” he said. “I hope you can excuse her from some of her duties here.”
“Ennis is already away so much I hardly rely on her anymore.”
“These projects will benefit everyone of Rising.”
“I certainly hope so. To keep a divine daughter from her Mother is a grave sacrifice.”
Manek frowned. “I didn’t think Ennis had taken vows.”
“Not yet,” Renata said through pursed lips. “Though I’m sure you’d be happy if she never did.”
Lora’s eyes went wide, her cheeks flushing. “Sister, I don’t think—”
“I would remind you, my lord, that should tongues wag, her downfall will be on your hands, not mine.”
Manek returned Renata’s sharp eyes with his own. “And I would remind you, Sister, that you live in my house and serve my people. Ceralia may be your patron, but I’m your warlord. You’d do well to remember that.”
“You don’t frighten me. Your power is earthly and your name will fade in the wind. The Eternal Mother sees all you do and will condemn you for your arrogance.”
Manek looked about the room before settling his glare back on Renata. “And where is this Mother’s curse? All I hear is yours.”
“How dare you?”
“I’ve been generous to you, Sister, but that doesn’t mean my patience should be tested. I came to ask you to forgive some of Ennis’s duties because she’s needed elsewhere.”
“The Mother won’t forgive you.”
“When I meet her, I’ll explain everything. In the meantime, I won’t be dictated to by you. And I won’t have any more slanderous talk.”
Renata’s face pinched, as if Manek’s words sat bitter on her tongue. “I can’t control what people say or think, but you can. I’d stay far away from Ennis Courtnay if you cared anything about both your names.” And with that Renata stormed from the room with a crisp, “Come, Lora.”
Lora, however, didn’t follow, instead regarding Manek with curiosity. “What projects did you have in mind?”
Manek’s hard face eased a little, eyes softening. “We’re going to build a wall.”
Lora’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “Stone or wood?”
His sudden smile only piqued her curiosity more. “Wood. We’ll begin cutting the logs soon.”
“I can’t see Ennis sawing.”
“No,” he laughed, “she’s surveying for me. Overseeing numbers and the like.”
Lora nodded. “She’s quite good with numbers, actually. Her father had her managing most of the ledgers.”
“Yes, she’s mentioned that already.”
The warmth in his eyes as he spoke of Ennis only made Lora worry. There was a softness to him when he said her name, something not there when he’d spoken to Renata. Lora again thought of Essa’s parting words, and her innards twisted with unease. What game was Ennis playing?
The way he smiled politely at her and angled his shoulders towards the threshold told her that he meant to leave, but before he could, Lora blurted, “Do you have any physicians in Rising?”
Manek shot her a surprised look. “Most seek the Sisters. There are a few other herbalists and at least three midwives.”
“But there’s no separate physician, apart from the Haven?”
“No, not since old Selric died.” He quirked an eyebrow. “Are you offering?”
Yes, sprang to her lips, but she couldn’t get it out before the sound of a bellowing horn crashed through the front hall.
Manek’s face went from day to night, eyes suddenly dark as a thunderstorm. In four long, hurried strides, he was at the door, wrenching it open.
“Tell everyone to stay inside!” he boomed. “And lock this behind me.”
“What’s going on?” she asked, her heart beating loudly in her ears as she came up behind him.
“We’re being attacked.”




Twenty-Three

Tamea pulled back her robe, revealing a lush, fertile land just beyond her trees. The wanderers offered up their thanks, promising to greet her as a friend when next they saw her. Though the land she brought them to was already full of people, but she asked them to love one another, and for a time they did. Strife soon arose, however, when Dea visited each people and whispered lies into their ears. “This land is yours alone,” she said. “Tamea meant it for you. How can you share it?” And though families had already been made, the two peoples raised their swords against one another, and Dea smiled to see it.

—Lowland legend




Horns ringing in his ears, Manek threw himself onto Oren, barely in the saddle before he dug his heels into the horse’s flanks. They flew from the Haven, bounding towards the great house. Damn it all, why did it have to be now?
People scurried in every direction, running for their homes. Some warriors had made it outside with their weapons, were looking about wildly. He called out to those he saw, told them to follow him.
A sudden flash of golden hair had him reining in Oren. Ennis skidded to a halt in the mud, looking up at him with wide eyes while tendrils of her hair whipped about in the wind.
“What’s happening?” she said.
“Oltaraani raid.”
“I thought you said—?”
“Get to the Haven. Lock yourselves in and don’t come out.”
“I could help.”
He stared at her. That had been the last thing he expected from her.
“No.”
“You need all the fighters you can get.”
He couldn’t argue with that and she knew it. When he looked past her, he saw about thirty men armed and ready. More were spilling out of their homes. There were over three hundred warriors in town. Double that number were spread over farmsteads and hamlets throughout the countryside, and miles away.
Manek reached out a hand and she took it, pulling herself into the saddle behind him. “Stay with me,” he said.
With more and more men gathering behind them, they galloped for the great house. His mother and father were already there, the doors to the armory adjoining the house thrown open. His parents bore out armfuls of weapons, offering them up to hasty hands. Manek caught the sheathed sword his father threw him.
He stopped when he saw his mother’s frown, directed behind him.
“Oh, for the love of—I’m helping you!” said Ennis, her hand held out for the bow and quiver Kasia had.
“Give it to her,” Manek said.
Kasia grimaced and quickly passed on the weapons but didn’t bat an eye when she gave Ennis a sword.
Putting the sword on her back, Ennis tested the bow.
“You’re good with that?” he asked as he anchored a spear on his boot.
“Where it counts.”
Nodding quickly at the hundred men gathered before the great house, they moved down the slope, out of Rising. The other men would have to catch up—they needed to form a line.
He could hear the battle cry of the raiders, who were already halfway across the riverplain that stood between the south of Rising and the Morroley. Ten ships, twenty men each. The upper half of their faces were painted in black, their unarmored heads revealing cropped hair. Each man had a wooden shield and traditional Oltaraan short sword, and some bore spears.
The line formed, those who didn’t have a bow bracing themselves against a spear or pike.
“Aim!” he shouted, and bowstrings creaked. He waited for one heartbeat. Two. “Fire!”
Just as the first arrows broke loose, the raiding party changed directions, running towards the northeast rather than meeting the Rising men. Only two arrows found their mark.
Sending half his forces to go back through Rising, Manek led the others to cut off the Oltaraan raiders.
“It’s odd they came in the day,” Ennis called over Oren’s pounding hooves.
Manek nearly jumped, almost forgetting she was there. He suddenly regretted letting her ride with him—clad in her Sisterly dress, the weapons slung across her back were her only defense.
He hadn’t time to reply, tossing his spear up, catching it above his shoulder, and hurling it into the nearest raider. Another man collided with Oren’s heaving chest, crumpling beneath the charging warhorse. More men threw themselves out of the way, narrowly avoiding Manek’s sword.
He swung again, connected with something, jerked the sword out of flesh. Oltaraani swarmed around them while more broke away, heading again for the town.
A snap against his back made him whip his head to the right. A man, his eyes bulging, stood beside Oren, an arrow protruding from his throat. Ennis kicked him away.
He just caught sight of her beginning to pull her sword out of its sheath before urging Oren further into the crumbling line of raiders. His men came up behind him, and together they pushed through. When he hacked left, Ennis swung right.
Manek felt warm blood splash across his thigh—he didn’t look. Guiding Oren with his legs, he continued to turn them about, not letting anyone close.
He heard someone cry out, “They’ve gotten to Rising!”
Ennis’s head hit his back, and her arm snaked around his waist. She grunted, her fingers digging into his tunic. His heart leapt into his throat. He couldn’t grab her quick enough—she fell off Oren, two Oltaraani dragging her down.
She landed on one knee, pushed herself back up with her hands. They both knew she was dead down.
Jerking the reins, Manek had Oren turned around just in time to see Ennis’s sword clash with a raider’s. Warriors rushed him, forcing him to turn away. He drove his sword into one man’s shoulder. Kicked another. Oren reared and Manek leaned forward, going with the motion as Oren came down on a third man.
Kicking the warhorse’s side, they lurched forward, made it back to Ennis just as she buried her sword to the hilt in the Oltaraan she fought. When she moved to pull it back out, it stuck.
“Leave it!” he shouted and held out his hand.
She took it. Both their hands were sticky with blood.
He felt her chest rising and falling against his back and was glad to know she was there.
Looking about, Manek saw most of the raiders on the plains had been dispatched, and those left were heavily outnumbered. “Fall back to Rising!” he called and dug his heels into Oren.
Rising was already in chaos. Manek’s nose burned as they came upon two houses set aflame. The raiders had split into bands, were attacking individual houses and people rather than forming a cohesive line.
His blood surged when he saw a raider kick down the door of a house and enter to the sound of screams.
The men he’d sent back through town hadn’t been able to hold the raiders long, and as Manek and Ennis went riding further into Rising, he saw some had even penetrated to the town square. He turned Oren in that direction.
As they rode, he heard the rhythmic twang of Ennis’s bow. Her thighs pressed into his hips whenever she leaned back to shoot.
Oren splattered mud in every direction as they raced into the square. Manek caught a glimpse of Taryn planted in front of his door, fending off three men. Guiding Oren with his legs, Manek brandished his sword.
He heard Taryn call out his name.
“Turn us!” Ennis cried.
It took him a moment, but within a breath, Ennis fired at one of the warriors bearing down on Taryn. She had a second arrow notched before the other two could pivot around. She hit the next one square in the chest.
Taryn and Manek nodded at one another before he rallied his two dozen men in the square, forming a circle to meet the coming Oltaraani. With raised spears, they dealt with the first unorganized wave easily, driving them back, out of the square. Along the eastern path, their leader cried out, and some semblance of a line was formed. They marched forward again.
“I’m down to one arrow,” said Ennis.
Smoke burning his nostrils, Manek said, “Hang onto me.”
They charged when he felt her arms come around him.
Bringing his sword down in an arc, he and the men around him punched through their line. As they turned about to make another run, Ennis released her arrow, which thunked into the shield of the Oltaraan leader.
Now closer, Manek recognized him, even through the paint.
Manek turned his warhorse to face Vaal, Rick’s eldest son. His blue eyes shone in vibrant contrast to the bleeding black paint staining his head. All at once Manek knew why he was there. A wolf hunt. All Oltaraan young men had to prove themselves, usually going on hunting or raiding parties, called wolf hunts. Vaal had come to Rising to prove himself a man.
Baring his teeth at Vaal, Manek kicked Oren’s sides.
Vaal let out a cry, arched his sword behind him, and charged. He dodged just out of the way of the warhorse, beating his sword against his shield. Oren flicked his head, irritated, and Manek gripped his reins in one hand tighter.
They met again, their swords clashing, and Manek just kicked him away before he could stab at Oren’s haunches. Oren danced between them, reacting to Manek’s tensed tendons as their swords sang through the air until clashing, making sparks fly.
He felt his sword slicing through leather then flesh. The Oltaraan glared up at him, his lip twitching. Another of his warriors ran up, pushed Vaal away, and Oren lurched back. Manek got them repositioned only to see Vaal and several warriors running away between houses.
“Dea take them,” he growled.
Pursuing, Manek weaved between houses, but he didn’t find Vaal again. The fighting, almost done, had spilled out of alleyways and back into the main paths. Oltaraani buckled under Manek’s men, and Rising was littered with their bodies.
Though his eyes searched everywhere, Manek couldn’t find Vaal.
The men nearest him walked over, their chests heaving. They had a sort of dazed look about them, and Manek felt the battle fury begin to drain from him, the trickle after a flood. For the first time, he noticed his pulse hammering in his ears.
There was a soft beating against his chest, and for a moment he thought he had a wound. Looking down, he found Ennis’s hand gripping his shirtfront, hanging on as he’d told her. There was a splatter of blood on two of her knuckles and between her thumb and finger. A surge of something warm and fierce panged in the center of his chest, and he covered her hand with his.
He’d done it at first to ease her, to relax the clenched fist, but he the touch comforted him too. Her knuckles fit perfectly in the small spaces between his fingers.
“You should let someone look at that,” she murmured.
He felt her touch his outer thigh, just above the knee. A clean slice had ripped through his breeches. The more he looked at the red line, the more it stung in the cold air.
“Are you offering?” he asked.
She made a rueful sound, and he imagined she grinned. “You might lose the leg if I do.”
His smile quickly faded when Taryn came up beside them, putting his large hand on Oren’s glistening neck.
“That was damn brave of them to come in winter,” said Taryn, his look grave.
“Or foolish.”
“A wolf hunt.”
Manek nodded. “I hope he feels himself a man when he meets Tamea.”
Taryn’s grin was ferocious. “If he hasn’t already.” He glanced over his shoulder at the other men, more pouring onto the pathway from all corners of Rising. “What do you want us to do?”
Sitting straight in the saddle, Manek looked at his blood-spattered men. “Get the fires out. Collect the dead. Find every last whoreson and bring them to the river.”
“You heard him, lads!” Taryn barked. He gave Ennis a wink over Manek’s shoulder before following a group back into the square.
The gruesome work took the whole afternoon. Rising’s loss of life wasn’t what it could have been. When Rick raided in spring and summer, while the men were gone, casualties were much higher than fifteen. Seven homes had been lost, however, and Manek went to these first, promising all the aid he could from the great house.
As the thirteen men and two women were laid in a line in the square, waiting for family to claim them before being sent back to Mithria in a bed of flames, the Oltaraani were dragged from Rising out into the plain. Manek supervised the work, encouraging where it was needed, organizing able bodies, and even went to the Haven to tell the Sisters their services were needed. All this he did while Oren labored beneath him and Ennis rode silently behind him. He didn’t realize until dusk that he still had her hand clutched in his.
The sky was streaked with red and orange as Oren trotted south to the Morroley, the Oltaraani ships still moored against the shore. They wouldn’t be using them again.
After dismounting, he glanced up at Ennis. She looked downright tired, the fading light casting long shadows over her face.
“Stay here,” he said.
She nodded, a frown starting to crease her brow.
Manek ignored his sore legs as he walked towards Taryn and the others gathered around the last three Oltaraani still alive. His lip curled to see Vaal sitting on his knees, his blue eyes proud and defiant.
“Thought we’d leave you the pleasure,” said Beon, a smith and Taryn’s neighbor.
Manek gazed down at Vaal and his hate threatened to overwhelm him. The only times he’d met the young man was in battle. He could see Rick in his son; same visage, same mouth. It made Manek hate him even more. He took the knife Beon offered him, content to leave Rick with only one son. He’d show them what good sport the Lowlands was.
Squatting before Vaal, Manek nodded. Beon and Taryn grabbed Vaal’s shoulders, and the young warrior struggled. Taryn held him fast as Beon kept his head back.
Manek made a clean slice across Vaal’s collarbone, severing his one tattoo into two pieces.
Vaal’s nostrils flared. “Fire take you and sea consume you!” he said in his coarse accent.
Manek rested the blade against his other collarbone, the tip just biting into the tensed flesh of his neck. “Are you a man now?”
Vaal stilled in Taryn’s arms. “I die a man. You will die a dog.”
Manek’s hand tightened around the knife.
“Wait.”
Manek’s heart stuttered in his chest before he looked over his shoulder. Still sitting in the saddle, Ennis had moved the warhorse closer to them.
“I told you to—”
“You shouldn’t do that.”
“Watch your tongue,” growled Beon.
“This isn’t your concern,” Manek snapped.
“If he is who you say he is,” she said, “then he’s too important to kill.”
“He attacked our home,” he said through clenched teeth. He pointed the knife at Vaal again. “He deserves to die.”
Her face hardened into something awful, something emotionless and cold. “Indeed,” she said, brows lifted in a devastating arch.
He held her gaze even though it hurt to. “If he lives, he’ll come again.”
“If he dies, then his father will come, and not just for raiding. And when do you think he’ll come? Spring isn’t far away. If you do this, you’ll leave us to face him alone.”
Manek’s temper flared, but not at Ennis. He looked down at the knife in his hand. She was right; he knew she was. Rick would come for revenge, but he wouldn’t face Manek’s horde. Rising would burn to the ground while he and his men were north fighting Larn’s war.
“She’s right,” Taryn murmured behind him.
Closing his eyes, Manek took a breath. He knew better than to let his temper flare, but Themin knew it felt good to punish someone, to make someone pay for the Lowlands’ suffering.
When he turned around, he found Vaal leering at Ennis. He struck him across the face. “She’s saved your life, whoreson. Don’t look at her like that.”
Vaal spat blood as Manek stood. Looking at his men, he saw just how weary they were. Their shoulders sagged, and any bloodlust they’d had faded with the sun.
“Put them in the river,” he said. “Send them home.”
“And him?” Beon gave Vaal’s shoulder a shove.
“Take the war paint off and strip him. Tie him up, put him on a boat.” He leaned over Vaal. “I don’t want to see his face again.”
Vaal glared up at him. “Your land will burn.”
“If you or any of your men step foot in Rising again, I’ll make sure Tiernay and all of you Oltaraani sink back into the sea. Do you understand me?” He didn’t wait for an answer, turned on his heels and walked towards the nearest dead man to the sound of Taryn and Beon ripping the shirt off Vaal’s back.
He nodded at a corpse’s head and one of his men picked up the shoulders as he lifted the legs. They started the slow work of tossing each body in the river. There was something sickening rather than satisfying about the splash the bodies made before bobbing back to the surface.
They worked well into the night, not stopping until all the Oltaraani were floating downriver.
He met Vaal’s gaze as he was pushed, naked and bound, onto the first ship. Once he was aboard, the lines were cut, and with a shove, the ship eased into the river. It soon disappeared into the darkness.
The other nine ships they kept. He’d send three upriver to visit Kennick in Wheatfield. Hopefully he could barter for a dozen more warhorses before Larn’s messenger came. He swore to Themin that the others would be broken up and used for Rising’s wall.
As his men passed him to trudge back to Rising, he clapped their shoulders. It made him sick to think soon they’d be leaving for the north again. Rising would be defenseless.
He was too sore to speak to Ennis when he swung up in the saddle behind her. He knew he was angrier with himself than her, wishing she hadn’t had to speak out. But he knew what this looked like.
A warprize had spoken against him, had questioned his judgement. And worse, she’d been right.
It ate at him, that he could have almost made such a mistake, that it took Ennis to make him see reason, that the Oltaraani had made it inside Rising at all. Everything felt out of his control, and Manek hated it.
He found himself staring at the back of Ennis’s head, wondering what he should do.
He didn’t have an answer by the time they reached the Haven. Unlike the rest of Rising, which had fallen into an uneasy slumber, the Haven was all activity, candlelight burning bright in the windowsills.
Sliding down Oren’s side, Ennis landed softly on her feet. She nodded at his leg. “You should have that tended.”
Manek wanted nothing more than to fall into bed, but he knew she was right. Nodding wearily, he too dismounted and followed her into the Haven.
Sisters hurried up and down the hall, into and out of rooms. They met Sister Renata almost the instant they walked in.
“Oh, Ennis. I supposed you dead.”
“He needs stiches,” Ennis replied, apparently too tired to quarrel.
Renata’s gaze flicked to Manek, and by the way her lips pursed, he knew she hadn’t forgotten or forgiven their talk earlier.
“Everyone’s occupied.” She turned on her heels and walked up the hallway.
Ennis sighed and motioned for him to follow her into the large front room. There were two other men laid on the floor already with a Sister tending them. Ennis pulled up two stools in the far corner before asking the Sister for some candles.
She left him to fetch supplies. She returned bearing a basin, a few clean rags, needle, and thin twine. The other Sister brought over spare candles as Ennis set to threading the needle.
She touched his calf, and he extended his leg, resting his heel on the floor. He watched her work to clean the wound, washing away dry, caked blood.
“We’re out of wrappings,” she said.
“I can get some.”
“I’m going to be awful at this.”
“You heard the Lady Sister. Everyone else is occupied.”
Her grin was tired but there. She nodded, beginning to stitch.
He grimaced, clenching his jaw and fists. Tiredness didn’t numb the pain.
Manek focused on the rhythm of her movements. Despite her warning, she seemed a decent nurse. At least, he didn’t think he’d lose the leg. She stopped now and again to push her hair, which had almost completely fallen out of its plait, away from her face. He found that same warm something tugging at his chest each time her hair threatened to spill from behind her ears.
When it happened again, he reached out himself before she could and tucked it behind her ear. Her hair, while messy from the day’s fight, was just as he’d imagined, like silk. No, softer even, like holding water in his fingers. And perhaps it was tiredness, perhaps the weight of all that had happened and still needed to, but in the shadow of the fire, Manek couldn’t help tracing the shell of her ear.
He couldn’t read her eyes, but she said nothing, and Manek eased back with the hair in place.
She was almost finished when he finally said, “I would’ve killed him.”
Ennis looked up at him. She was frustratingly silent for a long moment.
“I know,” she murmured.
“I wanted to kill him.”
“I understand why.”
He sucked in a breath. “Do you think I could forgive him, for attacking my home?”
She met his gaze. “Perhaps.”




Twenty-Four

Blue-lipped Anona first went to Balan’s realm, but the water she stood upon froze, making her brother boil. Next, she went to Tamea’s domain, but the vines hardened and the roots withered, making her sister sad. Then she travelled to the crags and crevices of Ean’s barren land, but the sun beat down upon her head and her brother’s rage sizzled against her feet. Her heart knowing no solace, Anona looked about the world and determined no place was for her. “Go to Mithria’s head,” her Father said. Riding the wind, Anona came to a white land of ice, and in this desolation she found the succor she craved.

—When They Were Sent to the Four Winds




“You know, I don’t think I’ve seen a finer set of candles!” Essa laughed along with Elodie as she held up two of the most misshapen candles the world had ever seen. “Yes, I think I put your candle-maker to shame.”
Elodie continued to chuckle as she stirred the hot wax. “Don’t let him hear that.”
Despite the sad look of her candles, Essa added them to the rung to harden. She would use them herself in her little room; what did it matter to her what they looked like? All that counted was that they warded off the darkest hours of the night. She was slowly getting used to the crash of the waves against the rocky shores here, but even the smallest flicker of candlelight reassured her that she wouldn’t drown during the night.
As she looked at the candles, she couldn’t help the swell of pride in her heart. She had made them. She would use something she herself had made. Candle-making was only the latest in a string of skills Elodie was determined to teach her.
There was something calming about working with her hands. The work lasted long in Carmetheon, though the days were short and often gray with rain. Her days were filled with work, and it distracted her sufficiently. She told herself that one day she would raise her head and Highcrest would be only a distant memory, one she could remember without feeling like she was indeed drowning.
“After this we’ll have the sewing to do,” Elodie said, dipping a long wick into the wax.
Essa kept her face composed though all she really wanted to do at the mention of sewing was roll her eyes. She hated sewing in Carmetheon. She hated sewing in Highcrest. Adena had had some talent at it, embroidering any hem she could get her hands on. But Essa could rarely sit still so long.
“Yes, of course,” she said instead.
Out of the corner of her eye she spied Elodie looking at her.
“Sometimes I worry about you, Essa.”
Elodie gazed at her, eyebrows drawn low, elbows resting on her knees. Waurin’s mother had taken to making these comments. She didn’t mean it maliciously, but Essa knew she expected her to become emotional. So she did, hoping it might make them stop bringing it up. Sometimes she wondered at the rigors of her patience.
Essa wiped at the corner of her eye. “The further I get from the memories, the less they hurt. It will be a while yet, though.”
Elodie nodded sympathetically. “Of course, dear. I couldn’t imagine it. You’re a brave young woman. I didn’t mean to make you unhappy, I was just thinking that, while I’m sad you had to go through what you did, I’m glad you’re here.”
“I’m glad, too,” she said, grinning through her tears. The words were ashes in her mouth.
“You must cling to the good memories,” Elodie said, returning to her work. “They’re all we have sometimes. Good memories keep you warm when the night is long and cold.”
Essa peered at Elodie through this speech. She felt the woman was getting to something. Was she trying to open up? Essa’s eyebrows shot up at the thought.
“There are many long, cold nights,” Essa said. “But I have many happy memories of Highcrest.”
“Good. Then you’ll never be alone, even when…” Her eyes fell back down to the wax and she remained silent.
Suddenly, Essa realized what this was about. Wiping her hands on her apron, she leaned over and gently put a hand on Elodie’s knee. “He will come back.”
Elodie grinned, but she wouldn’t meet Essa’s gaze. “You’re kind, dear. I know my worries are any mother’s.”
“That doesn’t make them any less painful.”
“When Waurin’s father died, I bore it. I wiped my tears, burned his bones, and made our home right. For our son. He was off almost every year raiding with this warlord or that one. He said he did it so our son wouldn’t have to.” Elodie’s eyes flicked to Essa. “But here we are.”
“From my experience, war is a constant. We must learn to live in spite of it.”
“Now that’s terrible advice.” They both laughed, without feeling, and fell back to work.
Sometimes she feared Elodie saw through her façade, but moments like this gave Essa hope she hadn’t been discovered. Elodie didn’t seem the type of woman to open up to someone she thought even a little untrustworthy.
Par suspected. But, Essa had soon realized upon coming to Carmetheon, Elodie liked Par about as much as Essa did. He rarely came to the house unless there was official business to attend to with Waurin, but when he was there his eyes were always watching, waiting. Those eyes told Essa to be cautious, to watch her step, and she was careful to do so.
She was in the middle of hanging up another set of candles when she heard several horns sound from the cliff. Curious, she and Elodie stepped from the porch to look at the winding cliff path. Four riders were headed down.
Shading her eyes, Elodie said, “Those men are from Rising.”
Essa’s wide eyes watched as the riders descended into town. They’d know soon enough what news had come, but she could barely wait. Her insides squirmed as she decided how she must feel. Outwardly she must grieve Waurin’s absence. The question was, how did she truly feel about it? Would she…would she miss him?
The question took her breath away, and the fact that she couldn’t decide baffled her. She knew her feelings, even if others didn’t. Her hate and her grief were the single clearest feelings she had. Why, then, was she so unsure?
She hadn’t sorted it out by the time they saw Waurin and Par riding for them. Elodie started walking towards them, her shoulders tensed and anxious, and Essa followed behind.
“What’s he said?” Elodie asked as Waurin jumped from his horse.
“Not sure yet,” he said, walking towards them with a sealed roll of papers.
“Sir,” insisted Par from his horse, “I think I should read it to you. I am, after all—”
“Oh, be still,” said Waurin as he handed Essa the papers. “She isn’t replacing you, Par. She just has a much lovelier voice.”
Ignoring Par’s pout, Essa broke the seal and unrolled the paper. “They’re orders,” she said, turning the first paper right side up. Reading quickly, she then read aloud a message from Larn about being in Scallya—his capital, Waurin explained—at the beginning of spring with double the men. When she finished, she looked at Waurin.
He wore a heavy frown, his eyes shadowed. He nodded at the papers, not looking at her. “What else?”
Reading the next one, she said, “This is from Manek.” She related that Waurin was to bring all the men he could spare and to meet at the convergence of the Aladain River’s forks. They were to bring winter gear and fifty warhorses with full barding.
Waurin made an unhappy noise in his throat. “I can’t get that many in time. I’ll have to send his messengers back with goods so he can trade with Kennick for us. Is that all?”
“There’s one more. It’s a—” Her words caught in her throat so that all that escaped was a gurgle. She knew this hand. She looked at the signature of the third paper, then at the penmanship of all three. Firm hand, curling g’s, blotchy s’s. Ennis.
She let out a sound somewhere between a cheer and a cry. The others looked at her in surprise, but she couldn’t contain her outburst of joy. Tears rushed to her eyes to see her sister’s hand, her sister’s name. She traced it with a trembling finger. Ennis Courtnay.
“My sister’s written me!” she exclaimed.
Essa turned from them, barely hearing Elodie ask if Manek had Essa’s sister and Waurin reply, “He has two.”
She read hurriedly, greedily, and then returned to the top to read it again. Ennis’s words washed over her like a soothing rain, to be happy, to find a life for herself.
She felt hands on her shoulders and looked up to find Elodie smiling down at her. “Good news I hope?” she said.
Essa then realized her tears. Wiping them away quickly, she suddenly wanted nothing more than to retreat to her small room; it was almost too much to bear being, having their curious, expectant eyes on her while she devoured her sister’s words.             
“Yes, she’s well. She writes of my birthday.”
Elodie smiled. “Is it soon?”
“Yes. Today, in fact.”
“Well! You should’ve said something, my dear.”
“May I write back to her?” she asked Waurin.
He nodded, but Elodie replied, “Of course you must!”
“I’d ask you to write a reply for Manek too,” said Waurin.
She smiled, her first genuine one in days, and agreed, though Par scoffed in the background.
With an arm around her shoulder, Elodie walked with Essa back into the hall, followed by Waurin, and said, “I’ve always thought it was a fine thing, sending letters. If I could write, I’d send one to everyone I know!”
“They wouldn’t have to travel far,” Waurin said, earning him a playful scowl from his mother.
“I could teach you, if you like,” Essa said, almost as surprised at the offer as Elodie.
Elodie let out a pleased laugh. “If you’re gracious and patient enough to teach me, then I can’t refuse.”
“Just be careful, Essa. Mother claims she knows everything, so make sure it’s clear who’s teaching whom,” Waurin teased, lowering his massive frame into one of the chairs circling the great table in the hall.
He got a smack on the back of the head with a rag for his impudence, but he and Elodie only continued to laugh.
Clapping her hands together, Elodie said, “Well, Essa’s had good news, and it’s her birthday besides! We’re going to have a little feast to celebrate. I’ll even break into the last of the cider I’ve been saving.”
“I think we could open something a bit better than the cider—there’s that wine we got from River’s End two years ago,” Waurin said.
“No, Essa doesn’t like wine. We’ll have cider.”
As Elodie began bustling about, Waurin shot Essa an inquisitive look. She merely shrugged and smiled, admitting to her dislike of wine.
“The wine from River’s End is fine stuff,” he wheedled.
“Then have some if you like. But I’ll be celebrating with cider if you please. I’ve had enough of the Highlands’ finest wines to make an informed decision on the matter, don’t you worry.”
Waurin shook his head in mock disgust, earning him a smile from Essa.
When Essa made to help Elodie begin their small feast—which, to Essa’s disappointment, would indeed involve fish—Waurin waved her back into her seat.
“If you don’t mind, Mother, I’m going to steal Essa for a while. I need that response for Manek.”
Elodie flapped her apron at him in assent, only half-listening.
Essa and Waurin spent the better part of an hour looking for all the supplies they’d need. Since neither Elodie nor Waurin were literate, parchment, quills, and ink proved scarce. In truth, Par probably could have found supplies in a few minutes, but Essa was loath to visit his little house across the way and ask.
Finally, with three squares of parchment, an old inkwell that needed a little water to coax the blackness back into the ink, and a quill so elaborately large it must have come from an eagle, Essa settled at the table with Waurin across from her, ready.
Her unpracticed hand flew across the page, though she was careful to think over spelling, knowing it was most likely Ennis who’d read these messages first. There was little Ennis loved more than precise spelling. She also tried to write Waurin’s message in small letters, conserving as much parchment for her reply to Ennis as possible.
When she finished, she read back Waurin’s message, affirming that he and his men would be at the Forks at the beginning of spring, and requesting Manek buy a score of Kennick’s horses with the funds he sent with the letter.
Waurin approved, and Essa put the parchment aside to dry. But before she could start her letter to Ennis, or even help Elodie with the cooking—a disconcerting amount of noise was coming from the hearth behind her—Waurin pulled the Kingsman’s Bluff board from further down the table and placed it neatly between them.
Teaching Waurin how to play had proved an excellent way to spend the long, often dreary nights here in Carmetheon. With the rain pattering overhead and a fire crackling nearby, harmlessly flirting over the gameboard became an enjoyable evening activity. At least, Essa hoped it was harmless. Sometimes she didn’t think it was, and, worse, she didn’t know who it would harm—Waurin or herself.
Waurin set up the blue pieces then turned the board to give her the set, beginning to arrange the red for himself. Teaching him Kingsman’s Bluff had taught Essa a few things about Waurin: while not the most skilled opponent, he nevertheless thought about each option, his fingers often steepled in front of him as his eyes roved the board; he was loath to sacrifice his queen, even to save the game; and the first thing he learned well was how to recognize when Essa was letting him win, which he disliked wholeheartedly.
“I should probably help with dinner,” Essa whispered after a few turns.
Waurin gave an infinitesimal shake of his head, his eyes twinkling. “No one should ever have to cook their own birthday feast.”
Surrendering—at least to that argument—Essa tried to focus on the game, though it was proving hard tonight. She didn’t even have the wherewithal to flirt over their game, her mind instead composing her reply to Ennis. Essa was a little sore at not getting to throw herself into writing it, for in truth, it was the only thing she wanted to do. She pulled herself out of her hypothetical letter each time Waurin gained too much of an upper hand, not wanting him to think she was letting him win. But it was difficult.
What was life like for Ennis now? She’d barely mentioned it, not saying what Manek had her doing. And what about Irina? Ennis hadn’t mentioned their eldest sister at all. Worry niggled in Essa’s stomach. Ennis had said to be happy, to make a life for herself. Was she speaking from experience, or wishing Essa something she couldn’t have?
Waurin won their game, but he noticed she was distracted and, protesting she’d been going easy on him, set up the board again. Essa let him coax her into another game, though she paid about as much attention to this one as the last. Soon, the warm scents of buttered fish, beet soup, roasting hazelnuts, and winter squash wafted through the hall, making her stomach growl.
Elodie began to chat with them as she stirred the beet soup over the hearth. She and Waurin joked over his improving skills; at some fisherman who’d gone out so soused, he’d fallen right off the dock and had to be fished out; at the impressive number of mice the resident murderer, Salt the cat, had caught the past sennight. Essa listened but contributed little, still mulling over Ennis’s letter.
Be happy. Make a life for herself. But how? What kind of life?
Frustration bloomed in her chest, making tears surge to her eyes. She had to stop herself from snapping at Waurin and Elodie.
But then she realized what they were doing. Waurin and his mother were trying to distract her. Whether they thought it Ennis’s letter or her own birthday, they understood the dark mood pressing around Essa.
This startled her. Was she not as guarded as she thought? Had Waurin and Elodie learned how to read her moods?
For a moment, Essa didn’t mind it.
But just a moment.
The chair scraped against the stone floor as Essa jumped up, muttered a quick, “If you’ll excuse me,” and fled the hall.
The heavy front doors gave her momentary trouble, but then she was out into the darkening night, a salty breeze tugging at her hair. Essa walked quickly toward the edge of the rock platform, watching her footfalls carefully. Little slivers of moon reflected in shallow pools carved into the rock, promising a twisted ankle if she wasn’t careful.
She breathed in the ocean spray and willed it to calm her, to drive away the shakes that wracked her hands and chest.
Essa both loved and hated how easily her sister had shaken her carefully constructed composure here in Carmetheon. Even hundreds of leagues away, Ennis had unwittingly begun tearing at the seams of the shroud Essa liked to cloak herself in.
Of course, Ennis couldn’t know what she’d done, nor how troubling Essa found her advice. How could she, when Essa kept Ennis from her innermost self too? Though the most perceptive of all her sisters, Ennis still liked to think of Essa as young, innocent, and vulnerable. In her letter, Ennis was asking Essa to be that cheerful face again. To be happy.
But she couldn’t be. She hadn’t been happy, not truly, when she wore that cheerful mask.
Ennis didn’t understand that, hadn’t been allowed to. But despite Essa’s best efforts, Waurin and Elodie had glimpsed it.
Was that why she was standing out here in the cold night, shaking and terrified? Because someone had glimpsed her?
A heavy cloak came around her, the fur-lined collar brushing deliciously across her cheeks. From the corner of her eye, she saw Waurin standing beside her, his hands clasped behind his back, feet set wide apart.
They stood together in silence, listening to the waves crash below.
Finally, Waurin turned to her. “You’re unhappy,” he said, gazing just over her head. “Is it the letter?”
As if it could sense it was being talked about, the letter seemed to weigh in the pocket of her dress. “Yes.”
“You said it was good news. Is something—?”
“I miss her,” Essa said simply. She knew she shouldn’t be sharp with him, that he was showing concern, but the tumult of feelings mixing around inside of her made her annoyed at his trying. She wasn’t sure if she could keep him from glimpsing more of her right then.
“Yes.” Now his gaze shifted out to the dark sea, a choppy obsidian surface reflecting the almost perfect pearl of the moon. Off in the distance, the black silhouette of a fishing boat cut across the moon’s reflection, an impossibly small lantern lighting its watery way.
He seemed to be thinking, his brows furrowed, and Essa waited, unable to find anything to say.
“Will you answer me something? Truthfully?”
Her hesitation drew his attention. “Yes,” she forced herself to say.
“You aren’t happy here.”
“That isn’t a question.”
“Essa…”
Unable to keep his gaze, her eyes flitted away. She knew she couldn’t answer truthfully, couldn’t tell him how she loathed fish and hated salt and granite and ships. She couldn’t speak of how heavy the black ribbon round her neck was, like iron, at times searing her like a brand, her pride chafing beneath it. But she saw no way of getting out of telling him some truth, letting him see some small part of herself. She would just have to choose the easiest to bear.
“You’re of the sea, Waurin. If your mother’s to be believed, you were born at sea. So how does it feel to leave the sea behind every year?” She paused, glancing at him from the corner of her eye. She didn’t need or want a response, but she gave the words time to permeate. “I’m of the mountains. The Courtnays have always been of the mountains. We built our city from its stones, and Ma’an protected our people. For me, the sea’s too flat, the air’s too wet. It smells like salt here, not earth and stone and pine.”
Her voice had fallen to little more than a whisper by the time she finished. Fighting tears, she wouldn’t look at him, because there was the truth Ennis’s letter made her face: she couldn’t make a life for herself here.
He was quiet so long that she began to worry. Stealing a look at him, she found him pensive. His hands were still clasped behind his back, his broad shoulders taut.
“Yes, I’m of the sea,” he said finally. “I know what it is to miss home. To long for it.” His eyes slowly shifted back to her, and he fixed her with a stare Essa couldn’t break yet couldn’t bear. “But I think I could be happy, could make a life for myself away from the sea if I found something as much a part of me as it is.”
She didn’t like this talk. “Ah, but you have the luxury of choice.”
“In some ways. In others, no.” He shrugged, but the effort fell flat. “My time, my men aren’t my own anymore. I know every spring that I may not see home again.”
He faced her then, and though he didn’t reach out to touch her, she felt as if he did. She almost stepped back, his stare heavy, glinting with moonlight.
“I can’t offer you mountains, Essa. But I had hoped…” The words trailed off, as if Waurin couldn’t quite let them out. Essa was grateful. Instead he said, “I can’t force you to feel something you don’t.”
Essa looked up at the moon. “How would you feel, if it were you?” she asked it.
“Anchorless,” he said, and she nearly smiled in spite of herself. Seamen. “Essa, I…what I can offer—what I’m trying to give you is a home. I know it isn’t the one you had. I know what they—what I did was…”
“Yes, it was.”
They stood in silence, looking at the sea. The night was never quite quiet here, the lapping waves a Carmethian lullaby. Hearths dimmed, houses yawned as the windows slowly darkened. It was a scene Essa had liked to see, looking down from her high room in the Keep. When she couldn’t sleep, she would watch the fires of Highcrest’s homes slowly burn out, flickering in the late hours. As she looked at Carmetheon’s homes, huddled together against the sea cliff, she felt the same kind of peace, if only for a moment.
“Essa,” he said, “when I return, I hope we might talk of your home. I want you to have one.”
When she said nothing, he retreated into the house, back to its warmth and the spicy smell of hot cider boiling over the fire. But Essa lingered, three of his words caught in her mind, and not the three she expected. When I return. He would leave soon, to wage war on the Highlands. Returning was never a promise—Essa had watched her father and his army marching off in the name of King Dunstan enough times to know.
She knew she should wish he’d never return, that he die as far from the sea as possible. And a part of her did. Yet, another part, a small, fragile, defiant part ached to think he wouldn’t come back. Tears welled in her eyes at the thought of him never losing at Kingman’s Bluff again, never unleashing that booming laugh again, never seeing the sea again. She wanted him to return, for if he never saw the sea again, would she ever see the mountains?






Twenty-Five

While walking through her forest, Tamea happened upon a young hunter named Elak. She followed him quietly, her trees stretching their limbs to cloak her in shadow. She was enchanted by his beauty and grace, and when the sun set, she decided to reveal herself. Elak did not tremble in fear of her but loved her. For many years Tamea did not leave his side, until her brother Ma’an wondered at her absence from their Father’s table. “You are unwise to love such a creature,” Ma’an bellowed. “Give him up, Sister Tree.” Tamea denied her love, and to protect Elak she stayed away. They met again only after many years passed and it was time to bear him to Mithria. He was not angry but wept from happiness to see her again. And so Tamea placed him inside an oak tree deep within her forest so that he was of her realm and her Brother Mountain could never separate them again.

—Tamea and Elak




“Do you think it will take long?” Ennis asked. “That’s hard to say,” Manek replied as they trotted back to the Haven from the southern riverplain. “It depends on when Larn’s summon comes. And how many men come each day.”
“I thought more would come.”
“I’m happy with any help,” Manek said. “And many came. They’re worried about the Oltaraani coming back.”
“Still, you’re warlord. You shouldn’t have to ask them to help build the wall.”
He forced a laugh. “I’m not a tyrant.”
“So you keep saying.”
Dusk settled over Rising, the heavy clouds to the east streaked with lilac and blue. Manek said it would rain through the night. She was dismayed to hear it. She didn’t feel one way or another about rain, but whenever it did—which was often in the Lowlands—the Sisters spent an extra half hour offering up prayers and thanks. Renata insisted Ceralia was with them whenever the gutter was full.
She blinked hard several times to keep her eyes open. Having fallen asleep against Manek’s shoulder once already, she didn’t want to make it a habit. Days already started early in the Haven, but now hers began before dawn. It was Renata’s way of ensuring Ennis contributed to the Haven rather than shirking her duties. Though it prickled her already sore pride to admit it, Ennis understood the Sisters supported her without much recompense. Still, it had taken Lora’s intervention before she agreed to see to her Sisterly duties in the morning and evenings so that her time with Manek during the day wouldn’t become a burden to the Haven.
When they arrived, Ennis held in her sigh. They were lighting the candles in the front hall. She hadn’t missed evening prayers, despite stalling Manek over the thickness of the trees to be used.
After Manek reined in his warhorse, she touched his shoulder so that he’d listen when she said, “You don’t have to be a tyrant to command them. You’re their warlord whether or not you’re on campaign. And a leader must ask individuals to sacrifice for the benefit of the whole.”
Giving her his profile, he tried to grin, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Spoken like a true Courtnay,” he said, offering his left hand.
She took it, swinging her leg over the warhorse. Balancing on his foot, she let Manek ease her to the ground.
He kept her hand, saying, “You’ll be there tomorrow?”
“Of course,” she said, patting the warhorse’s large neck.
“Good,” he said with a smile. “I want you to see your plan come to life.”
“So do I, but you should know that if it collapses or something equally disastrous, I’ll blame it entirely on you.”
“And what if I say the plan was flawed?” he laughed.
She squeezed his hand. “It’s perfect and you know it.”
He squeezed back. “Quite so.”
“Ennis.”
They both looked, startled, at the door of the Haven, having forgotten it was there. Lora stood in the doorway wearing a worried expression.
Manek released her hand. “Good night, then,” he said.
“Good night.”
She watched him ride away, and Lora stepped from the Haven to join her.
“I must speak to you,” Lora whispered.
“Is something wrong?”
She put her hand on Ennis’s elbow and walked them a few more paces from the Haven.
“What is it?” Ennis asked.
“There’s talk.”
“What sort of talk?”
“They’re gossiping about you.”
Ennis was tempted to ask Lora to tell her something new. Of course they gossiped. For being sworn divine daughters who took vows forsaking earthly needs and interests, the six other Sisters were fast to indulge in tales, speculation, and all manner of gossip whenever Renata wasn’t within earshot. She held in her comment, however, knowing that no matter how unstable a foundation their friendship rested on lately, Lora was still her ally. Since she was away from the Haven as much as she could manage, it was invaluable to have someone telling her the news.
“What is it this time?”
Lora searched her face for a long moment. “They say you’re bedding Manek.”
Ennis took half a step back, scoffing.
“What’s worse is Renata’s caught wind. It’d be naïve to think she doesn’t have her own suspicions.” Lora closed the distance between them. “Ennis, if she thinks you’re unchaste, she’ll throw you from the Haven. And we both know she’ll do it loudly.”
Ennis sucked in a breath, her nostrils flaring. She found it difficult to tamp down the rage boiling in her heart, and she didn’t know if she’d ever hated anyone as much as she hated Renata.
“Who even made such a rule for a Ceralian Haven?” Ennis asked. “Ceralia is the divine consort! She has three children!” She began pacing, and she pointed her finger at Lora as she continued. “Renata made it up, I promise you. She thinks she can control every aspect of our lives! Mark me, she can’t tell me who I will or won’t—”
“Ennis,” Lora said, “answer the question.”
“You haven’t asked me one,” she hedged.
Lora made a face. “Are you bedding him?”
“No.”
Lora looked unconvinced. “You spend an awful lot of time with him.”
“He asked for my help!”
“Ennis, what do you know of building a wall?”
She put her hands on her hips. “I’m a fair planner, Lora. And what’s more, I can draw and write. If Manek thinks it helps him, why should I say otherwise? It gets me away from this sham of a religious house.”
“Fine then,” Lora said with pursed lips. “But you must understand how this looks. You run off almost every day, finding any excuse to be with him.”
“Don’t say it like that,” Ennis said. “I’m not trying to be with him, I’m trying to get away from here. We’re using each other.”
“And what Essa said to you has nothing to do with it?”
Her eyebrows shot up. She’d honestly forgotten Essa’s suggestion to make Manek love her. “Of course not,” she said.
“Is this a game to you? Just politics?”
“No!”
Lora heaved a sigh. “You swear you aren’t bedding him?”
“Yes.”
“And you swear you won’t?”
The second, “Yes,” came a fraction of a moment slower than the first, and both Ennis and Lora caught it. She forced her face to remain neutral, though she worried Lora knew her well enough to read her anyway.
Ennis would be lying if she said she hadn’t thought about it. She chalked it up to spending long hours with him and missing the intimacy of having a friend. Most of her conversations with Lora ended like this one, and Irina barely spoke two words a day to her. Kenna was either hard at work at her oven or spending time with her family before Taryn had to leave with the fast-approaching spring. That left Manek.
“I don’t feel that way about him,” she said. “And besides, he helped destroy our home.” Over the past days, she’d told herself both these things over and over again.
“All right,” Lora said finally. “I believe you. But please, Ennis, for me, be careful. Don’t give them more reason to talk.”
“They’re going to talk no matter what I do.”
“Fine, then don’t give Renata a reason to banish you.”
Ennis nodded, and the two women turned back towards the Haven without saying another word to each other.
When they entered the Haven, Renata spied them from the front hall. “Ah, Ennis, so good of you to join us.”
For Lora, she swallowed the retort that jumped into her throat, instead slinking to the corner of the room furthest away from the fire and Renata.
With Lora and Ennis returned, the evening prayers began. Renata seemed to have guessed it would rain, for the prayers lasted well into the night. As the silence stretched, Ennis thought she owed Lora her thanks. She knew she did her best to shield Ennis from the worst of the Sisters’ slanderous talk, and she’d no doubt risked Renata’s disdain for holding up evening prayers.
She couldn’t catch her friend’s eye, however, until dinner. A meager soup and dry bread was passed around. She would have said something over the meal, but Renata approached just as she sat down next to Lora.
“You left so quickly this morning I hadn’t time to give you the sewing,” said Renata.
Ennis replied only after dipping the bread into the soup and biting off a large hunk. It took several moments to chew. “I didn’t know there was sewing to do.”
Renata smiled serenely. “There’s always sewing to do.”
“I’ll see to it tomorrow before I—”
“You’d best see to it now, while your fingers are warm.” She moved away before Ennis could reply.
With Renata gone, Ennis could see all the other Sisters furtively glancing at her through their lashes. She glared at all of them while she finished her dinner.
Gathering all the clothes that needed mending, Ennis set to work. She tried not to look at the pile, for it only made her want to cast everything into the fire. Concentrating hard on the stitches, as she was a rather poor seamstress, she barely noticed when the Sisters slowly slipped from the hall up to bed.
“Do you want me to help you with that?”
Ennis looked up from Sister Kanna’s nightgown to see she and Lora were the only two left in the room. Judging from the remaining height of the candles, it was past midnight.
“No, I don’t want to keep you up. One of us should get some sleep.”
Lora gave her a small, tired grin. “Good night, then.”
“Lora?” she said before she reached the threshold. “Thank you for telling me.”
“Of course.”
With that, Ennis was left in the cold, quiet hall to mend clothes. She toyed with the idea of doing a terrible job, of making sure each stitch had an inch between it and the next, but in the end, she gave it her best effort, telling herself she would sabotage the next one.
She mulled over Lora’s question for some hours as the needle went up down, up down. It was a problem she’d started to think about often. Like she told Lora, she credited her softer feelings towards Manek to the large amount of time she spent with him. Each new day made him seem more a man than a demon in the night, and she wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not.
He was nothing like the lordlings back in the Highlands. He wasn’t even that much like Colm Dunstan, a man she thought she’d had strong feelings for. But here she was, sewing away in the Lowlands, not thinking of Colm—indeed, she hadn’t spared Colm a thought in sennights—but Manek. What did that say about her feelings? About her?
Manek was kind, a hard worker. He didn’t lie, didn’t boast. If anything, he was self-deprecating. And he was perhaps the most unwilling warlord she’d ever met. This hesitation to actually command his people vexed her. He was perhaps too patient, though she knew a wicked temper flared in him now and again. It was an interesting mix of traits all bottled into one man, and Ennis admitted—only to herself—that she liked more than she disliked.
Except, of course, being his warprize. Now that made her thoughts turn sour. There seemed to be a set of Midlander slave laws that even the Lowlands abided by. Manek rarely spoke of it.
Or the Haven.
He was free. She was not. She pursed her lips, happy, in a way, at that final thought. It made things easier. Nothing would happen so long as they were unequal.
Leaning her head against the wall, Ennis took a long breath and closed her eyes. She would give herself a few minutes, put another log on the fire, and continue.
“Ennis, wake up.”
She started, stunned for a moment by the delicate daylight seeping into the window. She blinked, rubbed her eyes, and groaned. The needle, just threaded, still lay on her lap.
Renata stood above her, arms crossed.
Ennis looked down at the pile and gave a sigh of relief to see that the last chemise sat in her lap. She’d almost finished.
“I was going to have you weed the garden this morning.”
“I weeded it two days ago. If there’s anything large enough to pull up this morning, then we’ll need something stronger than my hands to save the garden.”
“You’re in fine spirits this morning I see.”
Ennis grinned viciously, making sure her eyeteeth showed.
“You’ll be going with him today?”
“Yes. We start on the wall.”
Renata let out a little laugh. “I see. How patriotic of you.”
“A wall is good for everyone, Sister. You more than anyone in the Haven should know what a danger these raids are.”
Renata shrugged. “They come from the south. We’re on the northern edge. They’ve never reached us here. The Mother protects us.”
“More men will go this time. We’ll be defenseless unless they finish the wall. Then we might stand some chance.”
As she spoke, a grin grew on Renata’s face. Ennis resisted the urge to wipe it off.
“‘We might stand some chance?’ You’re beginning to sound like him.”
Ennis’s nostrils flared. “My ancestors built the greatest wall history has ever seen. I would feel better even with a few wooden poles between me and an attack.”
“And you think your wooden wall will defend where Highcrest’s crumbled?” Renata smiled to see Ennis’s mouth agape.
Ennis swallowed hard, the words a slap across her pride.
Glancing at the pile of mended clothes, Renata said, “Finish up then be off.”
“What,” Ennis said, “no floor scrubbing to do?”
“If you wish to scrub the floors before you go, by all means. But I wouldn’t keep your warlord waiting.” And with a swish of her skirts, she was gone.
Ennis had the chemise balled up and raised above her head, ready to throw into the fire, before she got hold of her anger. Taking a deep breath, she retreated across the room and smoothed out the cloth. Picked the needle back up. Sewed.
She almost twitched with impatience, wanting to be out of the Haven. She needed to leave before Renata realized she was letting Ennis go so easily.
Thoughtlessly throwing the chemise on top of the pile, Ennis ridded herself of the underclothes and hurried down the corridor to the washroom to do her morning ablutions. She shivered when cold droplets ran into the back of her dress.
She practically ran back down the corridor, ducking into the hall for only a moment to retrieve her cloak, then was out the door into the crisp morning. Frost lay like a veil over the hills, and a thin mist was receding back towards the river. The town was quiet, many still enjoying their last hour of sleep.
Drawing the fur collar of her cloak closer to her neck, Ennis made for the southern side of Rising where they had piled the first logs. She wasn’t the only one making their way there; several sleepy men came from their homes and fell into step along various paths.
As she crested the southern hill looking down onto the narrow riverplain, Ennis saw the thick cut in the earth they had made. The past few days had been spent marking the tallest and widest trees for the wall, and several woodcutters were enlisted along with their saws and axes.
She waved and started down the hill when she saw Manek, already atop his horse. When he saw her he turned to make towards her. With the soft morning light at his back, Ennis thought him striking, moving with his horse with fluid grace. She didn’t think she’d ever met a better horseman than Manek; terrifying and bloody as the fight against she Oltaraani had been, she vividly remembered his deft command of Oren, often using just his legs to direct the warhorse, leaving his arms free.
“Good morning!” he said with a wide grin.
She greeted him with a smile and nodded behind him. “More than we thought.”
A hundred men had agreed to come, gathering around the first stack of logs while chatting and rubbing the sleep from their eyes. When she spotted Taryn, she waved to him.
“We should make a fair start today.” He noticed her blinking the grit from her eyes, and no doubt the dark circles beneath. “Are you all right?”
“There was sewing to do,” she grumbled.
“I see. Nothing too serious I hope.”
“If I never see another shift or nightgown, it will be too soon.”
“They don’t need you to return today?”
“No. Not that I would.” She smiled wickedly.
He grinned too and handed over the plans she’d drawn. “You should have a good view from about there,” he said, pointing at the middle of the hill the great house stood upon.
“That should do nicely,” she said. “From there I can make a quick retreat back into town if things go wrong.”
“Your confidence is inspiring,” he said with a laugh.
Ennis watched as he broke the men into two groups, some to go into the forest and help log, while the others would start hoisting the ones that had been cut yesterday. It was an hour before the first pole was levered into place, but when it stood straight after a tense moment of swaying, Ennis just about jumped up and cheered.
Her eyes found Manek, and she smiled to see the pride radiating from him as he looked up the length of the first log. When he saw her watching him, he smiled at her and soon came over as the men prepared to hoist the second log into place.
“So far so good,” she said.
“Do you know any blessings for walls?” he asked. “I’m told most are blessed one way or another.”
“I know one,” she said, motioning for him to follow.
When they reached the solitary pole, she asked for a knife.
He gave her a bemused look before handing over a knife he pulled from his boot. She pricked her finger with it and let two beads drop to the ground before the pole.
“You too,” she said.
Once he’d done so, she intoned, “Ma’an, keeper of keeps, may this wall stand as you do. Shoulder it against any who would dare attack those it protects. Guard those who live within so long as this blood runs hot.” She looked over at him and stuck out her tongue when she saw him about to laugh. “How was that?”
He leaned a little closer and said, “Well, if it does fall down, it really is your fault now.”
She gave him a mock scowl and marched back up to her spot on the slope of the hill. When she’d sat back down, she waved for him to continue work.
For the remainder of the morning, she watched the men work, her plans spread out on the grass around her. It took them several tries to master getting a newly hoisted log as close as possible to its neighbor and then pushing it into place so that no holes were left.
It was almost noon when a group of two dozen men came from Rising, calling out to Manek. They met him at the base of the hill Ennis sat upon, and she watched on, curious.
“You should have a smooth journey,” Manek told them, “with the river swollen from all this rain.”
Ennis recognized several of Manek’s captains amongst the men, and after they confirmed they were to barter for fifty new warhorses, the men started across the plain towards the Oltaraani ships banked on the rocky shore of the Morroley.
Manek mounted the hill to stand beside her, but she didn’t have the chance to ask him what the men were doing. He waved at someone over her shoulder, and she turned to see his mother, Kasia, heading down the slope bearing a heavy tray of food, two girls Ennis new worked in the house following behind with more.
With a hearty smile, she crooned down to the men working below to come and get lunch. They did so eagerly, calling into the woods to tell the others. As they came and received their thick slice of bread with a slab of meat and cheese, they thanked Kasia profusely, calling her a gift from Ceralia. If Kasia had had feathers, she would’ve preened, so happy was she at all the attention, just about glowing by the time the last lunch was taken.
Ennis watched from the corner of her eye, trying to ignore the rumbling in her stomach. She hadn’t eaten since the night before, not even sparing time to make herself bland oats that morning in her haste. When she spied that there was only one lunch left, with Manek standing empty-handed beside his mother, Ennis realized she might have to steel herself to make it through the rest of the day until another bowl of thin soup.
Once all the men had moved back down the hill, Ennis heard Manek say, “Is there another?”
Ennis pretended she hadn’t heard, gazing pointedly down at one of the diagrams in her lap, but her ears pricked nonetheless. She heard Kasia take a sharp breath.
“I’m not feeding the likes of her,” Manek’s mother hissed.
Ennis’s jaw set, and it took all of her will not to throw a handful of grass and dirt at Kasia and tell her she didn’t want to eat her Lowland gruel anyhow. The only thing that stopped her was Manek.
“She’s helping just as much as them.”
“She’s a Highlander.”
“Well, she’s here now. That makes her Lowlander.”
Ennis could almost see Kasia’s small mouth puckering in something between a pout and a scowl. She couldn’t make out the older woman’s mutterings, but she did hear her begin to stalk off towards the house. Somehow, she doubted Kasia would be coming back.
A moment later, Manek sat down beside her, their shoulders bumping. Ennis straightened and glanced over at him.
“I’m sorry,” he said and began ripping his meal into unequal halves. He handed her the larger portion.
Her stomach growled loudly as she took it. She grimaced, wishing her stomach had more tact. She thanked him, then bit into the bread and meat greedily. As she chewed, she was loath to admit that Kasia made wonderful bread. She tried to pace herself, noticing that Manek ate rather absentmindedly, but still finished before him.
To distract herself from daydreaming about more bread and meat, Ennis asked, “Where are they going?” She nodded at the group down at the river, preparing the Oltaraani ships to sail.
“Upriver,” Manek said as he chewed, “to Kennick’s.”
“And who’s Kennick?”
“The chieftain of another southerly tribe. I’m sending them to trade for warhorses. Everyone in the Lowlands knows that the finest horses come from Wheatfield.”
“Your beast comes from there?”
Manek agreed around a mouthful of cheese.
“Are they Mithrian?”
“No. They’ve been in the Meadowlands long before Mithrians set foot in the Lowlands.”
“But you’re allies?”
“Yes. At least trade partners. My father isn’t their warlord.”
“Ah. Then why are you so much friendlier with them than the Oltaraani?”
“We each have something the other wants.”
Ennis’s eyebrows rose. “How shrewd of you.”
He shrugged. “We’ve never been at odds with the Horsemen. They want to keep us close in case the clans in the Mountain Lands decide to attack again.”
“Are there many?”
“About as many as there are here. Now they are Mithrian. They went to the mountains during the second migration. Larn despises them. They’ve been pushing further south into Kennick’s lands to avoid him.”
“And would you help Kennick, if he called on you?”
“If I could, yes.”
“Have you considered trying to be allies with these mountain people?”
“That would insult Kennick.”
“Well, if you could moderate a peace between them, you’d unite much of the south.”
He cocked an eyebrow at her. “We get seven logs up for a wall and you’re already thinking about making a kingdom.”
She shrugged. “Haven’t you?”
He opened his mouth, but nothing came out. She was rather surprised at him. From what she’d guessed about the Midlands, making a kingdom was Larn’s aim. He was more than a warlord, commanding bannermen and troops; he was making himself a king, with the Lowlands, and now even Highcrest, as vassals.
A shout drew their attention, and they saw Taryn waving at them. The men had finished their lunch and were ready to resume.
Standing, Manek stretched out his back. He reached down and offered her his hand.
She took it and he pulled her up.
He squeezed her hand, his gaze intent. When they’d first met, Ennis had thought his eyes brown, but today, with the sun shining down on him and making the tints of auburn in his hair glint, they seemed closer to molten gold, with flecks of green and even red dotting the iris. Tamea take her, he had fine eyes. Especially when they crinkled at the edges in a smile.
“Ennis, I hope you know how much I appreciate your help.”
She blinked at him.
“I know I haven’t…I know everything that’s happened to you is my fault. You would be justified not wanting to lift a finger to help me or my people. So thank you, truly.”
All she could do was stare at him. She’d had apologies from him before, but none that struck her as deeply. He really did look like she’d done him an invaluable service. Even if she’d built the whole wall herself, she didn’t think she could get a more heartfelt look.
“Well,” she said, finally letting herself smile, “you did ask nicely.”
He smiled too, and she was relieved. She didn’t know what she would do if he’d continued looking at her like that. It made her swallow hard. Had she lied to Lora?
She watched with curiosity and dread as something flashed across those warm amber eyes of his—a feeling, a question, and she thanked all the gods she could think of when someone shouted Manek’s name.
His gaze flicked over her shoulder, and his face hardened ever so slightly. As he stepped around her, letting go of her hand, she turned to look too.
Several riders were trotting towards Manek. Her heart beat loudly in her chest, falling to her feet for a moment when she thought it was Midlanders. Manek’s casual pace and relaxed shoulders told her it couldn’t be Larn’s summons, so she followed him. The four men were in travelling clothes, their sleeves rolled up. Saddle bags on each horse suggested a journey.
“And how’s he doing?” she heard Manek ask as she stopped a few paces away from him and the riders.
“He’s well,” one man said. “He sent you these.” Two men untied a pile of furs strapped behind their saddles, tossing them gently onto the ground, as the other two fished a collection of coins and pearls out of their bags to show Manek.
“You’d think I’d asked a ransom of him,” Manek said, inspecting the pile of goods.
“He said they were for horses,” said one of the men.
“Ah. Very good. Your timing is perfect then—the ships haven’t left yet.”
As the men piled the smaller, loose treasure into one saddle bag to give over, one man said, “They’re a fine folk, Carmethians. We drank for a full day before he’d let us return.”
“I’ve never seen a people more enamored with fish, though!” said another. This earned laughs all around.
“Has he sent me anything else?” Manek asked.
The first man twisted around and fished a parcel of papers from his saddle bag, handing it to Manek.
Manek nodded and said, “Off with you now—back to your wives.”
“And their beds!”
The four men turned their horses towards town as Manek looked over his shoulder to find Ennis standing not far off.
He closed the distance between them, handing her the parcel. “If you would.”
She broke the seal with a flourish. There were two small, sturdy pieces of paper within a finely folded covering, and she picked out the first one.
“He sends you fond greetings and hopes all is right with your world. All is right with his. He says he will muster as many men as he can spare—it should be almost double what he brought last campaign. He cannot bring that number of horses, however, and sends you what should be enough for a score. He can bring the rest.”
Ennis looked at the loot at Manek’s feet. “All that for only twenty horses? By Themin, you could ransom a town with that.”
“Warhorses come at a steep price.”
She turned to look at Manek’s warhorse, grazing near the men working on the wall. She didn’t think she’d ever met a more apathetic animal. “Are you sure they’re worth it?”
Manek followed her gaze and laughed. “Yes, when it counts. But Kennick can charge whatever he likes and I’ll pay it.”
“Hm. I see now why you’re trade partners, not allies.”
Grinning wryly, Manek nodded at the papers. “What else?”
She took a moment to find her place again. “He’ll meet you at the Forks in the first days of spring so you can march into Scallya together. He hopes that you Lowland dogs will make a sight to see in Larn’s Black City.” She glanced up to find Manek grinning to himself. “He wishes your family well—your mother love and your father strength. That’s it.”
Manek nodded. “Good. Everything’s in order there.”
“There’s another letter.”
Dearest Ennis… The smile fell from her face, not quite believing Essa’s delicate scrawl lay on the page.
Dearest Ennis, I cried when I received your letter—it makes me so happy to read your words and know that you are well. I have read your letter a hundred times and hold it close to me when the night is long. I miss you so. I have never known a place as gray as Carmetheon. Oh, Ennis, I wish I were with you now. I am well enough. Waurin’s mother, Elodie, is a kind woman and has devoted long hours to teaching me many things. There is so much to do I haven’t the time to be sad. But sometimes, when I cannot sleep, I think of Highcrest. Do you let yourself think about it? Can you feel the stones beneath your fingers? Can you smell Cook’s peppermint tea? You know, I fear I am forgetting what Father sounded like. Is that possible? To hear him speak, one more time! I know I would remember forever if I could just hear him once more.
The paragraph stopped abruptly, as if Essa decided against writing more in that vein.
Forgive my rambling, the letter continued, I am just lonely, I suppose. In Highcrest I used to wish you and our sisters would let me alone, if only for a day. How foolish that was. Write back to me soon, fill pages and pages, even if they are just reminders not to slouch and or put my elbows on the table. I will treasure them. Until then, I remain, faithfully, your sister, Essa Courtnay.
“Ennis?”
She realized her face was damp. Her hands flew to her face, hiding her tears from Manek, who looked on, concerned.
“Is something wrong?”
She shook her head. “No, no—my sister has written me.” The words brought a smile to her face, and her crying and smiling seemed to only confuse Manek more.
“Isn’t that good?”
“Yes, it’s very good!” She dried her eyes. “I must tell Irina.” Putting a hand on Manek’s shoulder, she said, “I’ll be right back—I have to let Irina read this!”
She didn’t wait for his reply, just hiked up her skirts and headed as fast as her legs would carry her back towards the Haven. It was the first time she’d ever run back.
She should have thought it odd that none of the Sisters were in the garden or makeshift temple. The Haven stood quiet, making Ennis nervous. She slowed to a walk for the last paces and opened the door hesitantly, as if expecting it to be empty.
The sound of chanting filled her ears. Frowning, Ennis entered the Haven, shutting the door quietly behind her. She crept to the threshold of the hall and peered in.
All the Sisters stood in a circle, their hair drenched, dripping water down their backs, with a fresh white cloth over the crown of their heads. They all had their hands on the opposite shoulder, their arms clasped close to their chests. Their lips moved as one, chanting a rite Ennis had only heard once.
In the middle of the circle stood Irina, completely naked, and wet from head to foot. Her skin glistened in the midday light, and a large puddle pooled around her. She held her hands away from her, parallel with the floor, palms up. Her eyes closed, her mouth moved silently to mime the words the others spoke.
Without thinking, Ennis took up a large blanket laying just inside the threshold and threw it around Irina. “What are you doing?” she demanded.
The hall fell silent.
“It’s Irina’s time, Ennis.”
Ennis’s head whipped around so she could glare at Renata.
“Irina has found her way to the Mother, and now it’s time for her to take her vows. You’d do well not to disturb us.”
With a pang, Ennis realized Renata had wanted her out of the Haven today.
“She can’t,” Ennis said. “There aren’t new warprizes from campaign.”
“Irina has found the Mother sooner than most. I won’t deny her the solace of being with Her. Besides, you’re amongst the people more than enough to compensate.”
“Ennis, perhaps you should go.”
She looked back at her sister and found a pained face. Irina’s delicate brows were drawn together, deep lines running under her eyes. She shivered under the blanket Ennis had thrown over her.
Shoving Essa’s letter under Irina’s nose, Ennis said, “I came to show you this. Essa’s written from Carmetheon! She says she’s well and she wants us to write back.” She waited expectantly, but Irina would barely look at the paper let alone take it. “Well?”
Irina swallowed hard. “That’s wonderful. Of course I want to read it, but—”
“She must see this through. No more interruptions,” said Renata, face sharp.
Ignoring the Sister, Ennis tried to force the letter into Irina’s hands. “She wants to hear from us, Irina. She’s alone there—she’s unhappy. We have to try—”
“Ennis, don’t—”
“Irina is the Mother’s now—a divine daughter, our sister. She’s forsaking all earthly ties. Your letter will have to wait.”
“She’s my sister!” Ennis roared, rounding on Renata. “Irina is my sister, and so is Essa. This—” she pointed wildly all around at the Haven “—this isn’t a family!” Turning back to Irina, she said more softly, “We’re her family. I’m her sister.”
Tears streamed down Irina’s face, and Ennis had some to match.
“You are my sister, Ennis,” Irina said. “So please, understand that I have to do this.”
“She’s manipulating you!” she said through a sob, pointing an accusatory finger at Renata.
“No, Ennis, she’s helped me. She can help you too if you’d only—”
Ennis cried out when she felt Essa’s letter wrenched from her hand.
“This is the problem,” Renata said, holding up the letter. “You cling to the past, to the Highlands. You must be set free.”
And in one fluid movement, Renata ripped the letter in half and cast it into the fire.
“No!”
“The Mother is your salvation, Ennis Courtnay, not some ghost from the past and certainly not some warlord.”
Ennis could barely hear her words, only the triumphant tone, as she clutched at her chest, an inhuman wail ripping from her lips. She would’ve fallen to the floor if hands hadn’t caught her and pulled her up.
“How could you?” she cried as Lora bore her away. “How could you let her?”
She felt Lora leading her up the hallway towards the stairs, but she broke free, flying to the door and throwing herself outside. Her breaths came in irregular gasps as the cold air stung her hot, wet face. For a moment, she thought to return to Manek at the wall but knew she couldn’t face him, couldn’t bear to let him see her broken.
Instead she stumbled into the woods. She didn’t make it far before collapsing to the grassy forest floor. Filling her fists with grass and dirt, earth boring beneath her nails, Ennis wept until she was sure Tamea herself heard.




Twenty-Six

Time forgot Anona. The years stretched past her, and soon her frozen heart ached. So she sent her icy winds south until all of Mithria was covered in snows and frost. All looked the north, where Anona sat, and she was glad. But the mortals, their skin bare and their fires weak, cried from the cold. Ceralia dipped her hand into the ocean and cloaked herself in a wave, then went to visit her daughter. “Do you not hear their cries?” Ceralia said. Anona laughed. “You care so much for them, but what of me? Father sent me here, but here I am forgotten.” “You are not forgotten, my daughter. You are of my flesh. I love you as I love them. Please, remind them once a year, but spare them the rest.” Anona’s face was frozen, but her heart was moved by Ceralia’s plea. “Very well,” she said, and thus her ice winds only visit the mortals in winter, reminding them of her mercy and her thawed heart.

—When the Ice Winds Come




The women left Adena when they finished combing out her long hair. Larn disliked it when she became dirty—now that he could find no pleasure in her body, he could at the very least adorn it with finery, keep it clean and shiny for all to gaze upon. Silent women with apathetic hands came almost every day now, washed her with rose water, combed out her hair, dressed her in fine silken dresses. Then one would lead her out of her prison to the great hall, where she sat behind Larn as he held court.
Adena thought that if he could find a way to permanently affix her upon the great hall’s mantle, he would. 
The women came frequently but never spoke. Adena began to wonder if she was imagining them. It wouldn’t be the first time she conjured a companion.
The floor creaked. 
From the bowels of the fortress came her Moon Boy. Sometimes she wondered if she’d conjured him, too.
He stopped when he saw her, brushing the soot off his tunic at the sight of her silken garments. It was dark, but she thought his ears were turning red.
Something, a nagging feeling beating hard in her chest, had her asking, “Drinking again?”
He nodded stiffly, keeping half of his face angled away from her. He did that when he sported a new bruise. Sometimes Larn’s men liked to hit; sometimes Gaetien wasn’t fast enough.
She’d asked him once why he never fought back. It was an ironic question, a foolish one even, but anger had burned bright in her breast when she found out he never returned a hit. Even when his attacker was another kitchen boy, he never raised his fists to them. Some would find it admirable. Adena supposed she would have too, a year ago. Now, all she could think about was how she wanted to fight, wanted to and couldn’t.
“I’d hurt my hand,” had been his excuse. “Or someone else would.”
And Gaetien couldn’t have that. Not when his hands were so precious to him.
He liked to show Adena his work on little scraps of paper. Some were little more than a handful of words describing a ray of sunshine. When he managed to find a fuller piece of parchment, it was littered with verses, not all of them connected. Sometimes he numbered them; sometimes they stood eclectically together and Adena would spend days puzzling out how they fit.
He wrote about everything, from the spiced stew Cook made, to the rows of stones that made up the great hall, to the stained glass that cast the hall in pools of color. The stained glass was his favorite—it was Larn’s, too.
It seemed that, now that the Midland army was back, all they were good for was drinking. With a heavy snow from the southern mountains blanketing the fields, even the farmers sat idly in their houses, whittling away until spring. The doors of Larn’s great hall were thrown open for anyone and everyone, all through the night, through the winter. It was always overwarm there and smelled of charred meat and spilt ale and stale piss. Adena hated it.
From Gaetien’s face, she knew it had been another rowdy celebration.
“How many were there tonight?” she found herself asking.
He shrugged, laying out her tray of food, one of two so graciously provided throughout the day. “Many.”
“Was the garrison commander there again?”
“Yes.”
“Dorran, too?”
“Dorran never misses free ale.”
“Mm.”
She sipped at the watered wine, wetting her throat and keeping the cough bubbling up at bay. She needed to appear healthy enough. Gaetien knew of her bloody lung, was one of the few kitchen staff still willing to come into the room rather than shove her meals through the cracked trapdoor and hurry away.
“It sounds like they’re all there,” she said quietly.
He looked up at her, his freckled face wrinkling. “Adena, I…you know I can’t.”
“When could we ask for a better time? Everyone’s drunk—the city’s asleep.”
“Someone will see. Your gown—”
“I’ll rub dirt in it.”
“Someone will notice you’re gone. They’ll tell Larn.”
“I’ll be well hidden by then.”
“Where?”
“Somewhere. I don’t know.” Her chest ached with frustration. Usually Adena didn’t like to argue; she’d much rather leave such things to Ennis while she herself found a sunny patch of balcony to recline on and finish her needlepoint.
But that had been her old life. Now, she woke every morning to a body that grew weaker, to blood soaking her pillow from coughing fits in the night. Now, she could feel the very life seeping out of her. All the Courtnays had known of her sickness before Highcrest was taken, but somehow, it hadn’t seemed real. It was just a hard cough, just night sweats.
Her time was precious—wasted here behind the cold stone walls of Scallya. And she’d be damned if she died here, to be burned as the southern barbarians were wont to do with their dead. She’d be damned if her ashes were spread on Midland soils, to help grow Midland crops.
No. If she was to die, she would do it in her sister’s arms. Larn thought her a little pet bird, sitting behind him in the great hall. To passerby she seemed to perch on his shoulder, the little Courtnay starling whose wings had been clipped. But the little bird had ears, and she listened to what was said in that hall. She searched her memory, made herself remember that horrible night that smelled of charred flesh, and she could recall names.
Ennis and Irina were with a warlord called Manek, in the Lowlands.
So it was to the Lowlands she would go. Whether or not Gaetien chose to come with her.
“Gaetien.” Her voice was soft now, and she held herself carefully, accentuating her prominent collarbones and trembling lips. “You know I must get away.”
He looked from her clasped hands to her mouth. Slowly, he shook his head. “I don’t think there’s a way, Adena. None at all. He’d just find you again and…”
“It’s worth the risk. Don’t you think it’s worth the risk?”
He squirmed as she stepped towards him. There were times when Adena thought Gaetien wanted her, but there were others, like now, when she thought she frightened him more than anything else. He held himself rigid, awkward, unsure where his hands or gaze should go.
“Adena…”
“Gaetien, I want to escape. With you.”
His swallow was audible. “And go where?”
“South. The Lowlands.”
“There’s nothing for either of us there.”
“That’s not true. My sisters are somewhere in the south. And somewhere there is a cottage waiting for you to fill it with your words. It will be quiet, shaded, with a forest on one side, a stream on the other. You will have peace for your writing, all the quiet and solace you need.”
Her words spun a web around him, and for a moment she had him. The dream spread out before them, bright and possible. Then he blinked, the wonderment ebbing from his eyes.
“We’d never make it.”
“You don’t know that. Don’t you think it’s worth—?”
“No! Adena, please, you must not ask this of me. You know I have my sister Lyda—what of her? I must make my way here.” He closed the distance between them and reached for her hands. They were clammy as he gathered hers to his chest. “I will always, always be a friend to you, Adena. But there are some things I just can’t do.”
She jerked her hands away, stumbling back a step. Breath rushed in and out of her but didn’t seem to be filling her lungs. Some things I just can’t do. It was a choice for him, not survival. Oh, no. It wasn’t his body that was violated and paraded about and betraying itself in a slow, wasting death. It wasn’t his cold, solitary death looming ever closer with no promise of anyone to say the proper rites.
All her viable plans included Gaetien. Between Larn’s wrath and her own precarious health, he was the only person who talked to her, sought her out. She’d known from the first that the women who tended her would do nothing. Their hands, while gentle, were always cold. There was no comforting touch, no sympathetic glance in the looking glass.
She needed Gaetien, and he was denying her. She turned away.
“Leave me.”
There was a hush, making her think for a moment that she hadn’t said it aloud. Then Gaetien sucked in a breath.
“Adena, I wish I could give you what you want. I wish it more than anything. If there was a way—if there really was a cottage waiting for us, like you said, I’d take the chance. But sometimes all we have are wishes.”
His words ate at her ears and made scorching tears run searing down her face. She shook her head, as if she could fling the words away. She didn’t want to hear this—she couldn’t hear this.
“Let’s make good on the time we do have. Please, Adena, I want to help you. I do. I…I love you.”
“What?”
“I love you, Adena, I want to—”
“Love me?” she screeched, her anger bubbling from her lips in a hiss. “Love me? You don’t love me!”
“I do, Adena, I—”
“You care nothing for me. You keep me here, just like him! You’re happy to have your little friend hidden away, always there when you cry tears over your cuts and bruises, always there to look at your verses because she’s nothing else to do in her sad little cage.”
He tried to shake his head, tried to protest, but she slashed a hand through the air. “Leave me, coward!”
He scrambled away like she was a viper about to strike, and in truth, she felt like a viper, hissing at him, her anger coiling tight around her heart. He flung himself down into the hole and slammed the trapdoor shut.
It echoed for a time, and then everything was silent.
Adena slumped into the bed she hated with all her soul and curled up in its rumpled blankets. There was still blood on the pillow from the morning, and no matter how often the women gave her new linens, the bed always smelled faintly of Larn.
In the quiet Gaetien left, Adena thought she could hear the blood coursing through her, pooling in her lungs, waiting to climb her throat. Her blood was killing her, slowly drowning her, and there would be no escape.
She pressed her face into her hands, wondering how much longer it would take.
She closed her eyes and wished with all her heart to see Tamea beside her bed when she opened them. She would take Tamea’s hand and go with her like an old friend. Anything to leave, to escape.
She opened her eyes. She was alone.
Though her strength quickly seeped from her limbs, she began forming words, her cold tongue feeling too large for her mouth. “Deceiver see me. Deceiver hear me. Curse this man; curse Larn’s house, his fields, his blood. May he know what I have known. I give myself to you as payment, and I will greet you with a smile. Deceiver see me. Deceiver hear me…” And as she chanted Ean’s curse to herself, Adena felt a presence with her there in the dark, and she smiled.




Twenty-Seven

It’s her, Father, I know it is. Ennis Courtnay will be the next Highland queen.

—note from Colm Dunstan to his father, Adren




The Midland riders came on a cold afternoon, bringing commands that double the Lowland men were to come to Scallya with haste.
Manek had woken that morning with a sense of dread sitting bitter in his mouth. The day was gray, cold. A day to don a cloak and shove fingers into gloves. Even with the lingering winter cold, his volunteers came to work on the wall despite their numb fingers and lips. As they hoisted another pole into place, a boy came running.
“Lord Manek, they’re here! Midland riders!”
He bound onto Oren and kicked the horse’s sides. He had to get to them before they came to the eastern path into town. From there they could spy the wall, and Manek knew such news would inevitably reach Larn.
He could just see Lord Midland’s face when hearing of this wall. It would pucker with displeasure, the scar pulled tight across his ruddy cheek. “What an odd invitation, Manek,” he’d say, “I didn’t know you wanted me south.”
“How long until you’ll be ready to march?” Dorran said, resting an elbow on the engraved horn of his saddle.
Manek scowled, determined to look at the Midland captain’s forehead rather than meet his eye. He couldn’t promise not to hit him if he did. “We’ll need a few days.”
“You have two.”
He ground his teeth. “Fine.”
Dorran peered over Manek’s shoulder with a glint in his eye. “This is a nice town. Where do you recommend staying?”
“Outside of it,” Manek snapped, pointing at the northern meadow. “I think you’ll find it quite comfortable.”
Larn’s seneschal made a face. “Always so rude! And here I was going to offer to come north with you.”
“Much as we’d both like that, you can head back to Scallya now if you wish. You’ve done your duty.”
“True,” he said, picking his thumbnail, “but if I return without you, the Midland army will be heading south rather than north.” His gaze flicked up to meet Manek’s. “We wouldn’t want that.”
Manek nodded at the meadow. “I’ll have supplies sent.”
Dorran wore a particularly pleased grin despite not being allowed into Rising yet again. “Ceralia smile upon you.”
With that the Midlanders headed for their designated campsite while Manek turned back to Rising. A crowd had already formed on the border of town, eager, anxious eyes watching him as Oren slowly approached.
“Gather in the square. I’d like to speak with everyone,” he said.
With solemn nods, they went to their homes to tell their families and neighbors.
Manek guided Oren back to the wall where he called out to the men working. When those in the forest had come as well, he said, “We’re leaving in two days. Everyone’s meeting in the square. After, go to your families.”
“What about this?” One of the woodcutters nodded at the wall.
“We tried,” was all he could say.
The men began trudging up the hill. Manek and Taryn shared a look before he too headed back into town.
As he watched them go, he spotted a figure walking down the slope of the hill towards him. He was all at once relieved and sad to see Ennis, his chest aching to see the now familiar sway of her hips and braid as she walked. Dismounting, he waited for her at the end of the wall.
She had a forlorn look about her, like she’d already had a lifetime of watching men march off to war.
Wordlessly he handed her Larn’s official summons. He knew what it said but having her break the seal and read it gave him time to think of something to say to her.
“You and double your men are commanded to Scallya. No less than double. It will take that many to take Dannawey. You are to leave within a few days upon receiving this. That’s all it says.” She looked up from the letter at him. “You’re going, then.”
It was a fact, not a question, and all he could do was nod.
“And what of the wall?”
“Hope that it lasts the summer, I suppose.”
“You expect it to fall down?”
“I expect Rick to attack while I’m away. They’ll no doubt burn it.”
“Oh.”
“Still,” he tried to grin but knew it just looked painful, “I appreciate all you did.”
She nodded, though her eyes were distant. Walking past him, she ran her hands over the undulating surface of the wall.
Manek found himself following her, a deep pain lodged between his ribs. He’d miss their banter, earning her smile, seeing her light up at the prospect of work. He’d come to admire her, not just for her education, but for her wisdom, her stubbornness, even her haughtiness. He liked the way she sauntered more than walked. He liked watching her sharp gray eyes dance with amusement, liked guessing what she was thinking when her mouth said one thing but her gaze another.
She came to a stop, her back still to him. He watched her silently, saw the rigidness of her shoulders and the slight downward tilt of her head. For a moment, he wondered if she was weeping but then reminded himself she wouldn’t weep for him. Even if sometimes he wished she would.
He knew he needed to head to the square—Rising needed to hear the news. The bottom of his stomach opened up, sucking at his chest with dread. He didn’t want to see their faces when he told them.             
“Rising will be a very empty place.”
“Yes.”
“They have faith in you,” she said, still not looking at him. “That’s more than many lords can say.”
That hurt almost as much as the thought of leaving her in two days.
“Sometimes I don’t think I deserve it,” he admitted, not totally sure why he did. It felt like a time for admitting truths. Perhaps it would make this easier.
“You care about them,” she said. “And they love you for it.”
“Maybe on campaign. Not here.”
She frowned at him like he’d started speaking another language. “What?”
“When I’m here, there are one too many warlords in Rising. And even on campaign, they’ll always see my father where I stand. I’ll never be more than a warlord—a warlord’s son. I’ll never…” He let his words die, fearing more would come tumbling out of him.
For a long moment, Ennis stood silently with a thoughtful expression. When she opened her mouth to speak, he was almost afraid of what she’d say.
“You want to be their lord.” Her eyes snapped to his. “Not just a warlord, but a lord, a leader, even a…”
He couldn’t look at her, didn’t know if he could bear someone else putting into words his innermost wish: that he wanted to be something—someone. He wanted to be more than Larn’s Lowland vassal. More than his father’s son. More than a warlord leading his men into battle, he wanted to be a leader who could lead them to a better life. He was relieved, then, when she didn’t quite say it, for saying it only brought the painful truth that it would never be.
“If you want to be their lord, not their warlord, then you must make your peace with giving orders. Whether it’s conscripting workers for a wall or drafting more to march on campaign so war isn’t brought home.”
It was this moment he’d feared. But because she deserved the truth and he seemed in a mood for them, he said, “You’re right—but I can’t give those orders, not in Rising.”
She frowned at him. “But you’re warlord.”
“Only on campaign.”
“That’s why you couldn’t…?” Her frown deepened. “Your father wouldn’t give the order to help?”
“He and I don’t always agree about what’s best for Rising.”
“Then perhaps only you should be warlord.”
It was gratifying to hear, but it still struck him hard in the chest. The thought, especially aloud, felt traitorous somehow. Disloyal.
“Manek,” she said, “people need a leader in times like these. Someone strong to trust and look up to. It cannot be good for morale watching your father disagree with you whenever you return home.”
“I know that.” He hadn’t even the heart to be annoyed. This wasn’t how he wanted to spend what he suspected would be his last moments with Ennis alone.
But she seemed determined. “Is there no way to challenge your father? To take the warlordship completely?”
“He’s my father, Ennis.”
“If my father were putting our people in danger, I would challenge him. And I loved my father dearly.”
He refrained from telling her about the weakness of the Mountain Gate. She didn’t seem to know, and he doubted Ehman Courtnay had paid it much attention either. If Ennis had known, Manek suspected he would’ve had much more of a challenge breaching the Gate.
“I’m not saying that everything must be a rule of one, or a tyranny as you like to put it. But look at Rising. Look at this wall. You can’t go on like this.”
He supposed he’d only himself to blame for this. He’d begun this confession, now he had to see it through, no matter how her truths hurt. He was knee-deep in the mire of it now, realizing too late that these weren’t the truths he really wanted to speak of with her.
She stepped closer to him, a fire burning in her eyes. It drew him in, close enough that if he reached out just a little, he could run his hand through her hair as he’d begun dreaming of doing again. Once hadn’t been enough.
“I’ve seen you with your people, Manek. They love you. I’m sure they’re fond of your father, but he is not among them as you are. He doesn’t lead them as you could.”
“After his leg was wounded, he…overseeing Rising is all he has left.”
Her look softened, but she didn’t relent. “Manek, this isn’t about if leadership is better for you or your father. It’s about which of you is better for Rising.”
“Should I stage a coup before we head north, then?”
She crossed her arms over her chest as if sensing she pushed a little too hard. She was retreating from him, and much as he hated the idea of wrenching control from his father, he hated the possibility of Ennis withdrawing more.
Scrubbing a hand over his face, he said, “What you say is true. But I haven’t the time now.”
“Yes.” She turned her head to gaze at the riverplain, her expression inscrutable. “But I hope you will think on it.”
“Of course, my lady.”
She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “You can do it, you know.” She met his gaze, face still neutral but her eyes glinting in the stray sunlight. “You can lead them.”
Manek wasn’t so sure. She must have seen as much in his face, for she took a step closer, shoulders squared. “Themin made us from mud and iron for strength, but the stardust he stole was most important.” She placed her hand over his heart, her fingertips cold, and Manek held his breath. “It gave us intelligence and wit, but also courage. You seem mostly stardust to me, Manek.”
Manek stood there, stunned, as her words sunk into his skin and warmed his blood. Mostly stardust? He stared at her, lips parted. “Ennis, do you tease me?”
He could hear his heart thumping in his chest as he waited for her answer. He dreaded to see a smile break out over her face with that playful gleam in her eyes. She was always teasing, always quick to turn serious words into something else. But her words just then were the most precious thing anyone had ever given him, and he couldn’t bear it if she took them away.
“No, I’m not teasing.”
His relief was so great he couldn’t help but close the distance between them and kiss her. For a long moment, his mouth on hers, all he could do was think how good she felt, warm and soft and sweet. He angled his head, fitting them together perfectly, and felt himself sinking.
Then it struck him what he was doing. And that she’d leaned up to meet him.
By the time he pulled back, just a little, her hands had slipped inside his cloak to rest on his chest, one over his thundering heart. She had to hear it, hammering away. His arms were around her, holding her close, and the furred collar of his cloak brushed her coloring cheeks.
“Ennis…”
She slipped a hand around the back of his neck and, with a gentle nudge, pulled him back down to her.
Before he knew it, he had her backed up against the wall, kissing her with a ferocity that unnerved him. He held her tight with one arm, but the other hand was on the small of her back, her hip, her waist. She took a sharp breath and kissed harder, catching his lower lip between her teeth. Thoughts dissolved into feeling; the heat of her skin, separated from his by only a few layers of fabric; his own desire pulsing through his body, making him fevered and giddy and content and demanding; the warmth surging through him at being pressed against her from thigh, to chest, to mouth. Gods, what she did to him.
It took a moment to register someone calling his name, and he stepped away from her, their arms disentangling just as Marc, Taryn’s eldest son, came skidding around the wall.
Marc’s floppy hair was windblown, and he took his breaths is deep gasps. He looked between them with surprised, almost suspicious eyes.
Manek had to ask, “What is it, Marc?” before the boy would speak.
He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “They’re ready for you.”
“Thank you.”
The boy gave them one last glance before heading back the way he came.
Manek knew it was time, but his feet wouldn’t move. When he looked back at Ennis, she was still leaning against the wall, her lips swollen and her color high. His body felt cold where hers had been pressed to his.
As if she could read his thoughts, she stepped forward to meet him. She placed her hands on his chest again, adjusting the collar of the cloak. His arms easily came around her to keep her close, as if they had done this thousands of times before.
“They need you.”
He finally caught her eyes, and his heart leapt into his throat to see them glassy.
“I’ll go in a minute,” he said, dread making him hold her tighter.
“Did you mean that?”
He leaned down to kiss her hair. She smelled clean, of orange blossoms and mint and something uniquely her, and her golden hair was soft beneath his lips, just as he remembered. “Yes.”
Her lips twitched as if she were going to smile, but she didn’t.
“Can I see you again, before I leave?”
Her mouth fell, and she suddenly looked miserable. A shard of ice seemed to lodge in his gut.
“It’d be harder when you left, I think.”
He nodded, relieved and disappointed and terrified.
Gazing steadily at the fastening of his cloak, she said, “All the Highlands knows you’re coming this time. King Dunstan will be there to support the Morns, and he’s never lost a battle.”
“Neither have I,” he said.
She touched a hand to his face and shook her head.
He took it and kissed her palm. “Then I hope I can see you again. At least once.” He leaned down and kissed her, memorizing her taste just in case it was his only chance.
Knowing that if he didn’t go now he was likely to keep Rising waiting until sundown, he kissed her one last time and bid her farewell. He hoped that she’d walk with him, but she stayed with the wall. When she was out of sight, he pulled himself onto Oren.
The whole town had amassed in and around the square, people pouring from houses and crowding the pathways. They fell silent when he came into sight, and Manek steeled himself. He brought Oren to a stop at the south end of the square and looked at his people, his heart heavy. Sitting in the saddle, his back straight, towering above them on the massive warhorse, Manek felt very alone.
He wished Ennis stood beside him, for she made him brave.




Twenty-Eight

Life for Themin was sweet. Every day he basked in the joy of his wife and his three blue-hued children. Yet his mind did wander, and often he found himself looking down upon the earth, at his green Mithria. His heart was pulled in two directions, and he could not help but visit his first love. She bore him two children, Ma’an, bold and true, and Tamea, swift and cunning. And he did love them and welcome them to his realm, for he loved their mother as much as he did his wife.

—How the Mountain and the Forest Were Born




Ennis listened to Lora and Irina’s steady breathing and the incessant drip, drip, drip of the gutter water as she stared at the ceiling. She kept herself awake, shocked that she’d let herself do it.
Rolling onto her stomach, she buried her face in her pillow. She felt like screaming but didn’t want to wake Lora. What had she been thinking?
That he’s leaving. That I’ll miss him. That I don’t want him to go.
She pushed her face into the pillow a little further.
When she let herself think of kissing Manek, Ennis decided it’d been nice. Better than nice. She hadn’t been held like that since the last time she saw Colm Dunstan.
The name gave her a little jolt. Colm. What did he think had happened to her? Did he suppose her dead? She realized with no small amount of guilt that she’d barely spared a thought for Colm since Highcrest’s sacking. Her thoughts travelled across Mithria to him, to his easy smile and kind eyes. It was the most uncomfortable conversation she’d ever had with her father, when she broached the subject of her perhaps marrying Colm.
It all seemed a dream now. From her little hay bed in the Lowlands, Ennis allowed herself to finally admit the truth. She didn’t love Colm. She wasn’t sure she ever had. She liked his kindness and his good nature, but if the Midland hordes had never reached Highcrest, she was sure she would’ve been able to delude herself for years to come that that was enough. She would’ve been quite content. But now…
Flipping onto her back again, Ennis resumed staring at the sloped ceiling. Gods, she was thinking of Colm and comparing him to Manek. And…she thought she might care for Manek more. Gods.
He was off to fight in the north, headed for a battle that would no doubt make the De’lan run red as it hadn’t since the First Farlan Revolt. And she thought she might worry more for him than Dannawey or the Morns. Gods, gods, gods.
She should go to him.
Ennis smashed the pillow over her head. No, she’d find another time to see him. Perhaps in the afternoon, between overseeing cartloads of supplies. Perhaps she could catch him for a few moments the morning before they departed and wish him farewell.
Yes, shake his hand, wish him the best. Like an acquaintance. Like they hadn’t fought side by side, planned and saw a creation as impressive as the wall come to life—like he hadn’t pressed her up against that wall to kiss her like a starving man given sustenance. Even now, she felt the phantom sensation of him against her, and she knew.
She sat straight up in bed. She wanted to see him. Now.
Replacing her pillow, Ennis shoved her cold feet into her even colder boots and then grabbed her cloak. She took the two steps to the door noiselessly, opening it to just before the spot where it creaked, and slipped out.
The Haven was quiet and all long shadows as she pattered downstairs. The front door cried on its hinges, and Ennis passed through as quickly as she could, shutting it behind her.
It was a cloudless night, and she relied on the half-moon to light her way. Her whole body shivered and trembled, despite having her cloak drawn close, her nose sunk into the fur collar. She stumbled here and there, straining her eyes to keep to the widest, most defined paths.
Hoping no one saw her and took her for an omen in the night, Ennis mounted the hill and was soon standing before the great house’s front doors. She’d spotted light coming from the house as she approached, so she rasped her knuckles against the polished wood. Then terror sent a shock through her. How did she know it was Manek awake? What if it was his father? Or worse, his mother? What would she say?
Spinning on her heels so fast her cloak whipped about her, Ennis had taken three hurried steps before light splashed onto the pathway.
“Ennis?”
Her heart skipped a beat in relief as she turned around to see Manek, his features dark and his outline glowing in soft light from the hall. She rubbed her hands together, watching the ball of his throat rise and fall as he swallowed. His lips lifted in a small grin, and he opened the door wider for her.
Retreating from the biting cold into the blessedly warm hall, she saw a healthy fire in the hearth. Looking over her shoulder, she tried to grin at him, but her face wouldn’t do much.
“I’m glad to see you.” He took her hands then looked down at them; her fingers were clenched together with cold. Running his thumbs over her knuckles, he drew her closer to the fire, saying, “I’m sorry, I should have…”
He released her hands so she could put them close to the fire. It warmed her quickly, and soon she straightened.
“Are your mother and father awake?” she whispered.
“No, they went to sleep hours ago.”
“I’m surprised you’re awake. I thought you’d want to sleep as much as you could before setting off.”
He shrugged. “A bed suits me just as well as the ground.”
“Ah, a useful talent. I’m partial to a bed myself.” She gritted her teeth with disgust. Gods, what was she doing? This had to be the worst flirting the world had ever known. Fiddling with a loose thread on her cloak, Ennis asked, “What’s it like, marching off on campaign?”
He tensed, and she clenched her teeth again. She wondered if it would be better if she left now and tossed herself into the Morroley.
“In my experience, it’s unpleasant. Though, I suppose if you’re marching for a cause you believe in, it’s better.”
“It’s not,” she said. “Not for us, anyway. It’s hard for us, no matter where you’re marching.”
“I know. But we like to think you’re proud of us. We’re doing it for you.”
“We’d rather you stayed.”
“We’d rather stay too, but…” He took her hand. “It’s the only way we know how.”
Terror of a deeper sort took hold of her, making her step into him and forget her nervousness. What if he didn’t return from the north? What if King Dunstan finally stopped the Midland conquest?
She took his face between her hands. “Promise me you’ll think about something while you’re away?”
“More to think on?” he said, his teasing smile making her blush.
“What if…” She traced his lower lip with her thumb. “What if you weren’t loyal to the Midlands?”
He froze, his nostrils flaring.
Ennis pressed on. “What if, instead, you allied with the Highlands? You would be on either side of the Midlands and might stall Larn long enough to become stronger.”
“Ennis, I—”
“Just think on it. Please.”
He rested his forehead on hers. “All right.”
“Thank you.”
He kissed her then, and she melted into it. It was slow, like they had all the time in the world, just how she preferred; though, she hadn’t minded being pushed up against the wall that afternoon.
“Do you know,” he murmured against her mouth, “I’ve wanted to kiss you since you stitched me up.”
She made a face. “Not the most romantic setting. And an interesting way of showing gratitude.”
His chest rumbled beneath her hands. “Mm, not just gratitude. Not when you’d just come from fighting alongside me like a warrior queen of old.”
A flush overtook her that she felt all the way to her toes. Her hands found their way into his hair, and she pulled him close. It’d been so long since she held anyone, and she didn’t want to stop, even though she knew if anyone, especially Lora, knew she was kissing this Lowland warlord and, worse, had plants to remove his tunic, they’d be scandalized.
Making good on her plan, one of her hands slipped underneath his tunic. She grinned to feel his warm skin shudder under her fingers, and she traced the contours of his strong back and shoulders, trying to comfort herself that they could bear whatever Larn and Dea heaped upon them.
He was pulling her hair out of its braid with one hand and skirting the neckline of her dress with the other when she pulled a breath away. Satisfied to see his eyes slightly glazed, she said, “Would it be better if we went upstairs?”
That made his eyes sharpen. “Are you sure?”
“Yes. Unless”—she kissed the stubbled, sensitive skin just below his chin—“you’d prefer I go.”
“Gods, no.”
He pulled her into him again before leading her up the staircase at the back of the hall. They went quickly and quietly, navigating a narrow corridor to the last door on the right. Stepping into his room, Ennis looked about. The room, like the rest of the house, was of a glossy red wood that gleamed in the soft light of a single candle flickering over the mantle. A fine four post bed took up one end, a small stone hearth the other. A desk littered with papers stood between them, adorned with all their maps and charts and plans. She smiled to see them.
She heard him shut the door quietly, but he didn’t come to her immediately. Appreciating the gesture, Ennis took a few moments to step around the room, looking at his things. It always struck her as intensely personal, to be allowed into someone’s chambers. Her own, back in Highcrest, sprang to her mind. Even now she knew she could navigate it in the dark without stubbing a toe. She knew where everything was; how her jewelry box sat on her dressing table, where she stowed her favorite pieces so that Essa couldn’t find them, the order her dresses hung in the wardrobe, which books laid at the top of her trunk and which had migrated to the bottom.
When she heard him beginning to make a fire in the hearth, she turned to watch him. She liked the angle of his shoulders and the subtly shifting muscles of his back as he worked to coax a fire from the pile of cold logs. She felt a little flushed watching him and resolved that yes, she needed him out of that tunic.
His task complete, Manek straightened and looked over at her. She smiled at him, thankful in that moment that she was already a woman in Ceralia’s eyes. Her first time, with Colm, had been a rather hasty affair, done in his bedchamber within the span of time they thought safe to be away from his father’s coronation ball. She’d been giddy and anxious, barely catching a few moments of pleasure before it was all over. There had been other times in the years after, all rather dizzyingly quick, stolen moments away from functions and parties. As she let her gaze slide over Manek, she was determined not to make the same mistake. She wanted to take time with him.
“What are you thinking?” he asked as his arms slipped around her again.
“That I want you out of this.” She tugged on his tunic, getting it halfway up his chest before he took over.
Her first thought at seeing the hard planes of his chest was wondering at how many scars he had. From nicks to gashes, Manek had suffered more than his share of wounds. Tracing a particularly garish puckering of skin along his freckled left shoulder, she said, “There are so many. And you’re only…” She realized she didn’t know how old he was. “How old are you?”
A slow grin spread across his face that she felt everywhere. “If my mother’s to be believed, twenty-six. What about you?”
“Twenty-two. But I don’t have nearly so many.”
“And why would you have any at all?” he said.
She narrowed her eyes at his teasing. Pointing to a white line across her jaw, she said, “My father’s falcon wasn’t as trained as the falconer claimed.”
He traced the scar with a fingertip, his eyes playful but dark in the firelight. She tried her best to control her blush when he leaned down to kiss it, then lifted his mouth a few inches to press against the soft skin just below her ear.
“I’m sure the bird regretted it,” he murmured.
“I should hope so. He ruined birds for me.” She felt him smile against her neck.
She touched another scar, this one just a finger’s length from his circular tattoo. “I thought you were a decent swordsman.”
He laughed. “I like to think I am.” Looking down at the scar she had her finger on, he said, “I got that taking a knife for one of my men.”
“Oh.” He received a kiss for that.
Lifting her hand, he kissed the knuckles and said, “This one?” meaning the jagged scar cutting across three of four knuckles on her right hand.
“I blocked a knife someone threw.” At his raised eyebrows, she added, “It was meant for my father.”
Some of the play left his face, and for a long moment he gazed down at those three knuckles, steadily running his thumb over each in its turn.
She looked him over again, her gaze caught by what seemed to be a fairly new scar, still a little pink around the edges, on his upper right arm. “What about this?”
He regarded her quietly for a long moment before he said, “A Highcrestan arrow, at the Mountain Gate.”
“Ah,” she said. “Well, it’d be best if you didn’t get any new ones this time.”
“I’ll try.”
“Good.”
Running her hands along his bared skin, his back hot from the fire, it wasn’t long before Ennis thought her dress heavy and cumbersome. Manek enthusiastically offered to undo the small buttons in the back, though he quickly grew impatient.
“I could just cut it,” he said, kissing the little nub where her spine met her neck.
She laughed. “Yes, but it’s my only one.”
He grumbled a little, making her smile, but it only took him a few moments longer to finally release all the buttons.
Feeling the fabric loosen around her chest and shoulders, Ennis turned back to face him. His eyes were dark in the fire-lit room, heavy with apprehension and want. Gently, his hands ran down the length of her arms, and she shrugged out of her dress. It fell around her, pooling at her ankles.
She drew her arms around herself instinctively, happy to retreat back to Manek for his warmth but also shying at the feel of his skin against hers. Her bravery faltered for a moment.
He kissed her hair.
They held each other, moving together. By the time they fell into his bed, clothes strewn about the floor, she was no longer shy. She liked how he felt, how he smelled, and how he touched her in return. She felt adored, even loved, and the feeling nearly broke her heart.
Late into the night they laid in his bed, sometimes making love, sometimes talking of their families and their dreams. They told each other secrets. Ennis admitted that she didn’t know life outside of war, that peace scared her. War was her reality, and she didn’t know who she would be without it. Manek told her that sometimes he wished his father had died on the battlefield where his leg was mangled. Not because he didn’t love him, but because neither was happy to fulfill only half the duties of warlord, that Kierum himself would have wanted to die with his men.
They even told one another of their first lovers.
“She was the blacksmith’s daughter,” Manek said, playing with the ends of Ennis’s hair.
“What happened to her?”
“She died of plague three years ago.” He said it matter-of-factly, as if people died of plague every day. Which they did. He looked at her finally. “You?”
She couldn’t help the rueful grin that spread across her face.
He smiled and laughed. “What?”
“He’s the prince of the Highlands.”
And soon they were both laughing, for what did it matter?
“Well,” he said, leaning over her again and kissing her chin, “how was your prince at…?” The tip of his nose tickled her skin as he kissed a line down the middle of her body.
The sky was a mix of purple and gray, the fire a bed of simmering coals, before Manek tucked her against his side and closed his eyes. Resting her head in the hollow of his shoulder, Ennis let her heavy lids close as he gathered her hand in his.
In his bed, covered in his blankets, held in his arms, it wasn’t until the last moments before sleep that Ennis realized she was scared—terrified of what the next day would bring.




Twenty-Nine

No master shall free his slaves, thereby forfeiting his life to he who gifted them. No child by a slave and master shall be a freeman. No slave shall enjoy the respect of a freeman. No slave shall remove their slave vestiges, upon pain of death. No slave shall commit violence upon their master, upon pain of death. No slave shall disrespect their master, lord, or any freeman, upon pain of death. No slave shall ever see their homeland again, upon pain of death.

—Midland slave law




Ennis curled her toes, taking a leisurely breath as her foggy mind slowly woke. Had Lora put a blanket over her? It was warm. So warm in fact—had Lora gotten cold and laid down beside her in the night?
Her eyes shot open.
The first thing Ennis saw was Manek’s stubbly jaw. They were almost exactly as they had been falling asleep hours before—limbs intertwined, his hand in her hair, her head on his shoulder. Oh gods, it was real.
Panic overtook her. She had to get out, get away, back to the Haven. Oh gods, the Haven. How early was it?
Delicate light splashed across Manek’s bedchamber, framing them in soft white sunlight. Not much past dawn.
Swallowing the growing lump in her throat, Ennis began wiggling out of Manek’s arms. It took a frustrating amount of time; each time she shifted, it seemed as if he’d wake. For a moment, she thought of simply bolting, throwing on her dress and sprinting out the door, but that would definitely wake him. That she dreaded above all.
Finally free, Ennis winced at her very naked body and began pulling on her dress. She’d almost done up the buttons she could reach when he groaned behind her.
“Ennis?”
She stood frozen, shoulders pinched, wishing some merciful god would swoop down and turn her into a hunk of iron.
She heard him get out of bed. When she dared look at him over her shoulder, she found him pulling his legs into wantonly abandoned breeches.
“You’re leaving?”
Her mouth twisted into a broken smile, trying to hold back a rush of tears. “Isn’t that what whores do? Slip away and naught be seen again?”
She watched his face carefully as it shifted from confusion, to surprise, to anger, and back to confusion again. “Don’t say that. You’re not a—”
“No, I suppose I’m not,” she said, feeling her control slip. Gods, what had she done? “Whores at least get paid.”
He grimaced. “I thought you wanted—”
“I did. That’s what’s wrong!” She felt hot tears streaming down her face. “I’m worse than a whore—I’m a warprize who doesn’t know who she should and shouldn’t bed.” Ennis punctuated her words with flailing arms and more tears. She should’ve worried about waking his parents with her outburst—Kasia was the last thing she needed—but all she could think about was the rising panic in her throat threatening to strangle her.
“Ennis, stop, please,” he said, crossing to her. He threw his arms around her and pressed a hasty kiss on her forehead. “I know how it might look, but—”
“Look? How does it look?” She pushed him away. “They’ll clap you on the back for this, sing your praises and ask how I was! While I—I’ll be cast out of the Haven. No one will open their door to me.”
He tried taking her face in his hands so she’d look at him. “No one has to know, if you wish.”
“Of course I don’t! But what if I’m—” Her hand flew to her middle as if the wind had been knocked out of her. “What if I’m…?”
“Then it will be mine. Ennis, if you’re with my child, I swear, I won’t abandon you.”
If she’d had something in her hand then, she would’ve thrown it at him. Instead she contented herself with beating her fists against his chest. “How can you promise me that? You’re off to the north tomorrow!”
He grimaced at that too. “What can I do?”
“Free me.” She went still, her balled fists shaking. “Free me.”
His face turned from day to night, a dark scowl suddenly clouding his eyes. Pulling her hands from him, he said, “I can’t.”
“But you can! You only—”
“I can’t! You know I can’t.”
“No, I don’t know.”
“To free a warprize is to forfeit your life to the person who gifted them to you. If I freed you, I’d be forfeiting myself to Larn.”
That gave her pause. “But…” She couldn’t ask him to submit himself to Larn, not with the Lowlands dependent on him. But there had to be a way around this, a way for both of them to escape their yokes. “Well, it wouldn’t matter if you ally with the Highlands.”
His eyes flashed. “What?”
“You said you—”
“I said I’d think about it.”
“Well,” she said, putting her hands on her hips, “think.”
He glared at her. “Is this your scheme, then?”
The heat in her sputtered. “What?”
“‘Make him love you.’ Isn’t that what your sister said? Make me love you? What, then you and your sister can command the Lowlands? You convince us to side with the Highlands—shall we retake Highcrest for you next?”
Ennis’s eyes widened until she was sure they’d pop from her head. What on Mithria’s green earth was all this? He’d heard them?
“You think I’d do that to you?” she demanded.
She didn’t let him answer, too afraid to hear what it might be. Instead she grabbed her boots and stormed from the room.
Pattering silently down the staircase, she entered a chilly and blessedly empty hall. She paused for a moment to shove her icy toes into the equally cold, hard leather of her boots then donned the cloak she’d draped over the back of a chair what seemed ages ago.
As her arm slid through the slit in the cloak, someone said behind her, “He isn’t here.”
Nearly jumping out of her skin, Ennis wheeled around to find Kasia descending the stairs, a steely look in her eye. Thinking it better to remain silent, Ennis watched Manek’s mother warily.
“He won’t need you today. He’ll be much too busy.”
Ennis did her best to put on a disappointed face, trying to keep her breathing normal. “I understand. Please give him my best wishes.”
And with that Ennis fled, thanking all the gods she could think of that Kasia thought her coming rather than going. She very nearly sprinted back, arriving to a Haven still asleep. She crept in as quietly as she’d gone, slinking up the corridor. She slipped into her bed without Lora or Irina even shifting.
Ennis threw herself into even the most menial of work Renata assigned her that day. The Sisters were tasked with loading carts of medical supplies; bandages, ointments, salves, rags, herbs all had to be properly packed and stowed. She found solace in the ledgers she’d made the day before, checking boxes of inventory as if it were Highcrest’s flourishing harbor.
She fought her tears at every turn, though a stray one did slip out. When Lora marked it, she blamed the spicy dried roots she was handling and pushed down harder on the heart she felt breaking. Anything but tell Lora the truth.
The day went by in a blur, and Ennis was grateful. She hadn’t even the will to return Renata’s quips. Yet she dreaded falling into her bed that night. The rest was welcome, and she begged for sleep—she needed to get away from her thoughts, but she knew her sleep would be fitful at best.
How could he think it of her? And why wouldn’t he free her? They were in the Lowlands, Larn in the Midlands. Who would tell him? Everyone in Rising was loyal to Manek’s family. Why couldn’t Manek risk it? She would for him.
But then…why would he free her? What had she to give? She wasn’t a highborn lady anymore; she would bring him nothing.
For a second time, it felt as if the wind had been knocked from her lungs.
A gentle hand rested on her shoulder. “Are you all right?”
Ennis drowned in guilt, wanting Lora to comfort her but knowing she didn’t deserve it.              “Yes. Just tired. I’m sorry for worrying you.”
They both knew she was lying, but Lora didn’t pry. Ennis almost wished she would.
It took so long for Ennis to fall asleep, plagued by her thoughts, that when she finally did, it seemed as though it was only a moment later Renata knocked on their door to rouse them.
Ennis cracked one groggy eye open and again prayed to be made into a hunk of iron. She didn’t know if she could face today, so she decided she wouldn’t.
Irina rose first, dressed, and left the room without a word.
Lora was next, though long pauses in the rustling of clothes and scrape of shoes told Ennis that her friend kept looking over at her.
“It’s time to see the men off, Ennis.”
“I can’t.”
“Are you unwell?”
“Yes.”
Lora’s cool hand touched her forehead. “You don’t feel feverish.”
Ennis just shook her head against her pillow. “I can’t.”
“It’ll look worse if you don’t come. It’ll only confirm their suspicions.”
“I don’t care.”
Lora sighed. “Can you really not bear to see him leave?”
She knew better than to answer that. Whatever she said, her creaking, cracking voice would give her away.
“I’ll tell them you’re unwell if you promise me something.”
Ennis sniffed.
“When the time is right, and I ask you what this is about, you’ll tell me the truth.”
Knowing this offer was far too generous, Ennis accepted with a nod.
Lora rubbed her back for a moment, promised to be back soon, and then was gone.
Ennis buried her face in her pillow, thinking it would’ve been better if Manek hadn’t chosen her. Why had he? All her sisters were more beautiful. Why had he chosen her, brought her here, and made her love him? Essa would be disappointed; she’d meant it to be the other way around.
Rising was solemn today, but a steady thrum of noise still wafted into Ennis’s room. She heard horses and mules neighing and pawing the earth; she heard carts being loaded, swords being sheathed, and armor being donned; and she heard women weeping for men they might never see again.
One sound caught her ear and made her frown. A raspy knock. She opened one eye, then the other. Again, a knock.
“Ennis?” She could faintly hear Manek saying her name.
She sat straight up in bed. What was he doing here? Her head throbbed as anger, hope, and bitterness vied within her. As she pushed herself up and shook out her skirts, bitterness won.
Walking down to the Haven’s front door, Ennis steeled herself. He wouldn’t have come to argue more, but that’s all she’d give him. She wouldn’t kiss him goodbye and wave a kerchief in his wake as he galloped off to conquer the Highlands, her Highlands.
She opened the door to find him a few paces away. His hair had been cut, and he’d shaved. He was dressed like a warlord, a shining cuirass adorning his chest, greaves and gauntlets strapped around his limbs, a heavy furred cloak wrapped about his shoulders, and his warhorse standing just behind him. He inhaled sharply as she crossed her arms over her chest, determined to be more fearsome than he.
“I thought you had a war to wage,” she said.
“I didn’t want to leave without seeing you.”
She shrugged, though her eyes stung. “Here I am.”
“You weren’t with the Sisters.”
“I didn’t think you’d want me there.”
“I wanted you there most of all.”
“Yes, I’m sure it would’ve been a touching sight, the warlord marching off while his tearstained whore waves from the hilltop. That certainly would’ve made the gossips’ day.”
“Stop calling yourself that,” he growled.
“You have no—”
“I didn’t come to fight.”
“Then why did you come?”
“To see you.”
“You already said that.”
“Well—!” He threw his hands in the air.
“Why did you come, Manek?” she said, surprised at the softness of her voice. She decided to scowl to make up for it.
He stepped closer. “I couldn’t leave it like that.”
“Leave what?”
“Ennis, please—”
“Manek—” Her voice cracked, and she pushed him a step away. “Let me be angry—it’s easier.”
“Not for me.”
“Well, you aren’t the one being left behind!”
“I would stay here, with you, if I could.”
She clenched her teeth, unwilling to let out the sob that wracked her chest. How she wanted him to stay, to be hers. But it couldn’t be, and she found her resolve again with the thought. “And we’d do what? Continue this fantasy? I can’t do that, Manek—I won’t.”
“Ennis, I can’t free you.”
“Then we haven’t anything left to say.”
“You’re asking me to choose between you and my people.”
“I’m not saying it’s fair,” she said, pawing at the traitorous tears slipping down her face. “But those are my terms. I’m your equal before I’m anything else.”
He nodded, his eyes distant as they looked at something over her right shoulder. “I suppose it doesn’t matter much now,” he said, voice thick. “I’m off to die in the north.”
She barely contained another sob, burying her face in her hands so he wouldn’t see. Gods, why was she so weak? She wanted to scream at him, to throw a tantrum and rip the cursed black ribbon from her neck. Instead all she could do was stand there, dumbfounded by how much she hurt, how much she’d miss him.
He tugged her into his arms, pressing his lips into her hair. Burying her face in the hollow of his throat, she clung to him even with his metal breastplate between them.
“Will you…” he was breathless, “will you worry about me while I’m gone?”
“Of course I will.”
Horns sounded, soft and solemn. It was a fine, full timber, and it made fighting off more tears that much harder.
She felt his head lean down onto hers, and he threaded his fingers into the hair at her nape. “Can I kiss you goodbye?”
“You’d better.”
His mouth was warm when it met hers, at once fierce and tender, taking and giving. She wrapped her arms around his neck, frustrated at his shorn hair. She loved how it had curled at his nape and behind his ears.
She opened for him, and in that moment, she lost all sense of time and place; she didn’t feel the sun or the wind or the ground beneath her feet, just him, his arms around her, his hands on her, his taste in her mouth.
She felt him start to pull away, but she wasn’t ready and took his lower lip between her teeth and tugged him back. He came to her with a groan, his kiss hotter, more desperate than before.
“Ennis,” he murmured when they finally had to part for breath. His chest heaved like a man’s just returned from the battlefield.
She was breathless too, couldn’t pull enough air into her lungs. The world was spinning.
Taking his face between her hands, she said, “You’ll come back. I’m not nearly done with you. So you’ll come back to me.”
He ran his thumb over her lower lip. “Yes, my lady,” he said, but his eyes were hollow, and she knew he didn’t believe it.




Thirty

Look at them marching in,

Marching, marching in,

Here to see the king.

Do you see them marching in?

Do you hear the drummer’s din?

For the king, for the king.

An army the world has never known

Their swords drawn and trumpets blown

In the name of the king.

—from Song of the Golden Army, Highlander marching hymn




Horse hooves clattered riotously loud against the cobblestones, combining with the thunderous cheering from the citizens of Dannawey to make a cacophony of noise that threatened to deafen Adren. But he smiled. The noise nourished that feeble, threadbare optimism that the march here had nearly sapped out of him.
Riding beside him and brooding in his saddle, Colm gave the occasional grudging wave. The crowd didn’t seem to notice his melancholy, and Adren tried to nod and wave that much more to compensate.
They’d entered through the enormous northern gate, passing beneath the double portcullis. The main promenade was a wide swath of cobblestones, the multistoried houses flying colorful banners from their upper windows above them. The promenade inclined gradually as they rode, slowly climbing to the castle, almost at the center of Dannawey.
The city had sprung up around the ancient castle centuries ago, at first leaning against the high castle wall before oozing across the riverplain south of the De’lan. The castle had been built upon a cluster of hills surrounded by flatland, giving it an advantageous view of the river to the north and the Gray Hills to the south. The castle wall had never been breached, though many had tried, and when the city swelled to near its current size three hundred years ago, yet another wall was built, snaking around almost one hundred square leagues to encompass Dannawey in stone. Both walls had proved impenetrable.
Thirty minutes of riding and they finally met the castle wall. Where the city wall was smooth blocks of good Highland granite, cut so precisely there had been no need for mortar, the castle wall was all jutting edges and porous surfaces. Moss covered it in places, its stones turned black from the elements.
Adren touched one of its stones as he rode past, praying it could weather this new storm.
The castle itself was just as ancient-looking a thing as its wall, all blackened spires and crenellated terraces. The east wing was newer, the fresh granite almost white compared to the other buildings.
A circular courtyard ringed by gray-barked aspens greeted them. At the far side, two staircases extended like arms, rising to an elevated terrace, behind which stood the two-story, peaked front door of the castle. It stood open now, a crowd already gathered to see the king’s entrance.
As his personal guard poured into the courtyard, Adren, with Colm behind him, made for the southern staircase. A squire met him at the landing, holding his horse as he shifted his considerable weight, courtesy of his father’s suit of gleaming golden armor, and dismounted. Adren alighted the stairs as quickly and with as much dignity as he could, wanting to be rid of it quickly. There would be time enough to wear armor in the coming months.
Arion Morn, Lord of Dannawey, met him at the top, a look of immense relief making the dark crescents under his eyes seem slightly less purple. After Morn bowed, Adren took the younger man’s hand and shook it heartily.
“Themin knows I’m glad to see you, Your Majesty,” Morn said, a tentative smile breaking over his young face. Twenty-seven was much too young to be rallying a city against invasion.             
“And Themin knows this is just where I belong. I’m pleased to see Dannawey in such high spirits.”
“The people are brave. And they’re gladdened to have their king. They know you’ve never lost a battle.”
“And I don’t intend to start now. Has anyone else arrived yet?”
“Lord Aric is already here with a thousand men. We’re still waiting on Winwood.”
Adren tried to keep the unease from his face, determined not to let a Winwood worry him ever again. The youth would come—Hammel Winwood would answer his king’s call, of that Adren was sure. Even if he was begrudging and late to the battle.
Lady Morn appeared at her husband’s elbow, bestowing a radiant smile on him. Adren did his best to return it, though it was hard to overlook the fact that, were fate kinder, it would be his daughter Isla at Morn’s side, not this woman.
Straightening from her low curtsy, Lady Morn said, “How was your journey, Majesty?”
“Fine enough, considering.”
“And how are you, Your Highness?” This to Colm, who’d finally followed his father up the stairs. Adren hoped he had the good sense to hide his gloom; there was little more dangerous to morale than gloomy princes.
Colm bowed his head to her and said, “Well enough.”
Adren winced as Lady Morn looked between them, her smile growing strained. Neither Dunstan seemed to have a way with words today.
“Would you care to see the men, Your Majesty?”
“By all means,” Adren said, letting Morn lead him to a narrow set of steps ascending the castle battlements.
The two hundred men of Adren’s guard stood in the courtyard below, but on the other side of the castle wall, Dannawey’s barracks stretched out before him. Neat rows of barracks, stables, smithies, and armories fanned out from the castle wall—and all ten thousand men, plus Adren’s own five thousand, stood there, their faces turned up to him.
Another booming cheer went up at the sight of Adren and Morn, the king and his lord ready to face whatever Larn of the Midlands brought against them.
Adren’s heart swelled to see so many brave Highland faces. Many men wore uniformed armor, their tunics a mix of Dunstan blue and Morn silver. Dannawey’s silver aspen tree adorned their chests, ringed by the five stars of the Highlands. Despite being in the southern Highlands, aspens had always thrived in Dannawey, in defiance of nature, just as the old city defied all who would invade her.
Let them try. Let this Larn of the Midlands have his turn at Dannawey. What could he do to them? In the space of one night, Larn had accomplished what Adren had fought to do for his whole life: he’d united the Highlands. Fifteen thousand Highland soldiers now stood ready, daring Larn to try again. They would be ready for him this time. The Highlands would not bow to the likes of Larn.
Here, at Dannawey, the Highlands would act as one kingdom, one people, united. Larn would not have Dannawey, not Ells, not the Highlands. Larn would not have one more inch of Highland soil. This Adren knew with his whole heart, and he prayed Themin knew it too.




Thirty-One

As he toiled day after day in the fields, producing naught but squalor, a Midland man looked to the North and raged that his home should be poor while the Highlander’s should be rich. Falling to his knees, the man lifted his face to the sky and cried out for Dea the Destroyer, promising her everything, even his very flesh, should she but help him remedy this injustice. In a crack of lightning and flame she did appear, scorching the earth. Taking his left hand, she sliced off a finger and ate it, her teeth bright with his blood. With the bone she made him a great sword, and, pointing it North, she said, “I have seen the future, and it is forged with this sword. Take it to the North, and what is theirs shall be yours.” And so it has been, and upon the scorched earth where Dea stood, Larn did build himself a new city and a new age.

—Midlander legend




Manek knew they approached Scallya from the way Dorran and the other Midlanders’ horses twitched in anticipation, anxious to be in their own stables. He heaved a heavy sigh as Dorran and his men trotted on ahead, their voices light and jovial. The tall towers of Larn’s castle speared the horizon; Scallya, the Black City, rose like a coronet from the flatlands.
Manek couldn’t help looking at it with a twist of jealousy. Within his own lifetime, Larn had raised a small farming village into a city that rivaled any of the old Highland strongholds. Unsurprisingly, Larn’s castle was a towering structure, its great stones standing higher than anything else in the surrounding landscape. One could spot the sharp spires for leagues before coming upon the walled city, surrounded by forded creeks and flooded fields, all boasting rich crops.
Scallya was overflowing with riches lately. Wheat from the plains, iron from the hills, tribute from the Lowlands, and booty from the Highlands all converged on this one magnificent feat of hubris. And Larn lorded over all as he grew his borders, bringing the wealth of the world to him and his people. Soon he’d have it all.
Manek thought of the Lowlands, of Rising and its half-finished wall, and his heart ached. When would he ever have the time and the men to make Rising a rival to such a place?
He raked a hand through his windblown hair as his gaze drifted south.
A large hand thumped his back. “You look like you’re about to choke,” said Waurin.
Manek grimaced. “Just thinking.”
“Mm. You must be thinking a lot—you’ve had that face the whole trip.”
“I could’ve been smiling like an idiot the whole way to the Forks for all you know.”
“I doubt it.”
Manek remained sullen as the walls of Scallya began to rise from the earth. Less than three leagues now. The thought didn’t improve his mood.
“Are you going to tell me what happened?”
“Am I usually happy to be here?”
“No, but you’ve usually said more than ten words. So, what is it, then? A woman?”
The only way he could hide his face from Waurin was to turn it aside, but that gave him away anyhow. It’d been torture, listening to Waurin babble about “his Essa.” He spoke of little else, so much so that Manek sometimes fantasized about shoving his boot in Waurin’s mouth to shut him up.
But how could he even begin to tell Waurin? He’d scarcely made sense of it himself. He’d been so angry that morning—devastated to see her trying to disappear with the dawn, shocked that she thought he’d abandon her, wrathful to think she’d been using him. But did he believe it? Now that was the question. If he did, why had he gone to her before leaving?
“She wants me to free her,” he said barely loud enough for Waurin to hear.
Manek watched as Waurin’s face fell. The humor fled his eyes, and he shifted his gaze away to the eastern hills.
“Is it such a bad thing?” he said finally.
“Larn would—”
“I know their laws,” said Waurin. “Spare me. That doesn’t change the way I…that I want to…it’s a stupid law.”
“But it’s law.”
“It’s his law.” Waurin fixed Manek with eyes that gleamed with fire. “But he isn’t my warlord. I’m not Midlander.”
Manek scowled. “You sound just like her.”
The frustration, the thwarted lust, and something else that was too small and precious and terrifying to name roared through him. It had been a losing battle against it on the long march, and Manek felt himself succumbing. He was angry at Ennis, angry at himself, and angry at Waurin for starting the struggle all over again.
With a kick, he and Oren trotted ahead. Waurin didn’t try to catch up.
So Manek crossed the moat, passed beneath the iron portcullis, and began up the main promenade of Scallya alone. The city hummed with activity, hammers beating metal and leather, voices shouting prices and bargains, and carts wheeling up and down side streets. Those in the cobblestoned main street hurried out of the way of Dorran and his men, calling loudly to him to pass their best wishes on to Larn.
It never ceased to amaze Manek, the Midlands’ fierce loyalty to their lord. Did they not see his black heart? Then again, Larn had made something from nothing; that must have been more than enough for most. Larn not only brought women back with him, but unheard of wealth. Manek had seen his treasury once. It was closely guarded for good reason—it overflowed with Highland gold, silver, jewels, furs, and swords. Chests full of goods came with Larn back from campaign and he was good enough to share with his people. Not all the men were warriors, and those who didn’t help bring back the booty received gifts from Larn for their loyalty and hard work in Scallya, farming the crops, building the walls and towers, patrolling the southern border to keep the mountain clans in check..
And it wasn’t just Scallya that benefitted. Though Manek hadn’t seen them, he knew Larn’s Midland warlords were building strongholds of their own to the east, past the Gray Hills. Soon his kingdom would be on the east, west, and south of the Highlands, and if he wanted, Larn could batter down the weak Highland flank and take her. But Manek knew Larn wouldn’t take the easy way, happier to turn his bullish head toward the biggest fight. The Highland flank didn’t bring with it the castles and cities of legend, like Dannawey.
Scallyans weren’t enthused to see the Lowland troops filing into their city, though Manek had left most outside the moat under Taryn’s supervision; only he, his captains, and a reduced retinue came inside. He knew the Midlanders didn’t see them as friends; a conquered, vassal people, Lowlanders were a step above slaves. He caught the eye of a buxom woman who looked him up and down then sneered.
Passing through yet another reinforced gateway with raised portcullis, the Lowlanders entered the wide stone courtyard of Larn’s castle. There was a new addition to the already sprawling complex: a square building with a pitched roof, what drew his eye was the circular window at the front. The glass had been stained different shades of red, yellow, and purple. The face of Dea stared down at him. Perhaps he should’ve been terrified; that’s surely what Larn intended with the depiction. Instead Manek could only shake his head. Of course, Larn’s one temple was dedicated to destruction.
Dismounting, a small army of scrawny pages saw to the horses as Dorran led the way to the great hall. They ascended wide, shallow steps up to great oak doors that required three men to move just one. Intricately designed iron adorned the face and hinges, spiraling into forms of stars and eagles.
Though the outside façade of the great hall was polished basalt, the inner walls were instead fine paneled timber. The dark, rosy hue made the hall feel warm, light splashing in from high vaulted windows. These too had stained glass set into shapes and patterns. A gray and blue one caught Manek’s eye. The rendering of Highcrest was unmistakable.
From the magnificent doors, it was almost a straight walk down the hall. Benches and tables had been pulled aside to make room for the dozens of warlords, chiefs, and captains who spoke, joked, and argued over goblets of wine and ale. They approached a great fire pit, as long as three men and as wide as five, with the flank of a cow and two pigs already roasting on iron spits. Over the simmering coals and crackling flame, Manek spied Larn.
Past the fire pit, up three wooden steps, at the end of the hall in a semi-circular apse, sat Larn and his lady on cushioned thrones. As they were meant to, they looked every bit a king and queen. Larn had a circlet of gold round his head with a single ruby set in the center. He wore a sleeveless coat of bearskin over a rich red tunic, slashed in two places along the forearm to reveal the silk shirt beneath. A belt at his waist held a jeweled scabbard. His breeches were finely woven wool, his boots finely buffed leather. His wife, Myrah, was also bedecked in red and jewels, though she was less impressive. Manek couldn’t recall ever having heard her speak.
A small movement over Larn’s left shoulder caught Manek’s attention. He wouldn’t have noticed the little body, almost hidden in the shadow of Larn’s throne, had she not moved. At first she seemed a ghost, someone he knew he should recognize. Only after a long moment did he realize it was a Courtnay sister.
Yes, the hair, the eyes. He knew it was the third sister. Adena, Ennis had called her. How had she survived? He hadn’t exaggerated when he foolishly told Ennis the short time Larn’s warprizes survived. She was thin, drawn, her face near haggard. The pale blue gown she wore with delicate gold embroidery couldn’t hide her wasted form.
Her eyes slowly drew up and fixed on him. There was no gleam, no spark of life to prove he wasn’t looking at a corpse. But the wraith blinked, her thin chest expanding with breath. He was so caught up in wanting to tell her that her sisters were well, one even making war aims of her own, that he barely heard Larn welcome him to Scallya.
“It’s always heartening to see your great city,” Manek said mechanically, finally tearing his gaze away from the Courtnay wraith.
Larn hadn’t missed his staring and smiled to see it. “I think the new additions suit it quite well, don’t you?”
Manek swallowed as if he had ashes on his tongue. “Quite.”
“And how fares the Lowlands? It’s been a productive winter I hope.”
“Yes,” he said, almost too quickly.
“You’ve brought the men required?” a new voice asked.
Manek’s head swung left to behold a lanky young man swaggering into the hall from a door disguised as part of the wall. Verian, Larn’s eldest son, was beginning to look remarkably like his father, down to the same ugly smile.
“Half the Lowlands is here for you,” Manek told Larn.
From the corner of his eye he could see Verian bristling at being ignored, but Manek was too weary from the journey to worry about the pup. Verian was of fighting age—indeed, he was several years older than some of Manek’s soldiers. No doubt Larn’s son would accompany them north, eager to prove himself worthy of such a father.
“And is half the number we wanted?” hissed Verian.
“I could’ve brought more,” Manek said, this time staring at the empty space between Larn and Myrah. “But I somehow doubt you’d like to see women filling out the ranks.”
“Don’t be coy. I want a number.”
Manek sighed. “Just over four thousand.”
“You will look at me when I speak to you, dog,” Verian spat.
He could feel the color rising in his face, and finally his gaze snapped to the little Midland lordling. Slowly, he looked Verian up and down.
Verian squared his shoulders, his thick lips twisted into a sneer, and Manek had the sudden thought that this was going to be a very long campaign.
“You’d do well to respect your lord.”
“As far as I can tell, I haven’t disrespected my lord.”
“Careful I don’t cut your tongue out, dog,” said Verian, taking a haughty step forward.
Manek felt the heat of Waurin’s body close behind him and knew before the lordling could draw his dagger, Waurin would run him through. And then everything would be for nothing.
Larn looked down at the sport with a toothy grin. Finally, it seemed he’d had his fill, and he rose, silencing his son.
“I’m afraid you fight against nature, my boy,” said Larn. “You see, a well-trained dog answers to only one master.”




Thirty-Two

It was a small affair, but Asa would not have wanted a spectacle. To answer your question, I’m well enough, as are the girls. There is much to see to with little baby Essa. It’s good she won’t remember. I do worry over Ennis, however. She busies herself with the baby, though she’s only five herself. She’s up from sunrise to sunset. But I suppose it’s a good distraction for her. Perhaps it’s best that way.

—letter from Ehman Courtnay to his sister, Aline Falkland




As Ennis folded the newly laundered blankets, Lora slipped into their bedroom and closed the door softly behind her.
“Ennis, I want you to tell me now.”
“Tell you what?”
“About the day the men left. Why wouldn’t you come?”
Ennis winced, continuing to fold as she hurriedly put an explanation together that wouldn’t make Lora hate her. She didn’t think she’d done a very skillful job of hiding her emotions so far; she’d spent much of the spring alternating between anger and anguish, and Lora felt the brunt of whichever intense emotion Ennis woke with in the morning, comforting her through tears and bearing through fits of anger and spite.
When she folded the last blanket and had nothing left to do with her hands, she sat down on her pallet, drawing her knees to her chest to shield herself from Lora’s questioning eyes. Lora sat down opposite her on her own pallet so that Ennis couldn’t easily avoid her gaze.
“Because I didn’t want to see him,” Ennis said finally.
“Why?”
“He wouldn’t—” She choked on the memory. “He wouldn’t free me.”
She carefully watched Lora’s face. With lightning quickness she went from surprise to horror. “Why on Mithria’s green earth would you ask him that?”
“Because I thought he would.”
“Why?” Lora grew uneasy, her lips pulled down in an unhappy line. “Ennis, you didn’t.”
She picked at the cuticle of her thumb.
“You promised me you wouldn’t.”
Ennis couldn’t hold Lora’s gaze.
“You lay with him because you thought he’d free you? Oh, Ennis…”
“I’m not a whore, Lora,” she spat, though it’d taken her a long time to wash the feel of being one from her. She had hoped he’d free her, but it wasn’t why she’d gone to him. It wasn’t why she recounted that night again and again in her mind to keep her warm at night. It wasn’t why she thought of his body pressed to hers and prayed for him, prayed to all the gods she could think of.
“But then—”
“Despite what the Sisters say, I don’t just have designs of being freed. I’m not going to spread my legs for anyone who could do it.”
Lora blushed, but Ennis didn’t know if it was from her vulgarity or the insinuation that Lora believed what the Sisters whispered to each other behind their hands about Ennis and Manek.
“You love him,” Lora whispered.
Ennis winced. “Perhaps a little.”
Lora’s hand flew to her mouth. “You’re not…?” She looked pointedly at Ennis’s middle.
“No.” Ennis had never been so thankful to get her monthlies.
“Ennis, you’re a warprize!”
She gritted her teeth. “Don’t you think I know that?”
“No, I don’t think you do,” Lora huffed. “Can’t you see he was just using you? Why would he free you? How could you let yourself—?”
“I know what I’ve done. You don’t need to make me feel worse—he’s done a fine enough job of that.”
Ennis and Lora glared at each other, and Ennis had to wonder which would have broken their duel had Renata not opened their door without warning.
“I’ve a parcel for you to deliver,” Renata said, looking between the two of them.
Wordlessly, Ennis stood and took the package from Renata’s slim fingers. She avoided the other woman’s sharp gaze, knowing there was something else on the Lady Sister’s mind.
“Irina and I have been talking, and we both think it’s time for you to resume your training.”
“I see.”
Renata’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “I’ve indulged your endeavors with Manek all winter. I’ve been quite patient, in fact. But he’s gone now and you’ve more important matters to attend to. We start this afternoon. When he returns in autumn with new gifts, they’ll take your place as liaison to the town and you’ll become a divine daughter, as you are meant to be.”
All she could manage was a stiff nod, for her heart had jumped to her throat at the thought of Manek bringing back more Highland women. Would she know them? Would he make one of them feel loved?
As was her way all spring, the anger ebbed with breathtaking swiftness, buried beneath a wave of tears that wanted to consume her. She looked down at where Lora still sat.
To her relief, Lora stood and asked Renata about the bandage supply, engaging the Lady Sister in a subject she never tired of: her Haven. Ennis squeezed Lora’s hand as she slipped away, hurrying downstairs and out of the Haven.
The delivery took Ennis far closer to the wall than she’d dared go since Manek left. She felt drawn to it as she handed over the parcel to the woman who answered her knock. Unable to resist, Ennis soon found herself sitting down the slope from the great house, the wall stretching like arms around her to the west and northeast.
Resting her chin on her knee, Ennis traced the speared silhouette of the wall with her eyes. She’d taken rare delight in planning their wall, had come alive with the work. Perhaps it was fitting that there was only half a wall to protect only half of Rising. The absence of the men was palpable, haunting the eyes of the women and echoing through the quietness of the land.
She’d watched men march off to war countless times before. Her father spent much of his life fighting to put Adren Dunstan on the Highland throne, and even when they succeeded, it was an unstable start to the newly unified kingdom. Each time she watched her father leading a column of warriors behind the Courtnay banner, she’d known, underneath the pride, there was a chance he wouldn’t return.
The women of the Lowlands hadn’t the consolation of pride. Their men didn’t fight for a kingdom but the greed of one man. They followed a man they believed in for a cause they didn’t. She supposed, then, that she was now a Lowland woman, for she hadn’t any pride to hide her fears behind. Manek seemed so sure he’d meet his end in the north that she believed it too. She’d tried to make her peace with the idea. But spring was almost over and she still choked on it.
The thought of running away crept into her mind. It wasn’t the first time she entertained the thought, and she regarded her plan as one does someone they haven’t seen for a very long time. She considered. How would she manage it? What would she be returning to? Her mind quickly wearied thinking of the distance between her and the Highlands. The idea of leaving Rising somehow made her feel hollow, her chest constricting at the thought of never seeing Kenna or a Lowland dawn ever again.
But what was she to do if she stayed? What was here for her except for divine daughterhood?             
She lifted her head, slowly looking left to right. Over a season of work loomed before her, and the sheer impossibility of the project suddenly terrified and electrified her.
Damn him, if he wanted a reason, she’d give him one.
Jumping up, Ennis headed into the main square, suddenly invigorated.
She knocked on Kenna’s door but didn’t wait for an answer before letting herself in. As usual, the house was much warmer than outside, Kenna’s oven hard at work. She already had a stock of loaves and buns wrapped carefully in scraps of cloth, ready for those women who brought her flour to collect the finished product.
Startled, Kenna smiled to see Ennis, though her eyes had lost some of their twinkle since Taryn and their older boy Marc had gone. Only she and little Kellen were left.
“Well now! You’ve been a stranger to my door. What brings you, Lady Courtnay?”
Ennis dispensed with pleasantries, launching into her plan in a rush. She hoped at least some of it was coherent, for all Kenna did was stand there with wide eyes and listen.
When she finished, she waited anxiously for Kenna to say something.
“You think we can?” Kenna asked.
Ennis nodded. “Of course! What can a man do that we cannot?”
“Well…we’d need Makena and Rika—they and their husbands are woodcutters. Then there are the carpenters, over on eastside. Fallon owns three mules, and Tess…”
Ennis’s smile grew with Kenna’s list. Soon Kellen was clapping his hands at what sounded to him like a great party.
“We’ll need everyone to finish it, from the woodcutters to the milkmaids,” said Ennis.
This dampened Kenna’s flushed smile. “I don’t know that you can ask so many to give up their daily duties.”
“I won’t. We’ll work something out—every other day or the like. But, Kenna, we must do it! Who would it protect from the Oltaraani? Us.”
Kenna nodded slowly. “Yes.” Then she grinned again. “Manek would agree.”
Ennis stiffened at his name, but she took pains to keep her face cheery.
What Kenna said next wiped the smile, fake or otherwise, off Ennis’s face entirely. “We’ll need the warlord’s blessing, of course.”
“But—”
“No one will agree to help if the warlord isn’t behind it.”
Ennis groaned. “What do I say?”
“Tell him the truth. You don’t even need his help, just his blessing. Why wouldn’t he give it?”
She hadn’t the heart to tell Kenna about Manek’s parents’ general attitude toward the project. Somehow, she didn’t think Kierum would appreciate the reminder of Manek’s ambitions when he was now the only warlord in Rising.
Kenna remained blissfully unaware of this obstacle, however, and once she’d extracted the last of her baked goods and filled Kellen and Ennis’s bellies with meat pie, she hung up her apron and ushered them from the house. Kellen she sent to a friend’s in the square, while Kenna herself went to those women she’d listed, and Ennis determined to speak with everyone else, putting off the trek to the great house until the very end.
Ennis quickly realized she’d set herself a monumental task when, house after house, she was met with scowls, scoffs, and doubt. A few conceded that a wall would be welcome protection, but even fewer agreed to help build it. She had so many colorful doors slammed in her face that they were beginning to run together into a muddy mess of color and disappointment. By the time Ennis reached the farrier’s, she hoped Kenna at least would be able to convince some.
Ennis approached the farrier cautiously, wary of his hammer. He seemed to be making nails, spraying little sparks in every direction. His leg had been crippled in some attack, much like Manek’s father, and both men were two out of a handful still left.
Between hammer strokes Ennis cleared her throat. “Good day, Master Haemon,” she said, more than a little proud she remembered his name.
His head jerked towards her, and he peered at her with squinted watery brown eyes. “What you want?”
“There’s work I need help with—a project—and—”
“I don’t do human shoes,” he said, spitting into his small forge.
Ennis forced herself to smile. “Yes, I’m aware. I was hoping to discuss the wall with you.”
He frowned at that, little grimy beads of sweat running down his balding forehead. “I’ve got real work to do.”
“Please, I’d only require some of your time. If Manek were here, he’d tell you that a wall benefits everybody. It’s his way of protecting us while he’s away in the north.” She’d found, throughout the afternoon, that she got people to listen for at least a few moments longer whenever she threw around Manek’s name. “He regretted not getting to finish it over winter, but I assured him we could see to it ourselves.”
“He said all that, did he?”
She swallowed. “Yes.”
“Why didn’t he ask us himself before he left?”
“There was much to see to before leaving. The summons was sudden.”
“And you know his mind better than the rest of us?”
“I don’t know about that. But I do know he wished this wall finished. What would it hurt, to ease his mind and protect your hearth?”
Leaning forward on his good leg, Haemon gave her an ugly glare. “I’ll not deal with the likes of you.”
“You’ll deal with me or you’ll deal with Manek when he returns,” she said heatedly, “it makes no difference which.”
With a sour look he said, “You’re easier on the eyes than Manek, but certainly not on the ears.” And with that he began clanging on his nails again.
In a circle of swishing skirts, Ennis turned on her heels and stomped away. Men!
The spark of outrage carried her all the way up the hill to the great house. Damn it all, if it was a warlord’s word they wanted, Tamea take her, she’d get it.
It was only after she banged on the door that Ennis realized she wouldn’t, perhaps, earn a blessing by demanding it. Kasia’s appearance at the door all but threw a bucket of water on her inner fire, and suddenly Ennis considered becoming a divine daughter after all.
“Oh, it’s you,” said Kasia, not quite condescending, but not pleased either.
“Yes.” She tried hard to swallow the panic rising in her throat.
Kasia looked at her expectantly, but the traitorous words fled Ennis’s mind. She had designs of running straight to the Morroley to beg Adain to bear her away when she heard Kierum ask from within the house, “Who’s there, Kasia?”
“The Courtnay girl. You know, the one who was helping Manek with his projects.”
“What’s she want?”
Again, Kasia turned to her expectantly.
“I was hoping I might speak with Lord Kierum,” glided smooth as silk off her tongue.
Kasia’s eyebrows arched. “Is that so?”
“Oh, let her in.”
With suspicious eyes, Kasia opened the door wider, but Ennis was still forced to slink past her. No matter how hard she fought it, Kasia’s narrowed gaze captured Ennis’s, and for a moment the two women stood staring at each other, assessing.
“What is it?”
Kierum’s question snapped the silent conversation they were having, and Ennis gratefully entered the hall. The house felt different, knowing Manek wasn’t there to fill it. It was smaller, colder, devoid of life. When she laid eyes on Kierum, Ennis realized the feeling was that of parents missing their child. It seeped in every niche, the house standing now only as a reminder of the son they might never see again.
Kierum sat at the head of the long table, a plate of crumbs and rinds before him. He had the look of a world-weary man, dark crescents rimming his gray eyes. In him Ennis saw an old Manek, one beaten down by the ravages of time and disappointment.
He gave her a nod, sitting a little straighter in his high-backed chair, and she in turn gave him a small curtsey.
Thanking him for seeing her, she said, “I was hoping, with your blessing, to return to work on the wall.”
This seemed to surprise him, his bushy, graying brows rising and crinkling his forehead. “Truly?”
“Yes. I know Manek wanted to finish it before he left, but he hadn’t the time, in the end. I don’t see why we can’t finish what he started.” As she spoke, she watched Kierum warily, unsure if the mention of his son would have the same effect on him as it did the townspeople.
“You understand it’s folly.”
Folding her hands behind her, she said, “No, my lord, I don’t believe that.”
“Did Manek tell you to finish it?” asked Kasia, coming to stand beside her husband.
“Not specifically. But I know he wouldn’t object. He was doing it for Rising.”
“He’s got you believing his nonsense,” Kierum said.
Ennis didn’t know if she should argue with a man trying to hide his hurt. “Please, I only ask that you let your people defend themselves.”
“Why’re you so keen to build us a wall?” Kasia asked.
It was too shrewd a question for her, but Ennis knew she had to reply, no matter that her answer shifted with each passing thought and feeling. “I promised your son that I would help him.”
“With the planning.”
“I admit, my role was really only to plan and survey, but that was when he was here. I’m not afraid of the work.”
“You’d build it yourself?”
Ennis raised her chin. “Splinters and mud won’t stop me, even if, yes, I must raise it myself, pole by pole.” Her gaze shifted back to Kierum, who’d been staring across the table at empty space rather than at her. “I only ask that, if you can’t see what Manek saw, to at least trust him.”
Kasia looked incensed, but Kierum drew a deep breath and let it out again in a heavy sigh.
“I don’t see what he does, nor do I understand why you’d want to waste your time on it. But I suppose if you’re willing to brave the summer rains, then no man can stop such determination.”
Ennis smiled ear to ear and clapped her hands together. “I swear to you, I’ll build the greatest wall the Lowlands has ever seen!”
His eyes flicked to meet hers, and though he didn’t seem to share in her enthusiasm, the edge of mouth twitched nonetheless. “Seeing as how there’s never been one, that shouldn’t be hard to do.”




Thirty-Three

Dunstan Gilcriss, first of the Dunstan Line, brought an end to our suffering and bore the heavy burden of the Highlands upon his own shoulders. And we were grateful. Here, finally, was the king we wanted and wished for. How could we have known then, the price we would pay for such a wish?

—from Chronicles of the Highland Wars




Everything was in place—swords and shields and spears lay about both decoratively and threateningly, each chief, adorned in gleaming armor, fur cloaks, and weapons, lined up by rank in two columns extending in a V-shape from Larn on his makeshift wooden throne. All was ready for the Highland dignitaries to surrender to Larn.
Since arriving at Dannawey and making camp within half a league of the city, with its impossibly high wall, Larn had fancied taking the city without any blood spilled. So, this time, rather than pressing their advantage of numbers in the night as they had at Highcrest, they displayed themselves openly in front of Dannawey. The tents were raised in tidy rows, the men and horses were watered and rested, and all war machines, including three catapults dearer to Larn than his own children, were now pointed at the city. They were putting on a show of force for Arion Morn. Larn thought it, and the knowledge of what they’d done to Highcrest, would all but ensure their victory. And so, Arion Morn had been summoned to talk. Manek knew better. He’d been summoned to surrender.
For his part, Larn looked every bit the haughty conqueror, swimming in gold and bear hide. As intended, it was him the emissaries from Dannawey first spied as they cautiously entered the billowing tent.
Manek, three down the line on Larn’s left, took careful stock of the four Highland lords. They were equally dressed to impress, though Larn surely wouldn’t find them threatening. Beneath intricately engraved cuirasses the four men wore well worked leathers with silken shirts peeking out at their throats. Gauntlets of steel and rings of gold shimmered in the torchlight of the tent. But perhaps what struck Manek most was the symmetry of each man. The men wore clothes and armor made for them. Larn’s retinue looked piecemeal at best.
Of the men, the most striking was the youngest. While his companions had to be over forty, the young man stood like a sun god amongst mortals. His jaunty jaw was clamped shut, the tendons of his neck taut beneath the skin. Laugh lines ran beneath cool eyes that slowly took in the Midlanders, bestowing each with a measure of disdain.
Leaning forward in his seat, Larn welcomed the men. “I’m pleased you’ve accepted my invitation.”
The man in front acknowledged Larn’s words with a terse nod.
Resting his elbows on the arms of his chair, Larn went on. “I wish it were on better terms we met for the first time, my lords. History remembers men such as us, you see, and it’s a shame that our stories must be so told.”
“Dannawey has a long history, Lord Midland. She cannot remember all of us,” said the first lord, a tall man with brown hair beginning to gray around his temples. His voice was smooth and deep, like a cloudless autumn day.
Larn’s mouth twitched into a lopsided grin. “Spoken like a true Highlander. Your pride does you credit, though I fear it will not serve you in the end.”
“Dannawey has seen many winters, many lords, and many battles. She’s weathered them all. I fear she will weather you, too.”
“Now, Lord Dannawey, we haven’t even begun to talk terms.”
The man shook his head. “I am not Lord Morn.”
“Then who are you?”
“I am Elric Gowan. Lord Morn regrets that he couldn’t come to speak with you, but you may be assured that I have his full confidence.”
Larn’s mouth fell into a displeased line. Everyone in the tent marked it, and those who knew him tensed, able to taste Lord Midland’s darkening mood. Behind his throne-like chair, his cupbearer, a young man Larn only called whelp but Manek knew was named Gaetien, shifted from foot to foot.
Larn had to know that Morn’s absence meant Dannawey’s circumstances were far less desperate than they’d hoped. Morn felt confident enough to send someone in his stead and risk insulting his enemy.
“How very noble of you, Lord Gowan, to come in a coward’s stead.”
“He’s making safe his city, Lord Midland. Something I hope you never need worry about.”
Stroking his chin, Larn said, “And who are you to Morn? How do I know you aren’t just a dressed-up hostler?” He got a low rumble of chuckles from his chiefs for that.
Lord Gowan seemed older than he must have truly been. Lines fanned out from beneath his stone-colored eyes, and his close-cut beard looked patchy. This man had known recent loss, and Manek had already guessed without Lord Gowan stooping to explain, “Perhaps our place-names mean little to you, but I am Lord Gowan of Green Valley. My family has served the Morns for seventeen generations, and I offered to come in his stead. I wanted to see the blackguard who burned my home and killed my sons.”
There had been nothing particularly special about the small city forty leagues to the southwest they’d ransacked not a fortnight before. It had put up a staunch defense against the Midland hordes, but before sunset on the third day, Green Valley’s gate fell, and she gave up her riches to greedy hands. It had been the same scenario the past five years of campaign. But Manek knew, could see it in Lord Gowan’s eyes, that something had been stolen from him that not even Themin himself could replace.
Manek hoped Lord Gowan found some consolation in getting to stare down Larn after such a righteous speech, but if the Highland border lord expected some small sign of remorse or shame from the Lord of the Midlands, he would be disappointed. Larn had no remorse and felt no shame. Indeed, the last of Lord Gowan’s words hadn’t left his mouth before Larn was grinning again.
“Ah. I see then.” He spread his arms wide. “And what do you think of this blackguard?”
Lord Gowan knew better than to answer the question and remained stoically, tactfully silent.
Larn was only more amused. “I’m still unconvinced Morn’s sent me one of his vassals. Surely, if you’re a lord of true note, you wouldn’t be here speaking with me. You see, a true lord dies fighting for his land. And yet here you are. No, you aren’t a lord to me. Now Lord Courtnay, he was a true Highland lord.”
Fire rose in the eyes of the Highlanders, and Manek knew with a sudden pang that Larn no longer wanted talks. They were meaningless without Morn here, for Larn would never get what he wanted from a vassal. Only the lord could surrender his land. Instead, Larn meant to start a fight, to bring this campaign to a sanguine start.
Still the dignitaries said nothing, though Manek did catch one of the older men put a firm hand on the younger golden lord’s arm. Again, Manek looked him up and down. Something about this lordling didn’t fit. His armor was a little too fine, his eyes a little too proud.
“Is there a reason you summoned us?” one of the other Highland lords asked.
“I summoned Arion Morn, not you,” Larn said coolly, leaning back in his seat.
“You’ll have to make do with us,” said Lord Gowan.
Larn sighed. “Yes, I suppose I will. Very well. Hear me and go back to Morn with a faithful report. Tell him of the men I have. Tell him of the number you’ve seen.”
“Forgive me, Lord Midland, but he’s seen your men from the ramparts. I assure you, it isn’t so great a number. He can still see the hills yonder.”
“Don’t presume your white flag guarantees your safety, my lords,” Larn said, leaning forward again with a glower. “You see, Morn I would safely send back, for he could do as I ask. You, on the other hand, are just faces. If I let you leave this tent, you go back to Morn and tell him this: Dannawey will surrender to me. All soldiers will lay down their arms, and I shall permit all of you to leave the city. I’ll even let you take several days’ worth of food. But you will leave everything else—your goods, your arms, and your gold. Those are my terms.”
“And perhaps you’d like to hear our terms.”
Everyone’s gaze fell on the young lordling whose rage shone from his face like the midday sun.
“Your terms?” Larn said with a twisted, indulgent smile. “Indeed.”
With another lord’s hand like a claw on his arm, the lordling pushed in front of Lord Gowan and spat, “You won’t win. Dannawey has never fallen and King Dunstan has never lost a battle. You will leave here. And you will surrender Highcrest.”
“Will I now?” Larn stood then, a full head taller than the golden lordling. “You have a sharp tongue, boy. I’ll enjoy cutting it out.”
Manek held his breath, waiting for the lordling to draw his sword or shrink away. He did neither. His eyes were blue flame, dancing with hot delight as he smiled up at Larn. “You won’t win here,” he said again. “The Highlands stands against you.”
“If I were afraid of the Highlands, I wouldn’t be here, boy.” He jerked his head at Manek and Dorran. “See them back before I raise them on pikes.”
Lord Gowan put a heavy hand on the lordling’s shoulder, but the young man wouldn’t turn from Larn until Dorran blocked his view with his wide chest. With reluctance, the lordling finally stepped away to follow the others out.
Manek brought up the rear of their little party, several of Larn’s personal guards falling into step alongside the Highlanders as they were escorted back to their awaiting horses.
The grooms and soldiers who’d accompanied the Highland lords looked relieved to see them and watched their approach anxiously. Manek himself watched Dorran, curious if Larn’s second had any secret commands to do away with these would-be diplomats.
In the end, Dorran and the rest of the Midland guards stopped short. Gowan looked over his shoulder warily at them, the threat of pikes, or at least an arrow in the back, clearly on his mind. Manek sidestepped Dorran, who was crossing his meaty arms over his chest.
“We promised you safe passage to and from camp,” Manek said, walking forward. “We’ll keep that promise.”
Lord Gowan’s gaze swept over him. “You don’t speak like a Midlander, sir.”
“I’m not a Midlander, my lord.”
The older man’s eyebrows rose at that, but he didn’t question further. Instead, both of their attention was drawn to one of the other lords, mounting beside the younger lordling.
“That was a foolish thing to do, Highness,” he hissed.
The lordling glared, an ugly look that turned on Manek when he noticed the Lowlander watching him carefully. “Death comes swiftly to men such as these,” said the lordling before wheeling his horse about and speeding back towards Dannawey.
Manek could feel Lord Gowan’s gaze upon him. He turned to give him a small bow of the head, keeping his eyes vacant. He wasn’t sure he fooled Lord Gowan, but there was little the older man could do but nod back and mount his horse.
As he watched the Highlanders spur their horses, Dorran came up beside him.
“I give it a sennight, maybe two,” he said after making a great show of spitting through the hole where one of his front teeth used to be.
Manek made a small, noncommittal grunt before saying, “You should tell Larn that we just let a Highland prince slip through our fingers.”
Dorran’s gaze swung back to the retreating Highlanders, and Manek watched as Larn’s seneschal wrestled with whether to go after them. They were out of a javelin or arrow’s range, so Dorran could do little but turn on his heels and hurry back to Larn’s tent, the guards jogging after him.
Manek welcomed the quiet.
Let Larn rage at being denied such a prize as a Highland prince. Manek didn’t have the patience to sit through a temper. He’d other things to think on.
He’d prided himself on not thinking of her for three whole days but remembering Ennis’s words were now a necessity. There was only one Highland prince, only one Colm Dunstan whom Ennis might have married had life gone differently—an out of place prickle of jealousy stung him at the thought, and he had to bury it away like he did with all his thoughts and feelings of her.
Prince Colm had indeed been a fool for speaking, but his handlers were even greater fools for letting him anywhere near the Midland camp. But that wasn’t what worried Manek. This lordling was brash with rage, itching for a fight—but so was Larn. As he let his gaze wander over the high walls of Dannawey, their smooth surfaces rising from steep, grassy hills laden with iron spikes, Manek knew it was reasonable to assume that where there was one Dunstan, there was bound to be another. And if that was true, if Prince Colm’s words back in the tent hadn’t been a bluff and King Dunstan was here, then the number of Highland forces standing ready to fight for Dannawey were greater than what Larn had planned for.
Squatting down, balanced on the balls of his feet, Manek filled his hand with soft Highland soil. It fell from his fingers in rich clumps, but he knew, before this siege was over, the land would be wasted. Ash and blood would water this ground before they took Dannawey. When all was said and done, either he or King Dunstan would lose their first battle. And he didn’t need Ennis to tell him which was more likely.




Thirty-Four

With his Father’s blessing, Ma’an stood upon his Mother Mithria, his legs anchored to the earth. His gray eyes did search for a place of being. His fleet-footed sister claimed the forests, his brothers the seas and rivers. Off into the distance, he spied great spires spearing the sky. “What are these, Mother?” he asked Mithria. “They are my mountains,” she said. “They are where land meets the sky.” And so Ma’an climbed the tallest peak; looking up, he saw his father’s realm, and below, he beheld his mother. Content, he said, “I shall protect your union, for the mountains are to be mine, heaven and earth, together.”

—When They Were Sent To The Four Winds




The days were lengthening, and as Essa sat skinning potatoes, the last brilliant glimmers of a late spring day slanted in through the house’s high windows. The day had been so beautiful, so warm and clear, that Essa wondered if they would need a fire at all. Elodie had smiled good-naturedly and said that, no matter how fine the day, the coastal night would nevertheless be damp.
And so Essa skinned potatoes next to a roaring fire in the finely carved hearth, happy to have spent the day outside, in the sun, but now gloomy at the prospect of being cooped up again. It’d been raining two sennights straight, with no end in sight, and Elodie promised, by the look of the incoming clouds, that it would surely rain overnight.
Her mood didn’t improve when she glanced up from her work to watch Elodie methodically scaling and gutting several blue tuna across the table. Though relieved Elodie had quickly guessed that Essa hadn’t the stomach or nose to gut fish, Essa didn’t welcome yet another meal of it, no matter what kind of hearty Lowland sauce Elodie prepared.
Their days had become mundane, rhythmic, routine. First came waking, then breakfast, then sweeping, then dishes, then dusting and washing and sewing. In the afternoon, they took a small boat out to check the nets, and while Essa had finally “grown her sea legs,” as Elodie laughingly called it, she was never able to shake the feeling that her grave would be a watery one. Sometimes, when Elodie wasn’t looking and the sky was particularly gray, Essa would peer into the deep, murky water and wonder what it would be to just fall in.
The inanity was occasionally broken by evening reading lessons for Elodie. It was a slow instruction, and often Elodie, even sometimes Essa, hadn’t the patience for it.
Other times they were interrupted by villagers, wishing Elodie to settle some dispute. From the hearth, Essa watched silently as Elodie dealt with the matters fairly and efficiently. It was easy to see how things ran so well with Waurin and the men gone.
Perhaps that was why she felt so glum, she mused. It’d been downright dull without the men. Not that she missed the suspicious eyes of Par following her about, but Carmetheon itself seemed muted. There were still chores to be done, children to be looked after, lives to be lived, but the absence of the men weighed on the Carmetheon women. Essa could see it sometimes in the corner of Elodie’s eye, a wrinkle that hadn’t been there before, casting a shadow so deep her eyes seemed without color.
With Waurin gone, there were no impromptu adventures, no tasks to help him with, no flirtatious game to play. There was always a glance, a smile, a look to interpret, plan, reciprocate. Aside from her three sisters, Essa had spent most of her life around men, and, in truth, she thought she oftentimes understood them better than other women. So to spend her days with only Elodie for company, to step out the door and walk through a town only of women, was more than a little bewildering for her.
Ceralia help her, Essa had had her fill of Carmetheon.
Elodie set her knife down and stretched her back. Essa heard a little pop and winced. Ennis had always liked to crack her knuckles just to make her wince.
Her eyes fell at the thought of her sister. Had Ennis gotten her letter? Would she write her back?
“You look far away,” Elodie said. Wiping her hands on a rag, she rested an elbow on the table and smiled kindly. “Somewhere good, I hope.”
Essa made sure to recreate her smile. “It was very nice today.”
“Yes,” said Elodie with a sigh. “I think you’ll find we have quite nice summers here. Much like today; clear, warm, but not too hot. Usually there’s a nice breeze in the mornings.”
This time Essa’s smile was genuine. “So the rain stops in summer?”
“We do get our seasonal dry spells,” she said with a laugh. “Else we’d be washed right off the beach.”
A little dark body hopped onto the table, making Essa gasp.
“Oh, Salt, you bad thing!” Elodie scolded, waving her hands at the black cat.
Setting down her potatoes, Essa greeted the cat with a conciliatory pat on the head. Of those she’d met in Carmetheon, she thought she got on best with Salt. She and the cat had an understanding; she’d sneak him morsels of fish—which Elodie had forbidden anyone to give him, as they made his breath worse than the plague—while he’d sneak into her room on particularly cold, foggy mornings and lie on her feet to warm them.
Salt sniffed Essa’s starchy hands and pulled a displeased face. Clucking her tongue at him, she said, “It isn’t suppertime yet, my lord.” She received a glower for that.
“You shouldn’t dote on him,” Elodie was saying, beginning to lay out the fish fillets on a skillet. “He’ll go soft.”
Essa scratched the cat’s soft black underbelly and smiled. “Too late for that, I’m afraid.”
From what Essa had seen, many Carmethians welcomed cats into their homes. She decided it must have been a sort of acceptance of reality; the cats loved fish and knew where to find it, often outwitting the fishermen and finding their stores. In exchange for a warm hearth and all they could eat, the cats kept Carmetheon free of rats and other pests that wandered down from the cliffs above. She’d even seen cats riding in saddlebags and on boats, accompanying those Carmethians who travelled past the bay to sell and trade their fish.
As Elodie put the skillet atop a grate wedged into the hearth, Essa heard the distinct patter of rainfall on the roof. Sinking back into her glumness, she returned to her potatoes.
It wasn’t until after dinner that she roused herself enough to do more than agree with whatever it was Elodie said.
“How long will they be gone, do you think?”
Elodie didn’t need her to clarify who “they” were. Her gaze fell away, and Essa thought she should feel guilty for bringing up the topic when she knew Elodie liked to forget.
“Until autumn, perhaps longer,” Elodie said finally. “Sometimes they stay all winter long. It depends on what Larn has the stomach for.”
Essa soured at the thought of Larn. “Do you think they will this time?”
“You’d know better than I.”
“Why?”
“I know nothing about the city they’ve gone to.”
Essa leaned back in her chair and Salt leapt into her lap. She began to stroke him, her mind starting to hum with angry thoughts. “He’s acquired a taste for cities.”
Elodie gave her a rather dejected nod. “So it seems. Nothing good can come of it.”
Essa’s eyes narrowed. “We weren’t ready for him in Highcrest. That won’t be the case this time. Dannawey has seen worse than them. All Larn’s done is unite the Highlands against him.” Her words were harsh and she meant every word, her usually careful control cheering her on. What did she care if they all died at the walls of Dannawey?
Elodie’s face sank into her hand, and Essa remembered that she cared, just a little, if one of them died at Dannawey.
“It’ll be that bad?” Essa had never heard Elodie’s voice sound so small.
The women’s eyes met across the table. Essa’s hand had gone cold against the cat’s softly purring body. She couldn’t lie to Elodie, her pride wouldn’t let her, not this time, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t soften the words.
“It will be a fight this time, that I know. Dannawey is an ancient city. They say the walls were built in the time Ma’an still walked in our mountains.”
Elodie nodded, lacing her fingers together. “It gives me no pleasure, this war.”
Surprised, Essa decided to say nothing, waiting for more.
“It’s not our war, really. They fight in the north so that they don’t have to fight off Larn here. But sometimes I wonder if it wouldn’t be better to...”
Essa couldn’t help leaning forward a little in her seat. Salt flashed her an annoyed look.
But Elodie forced a smile and said, “Well, perhaps your Highlanders will give Larn a good fight and he’ll turn away before too many are lost. Perhaps he won’t want a long battle.” She met Essa’s eyes when she said, “We can both hope for that, I think.”
All Essa could do was nod.
“Do you know what you’ll do, when it’s over?”
She couldn’t have been more astonished if Elodie had struck her. “The war?”
Elodie nodded. “It’ll have to end sometime.”
“Will it?” she mused.
“I should think so. Mighty as he may be, Larn will die eventually—hopefully sooner rather than later. And if you believe what they say about his son, the Lowlands will be free of the Midlands when Larn dies. In which case, the war’s over.”
“I’m not used to wars ending. I’m not sure they can. In any case, I don’t know how it would affect me.”
Elodie took a long moment to gaze at Essa. “With Larn gone, I doubt my son will have much reason to keep with Midlander laws. He likes them about as much as I do.”
“You think Waurin would free me, if the war ends?”
Elodie nodded slowly. “His excuse would be gone, at the very least. And if he didn’t do it the moment after he learned of Larn’s death, I’d knock his head in.”
Essa had just enough presence of mind to grin in gratitude, but the rest of her thoughts fluttered like a caged bird. She’d never let herself hope for such a thing—she’d convinced herself that the best life she could make for herself was being close to Waurin, remaining a favorite, even, perhaps, giving him a child. But if he were to free her, then what? What would she do? Her home was a ruin, her sisters scattered to the winds.
Her sisters.
Elodie continued, though Essa was only half-listening. “Though, I think he’d free you himself, without my intervention. At least, I’d like to think I’d raised him well enough to do it. When that happens, I hope you’d consider staying with us. I certainly wouldn’t want to see you go. And I know he wouldn’t since…”
She didn’t finish her thought, and Essa was relieved. She didn’t want to be thinking of Waurin and his growing affection for her, nor her increasingly confusing feelings towards him. She didn’t want to think of her pain at watching him leave, or the guilt she felt for feeling that pain, or how she’d feel if he came back to them.
Instead she wanted to think of the golden possibilities blooming before her. She wanted to nurture the fragile tendrils of hope that sprang in her, let them curl around her heart and fortify her spirit. She wanted to dream of the day she’d cast that cursed black ribbon into the fire, eat her last fish, and turn her back on Carmetheon. She would mount that cliff path, and at the top, she wouldn’t look down, but east. She would look for her sisters.                                                              




Thirty-Five

After Ean released blackness into the world, everywhere Ceralia looked she found sorrow curled round the hearts of man. She was saddened to see it, and with each passing day, her blue pallor deepened until only Themin could distinguish her from the night sky. “Go to them, my queen,” he said. “Heal them as you healed me.” And so Ceralia reached across the sky, spreading the first spring rain, and washed away man’s tears. “Give me your grief, your fear, and your hate,” she said to them, “for I can bear it all. Turn your face to me, and I shall heal all wounds. You need but ask.”

—Why Man Welcomes Spring Rain

 

Kierum hadn’t been exaggerating when he said anyone daft enough to brave the Lowlands’ summer rains surely couldn’t be stopped. Ennis herself was past the point of trying to reason with the weather; it’d stopped them from beginning work for sennights now, and she knew, with each delay, their precious number of volunteers dwindled further.
Finally, by late spring, she raged at the sky, “You’ll see!” She told Kenna to inform the volunteers that come rain or shine, they would start. Even in the wet there were things that could be done.
And so the day came whether or not she was ready for it. She wasn’t.
The appointed time to meet the volunteers drew nearer, and her heart thundered in her ears. She wrung her hands, watching the sky. Had she been right to do this? Was it doomed after all? Renata had warned that such weather didn’t portend well, and much as Ennis was loath to believe anything Renata said, she did have to admit the gray clouds were less than auspicious.
There was a faint knock against the doorframe of the front hall.
“Ennis? Are you all right?” Lora asked.
Ennis’s hands flew to her face to find tears running down her cheeks. “Oh, I didn’t know you…” She quickly wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand.
“What is it?” Lora asked. “What’s wrong? I thought you were happy to get to work.”
“I…it’s nothing. Really. I just…I just don’t know…” She crossed her arms over her chest to shield herself from Lora’s inquiring eyes. “I don’t know what I’m getting myself into.”
Lora grinned. “That’s nothing new for you.”
“But this—”
“Ennis,” she crossed the room and took Ennis’s hands in her own, “you’re leading them. Now,” she dried Ennis’s cheeks with the hem of her sleeve, “you get out there. I know you’ve been itching to work, and you can’t direct them from here.”
Her lips twitched up into a grin. “You don’t know—I have a rather good shouting voice.”
Lora rolled her eyes. “Yes, I do know.”
She let Lora’s words wash over her like a balm, let them fortify her spirits and shore up her confidence. It pained her pride to admit it, but she feared what these women would think of her. If she couldn’t impress them, couldn’t make them understand the importance of the project, then she stood little chance of coaxing them back. Everything hinged on today, and if she couldn’t do this, if she couldn’t lead them, she faced never finishing the wall. And she had to finish it.
Wrapping an arm around Lora’s shoulders, she said, “Have I told you today what a fine person you are, Lora Finnley?”
Lora batted her eyelashes. “Why no, but I never tire of hearing it.”
“You are the best of women and the best of friends. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise, especially not me.”
“I’ll remember that the next time you make me cross.”
Ennis laughed. “Well then, I really had better go, before I do.” She gave Lora’s hand a squeeze. “Will you come see it?”
“Of course I will. Provided you don’t keep me busy with logs falling on people. I’ll even come help, when I can.”
Ennis finally left the Haven feeling ready to face the volunteers. Her spirits, and cloak, were dampened, however, by a soft misting that left little droplets on anything they could find to cling to. When she rounded the unfinished corner of the wall and saw the waiting forty or so women, Ennis fought the niggling fear creeping up her throat.
Kenna spotted her over the shoulder of one of her friends and waved. Forty pairs of eyes turned to watch Ennis approach, but she didn’t dare meet any of them other than Kenna’s.
Putting a warm hand on her shoulder, Kenna said, “Not the prettiest of days, but we’re here all the same.” She leaned a little closer to whisper, “Some of them were still unsure, even though they came. Why don’t you say a few words.”
Setting her jaw, Ennis nodded. Skirting around the group, she mounted the slope and stood with the wall at her back, gazing down at the women.
“Thank you for coming,” she said, letting her years of schooling overcome her nerves. She was a highborn and had been groomed for such occasions, so she kept her shoulders straight and eyes bright as she said, “I understand the wish that this wall wasn’t necessary—but I also understand, as you do, the dangers we face now that the men have gone. That’s why I’m not asking you to do this for them—though I’m sure they’ll appreciate getting to lay about rather than build it themselves when they return.” She received several laughs and smiles for that. “You’ll do this for yourselves. You’ll give it life and it will stand to defend you when the time comes. A wall made by you, for you, will always stand. So, shall we build it?”
A rousing bout of applause went up despite the mist working into a light sprinkle. No one seemed to notice as they came forward, ready to be separated into groups.
After being introduced to the woodcutters, she dispatched them with several others to set about felling marked trees. Behind them she sent the carpenters and their daughters to scrape off bark and limbs, making the poles smooth. Two women, each with three mules, were assigned to haul the logs out of the forest.
And finally, with the remaining fifteen women, Ennis and Kenna began the task of hoisting the poles. There were seven in a neat pile not far from the end of the wall, a reminder of how suddenly Manek and his own volunteers had had to give up work.
Shedding her cloak and laying it with the other women’s outerwear, Ennis rolled up her sleeves as Kenna began sectioning off rope. She watched carefully with the rest as a woman named Sabella instructed them on the best knots for the job.
Lining up, the women found it a slightly easier task to drag the pole into position thanks to the slick grass, though Ennis did have to dig her nails into the rope to make sure it didn’t get away from her.
A shock of anticipation went through her, and she saw similar feelings in the eyes of the other women. She donned a confident smile, nodding at some, giving encouragement to others as she jumped over the ditch they were about to lever the pole into. Assuring herself the pole was where it needed to be, she gave the signal.
The rope was passed back. With a shout from Ennis, the women heaved.
The wet rope chafed her palms, little nicks and cuts burning into her skin. But she pulled. Pulled, even as the rope tightened enough for water to come dripping out. Pulled, even when, halfway up, the pole tottered and almost tumbled back to the earth. Pulled, until finally, the pole bounced into place.
The women cheered as they rushed forward to help the spotter move it snugly into place beside its neighbor. From the edges of the forest, Ennis spied the other groups, come from their work to see the first pole up. They waved and clapped at the fine job.
Ennis ordered a ladder be raised, and Kenna herself set about working warm sap onto the side of the newly raised pole with a wide paint brush, so that when the next pole was raised, they would stick together. As she worked, Ennis and the others tried their hands at tying Sabella’s knot and began dragging the next poles into position.
Before they stopped for a midday meal, the clouds had broken and they’d raised four poles. And when they stopped for the day, pride shining in their eyes at having felled four trees, skinned three, and raised ten, the women enthusiastically agreed to return the next day.
Ennis walked with Kenna, arm-in-arm, back to her house in the square, daydreaming about the meat pie Kenna had described in delicious detail.
“You’ll be a warlord yourself before this is done,” Kenna said.
Ennis laughed. “You already have two.”
“The men do,” said Kenna with a devilishly arched eyebrow.
Kenna’s praise, and pie, helped Ennis into the finest sleep she’d had in sennights. She woke before Irina or Lora the next morning, invigorated.
“What are you doing up?” Lora croaked as Ennis shoved her feet into her boots.
Ennis smiled. “Working!”
Lora rolled her eyes, smiled, and stuck her head under her pillow.
On her way to the stairs, Ennis passed a rather bleary-eyed Renata, just risen. She blinked in surprise at Ennis but could barely get her mouth open before Ennis bid her farewell with a chipper, “Ta!” and went hopping down the stairs.
When she rounded the wall this time, the woody spiciness of redwood and coastal pine filling her nostrils, she didn’t find forty volunteers. She found two hundred. With a little encouragement from Kenna and happy tears shining in her eyes, she mounted the slope to give another speech.
“Good morning, ladies,” she said. “And what a fine morning it is, to see all your faces! In truth, I couldn’t have dreamed of anything better than seeing so many of you here. I see you all and I know we will finish this. We will build this wall.”
And so the women of Rising built their wall with their own hands. Hundreds came to work, enough that they could work in shifts—one day working, two at home. Women from the countryside heard and came to help, knowing they’d be welcome behind its defense if there was need. Over the sennights, they became a skilled workforce—felling trees, stripping bark, weaving rope, cooking for those laboring, collecting and heating sap, leading horse and mule teams, constructing ladders, cutting planks—all while faithfully led by the Highland woman with a mane of golden hair.
Ennis could feel their accomplishment best when Kasia came down from the great house to see the final pole hoisted into place. A great cheer went up as the pole eased beside its neighbors, the sticky sap keeping it in place while women with wet clay filled in any large holes.
They feasted for three days straight, a sight Ennis hadn’t seen since Highcrest. She ate more than her fill, drank perhaps too many cups of the Lowlands’ particularly sweet wine, and even learned several of their merry dances.
But when the sun rose on the fourth day, she and the others returned to work, for a gate still needed to be constructed, and she’d already drawn up plans for ramparts so that archers could patrol along the wall.
Two sennights later, on a pleasant summer evening, Ennis led Kierum and Kasia up the northern stairs, built beside the great gate, its arms open wide to let in the last of the daylight. From the raised vantage point, she looked upon a sky flushed pink and lavender. Below, the Lowlands sparkled, a riot of color, the emerald meadows festooned with pale moon lilies, shy bluebells, and boisterous larkspurs.
Kasia made a little noise of surprise when she saw the view. Ennis took her breathless silence as approval.
Kierum stepped onto the ramparts after his wife, resting a hand against the wood parapet. He tested his weight on the catwalk, eyeing the craftsmanship. Ennis raised her chin, knowing he could find no fault. His silence, however, made her nervous. She searched what she could see of his face, anxious to know what he thought. It was, of course, too late for him to stop the project, but he could easily destroy what the women had worked so hard to build.
When he turned to her, the sinking sun reflected in his glassy eyes.
“Thank you,” he said.




Thirty-Six

Everywhere Dea stepped, destruction did follow, and the mortals feared her most of all. Weeping over the death of so many of his mortals, Themin raged against the malevolent force. Each time their godly weapons clashed, great bolts of lightning rained down and scarred Mithria. Calling his divine children to him, Themin overpowered Dea and banished her from his blessed sight. Though sent away, Dea, to this day, relishes making trouble for the Father and bringing suffering to his mortals.

—When War Started



Manek woke to a cold creeping up his body like a claw, clutching for his throat. He blinked, and the last remnants of his dream faded away, replaced with the stiff canvas of the tent wall. Closing his eyes again for one moment of luxury, he recalled the fading image of Ennis lying beside him, could almost remember her smell and the warmth of her skin beneath his fingers.
It was a simple dream, always the same. Perhaps the worst thing about it was that he’d never know what it was truly like to wake up beside her. He hadn’t known how much he’d wanted such a thing until he was denied it; perhaps that was why he’d been so angry when she tried to sneak away with the dawn. But the feeling of her warm body tucked against him, fitted perfectly to his own, had no place in this camp of death.
Manek swung his legs over the cot and sank his fingers into his hair. His knuckles tugged against knots, making his eyes water. Just like every morning, he drew back the flap of his tent. Just like every morning, he wasn’t quite prepared for the sight. Or the smell.
Spring had come and gone, and soon summer would flee as well, yet they still hadn’t captured Dannawey. The walls stood defiant, mocking him. They dared him to try something else, dared him to show them something they hadn’t seen before. He’d failed so miserably that sometimes he wished he could ride Oren north, straight into the De’lan, and let Adain take him wherever his whim fancied.
As if the torment of Dannawey’s defenses and Larn’s mounting temper weren’t enough, each morning Manek rose to find the gods had cursed them tenfold. Plague had settled comfortably over the camp, claiming men who should be fit and healthy, leaving the maimed and the young to march into battle to face death at Dannawey’s wall.
The once orderly camp had broken down into pockets of plague victims. At first quarantine was imposed, but there wasn’t a point anymore. The plague skipped one tent but drove full force into another, and there was no stopping it. For whatever reason, Dea had abandoned Larn and instead cursed his men.
Manek tried not to hear the wheezing and gasping of the dying, tried not to see the abandoned, festering corpses of the dead, tried not to smell the putrid excrement, filth, and rot. This plague was like nothing he’d ever seen. First came a fever, quick and unyielding, then the eyes turned yellow and the hands shook. Men could keep nothing down as their gums turned blackish and their nail beds bled. It was a slow disease, cruel. The quickest death Manek had seen was three days. A Highland arrow to the head would’ve been kinder.
Gnawing on a hunk of stale bread, Manek mounted Oren and slowly they made their daily sojourn to Larn’s section of camp. If Manek could find any small kindness in their situation, it was that the Midlander camps had been struck harder than the Lowlander. But it wasn’t comfort enough, his heart already sick as it was; dirt still rimmed his nails from helping dig a mass grave yesterday for those of his men who’d been claimed.
As he rode, Manek’s eyes were drawn to the walls of Dannawey. He drove himself mad wondering what the inside of the city looked like, wondering if he’d ever know. Those walls, as Lord Gowan had promised what seemed an age ago, held firm. There were sections that had seen damage, some holes made, but the closest they had ever come to breeching it was mounting an occasional iron ladder and getting men up onto the ramparts. It’d quickly become Manek’s least favorite strategy; the Highlanders pitched hot tar on the men climbing up any successfully mounted ladder. Manek himself had killed one tarred man after hours of stripping tar and skin made him beg for death.
His path took him past a shattered catapult, lying abandoned along the outskirts of Larn’s camp. They had only one left, and even when all of them were in use, they’d barely shaken Dannawey’s wall. Having long since run out of sizeable boulders to hurl at the wall, they were reduced to flinging balls of tarred grass and igniting them just before launching. Whatever damage they inflicted on the city within was negligible.
It seemed no matter what they used against the city, the Highlanders only raised their chins a little higher in challenge. In some ways it was admirable, but no less maddening.
Dismounting, Manek handed Oren’s reins to the young page waiting to take them. The boy was pale, his lips rimmed in blue, and he shivered against the cold Highland mist that settled on them each night. Drawing the last hunk of bread from his pocket, Manek offered it to the boy, who took it greedily.
Assembled in Larn’s tent were the customary group of captains and warlords. But the tent had long since lost its warmth and gusto; now it stood gaunt, like the dwindling men who gathered there each day.
Larn’s eyes flicked up to mark Manek’s entrance but then returned to the map spread out before them. Dannawey was barely visible anymore under all the marks and stratagem.
“Tell me you have something,” Larn said in a hoarse voice as Manek walked over to join the others.
He came to stand beside Waurin, who gave him a nod. Long lines ran beneath Waurin’s eyes, which seemed to have sunk further into his skull. His gray pallor and unkempt hair wasn’t unique, the other captains wearing similar badges of fatigue and defeat. Some looked to him as they awaited a new strategy. A few seemed to beg him to tell Larn the truth.
When Manek said nothing, Larn, not looking up, began making a circle with his forefinger around Dannawey. “We still haven’t discovered their supply chain?” he said.
“The scouts you sent haven’t returned yet,” said Dorran.
“For all we know they could be dead,” said one of Larn’s warlords, Harvad.
“We’ll send more,” Larn said.
“Destroying their link with the north would be the surest way to demoralize them,” said Manek finally, his voice sounding as if it came from someone else. “However, there’s no telling how long it’d take to bring the city to its knees that way.”
“It’s a large city—over sixty thousand, if your estimates were correct,” said Larn. “A city this size can’t bear such a burden for long.”
“But we can never account for the spirit of its people. They’ve stood against us this long. It’s reasonable to assume they’d resist us until the last rat was eaten, and maybe even longer after that.”
“I’ve no mind to let any of them live,” said Larn. “A city of dead suits me just fine.”
“Our best hope would be to starve them out through a winter, but we ourselves can’t last that long.”
Larn’s finger ran down to Scallya. “A new caravan should be arriving any day. Our supplies won’t run out.”
“Perhaps, but the men will.”
A flash of anger lit Larn’s eyes, and it was the first show of emotion Manek had seen from Lord Midland in some days. Behind him, Verian made a sound that Manek could only call a hiss.
Larn himself chose not to respond, but Verian, ever watchful of a chance to please his father, took a step forward and said, “There will be men enough. Plague comes and goes.”
Manek bit the inside of his cheek to keep the retort firmly in his throat. Why had Dea seen fit to spare Verian of this plague?
“We’ve lost some men, but—”
“Two thousand and fifty-six,” Manek told the Midland lordling, though he looked at Larn instead. “Over a tenth of our forces.”
“I’ll send for men from Scallya.” Larn nodded at his warlords from the Gray Hills. “You’ll do the same.”
If it was possible, the warlords turned grayer at the prospect.
“With reinforcements, we’ll choke Dannawey and bring it to its knees.”
“We can’t wait that long,” Manek insisted again. “Even if the plague claims no one else and you bring thousands more men, we’ll have given them time to send for reinforcements of their own. Just because King Dunstan is here doesn’t mean his whole army is. And what of the other Highland cities?”
“Enough,” Larn growled.
But Manek had already begun, and there was no stopping it now. Not when his heart beat painfully in his chest from knowing to stop now would condemn them all. “They know we’re weak—they’ve only to look down from their walls and see the plague pits. Waiting may weaken them, but it will hurt us more. If their reinforcements come, what’s to stop them from overpowering us? It’s too much of a gamble.”
The tent was silent as everyone held their breath.
Slowly Larn raised his gaze to fix him with an ugly glare. Manek tried to keep his face impassive but knew it was flushed with heat.
“To stay and wait,” he bit out, despite feeling Waurin tense beside him, “is to kill us all.”
Larn’s hands slammed down on the table in a shock of noise. “Then think of something!” he roared. “Don’t stand there and preach—find me a way in, conquer this damn city, or so help me, I’ll turn this army south!”
Even with Waurin’s hand on his shoulder, Manek stepped forward, his own hands slapping onto the table. “Have you considered this city wasn’t meant to be taken? Look at your army,” he spat. “Defeated, disease-ridden. The gods are against us, and soon the season will be too.”
“The only one against us is you!” Verian accused with flashing eyes.
“I’m starting to think you don’t want to take Dannawey, Manek,” agreed Larn. His eyes narrowed. “Have your Highland women been whispering in your ear?”
“You’re supposed to stick them, not the other way around,” Verian said with an ugly upturn of his mouth. “Father, really, this dog has outlived his usefulness.”
Larn gave Manek an appraising look, eyes flicking from his head to his toes.
“If this campaign has any hope, it isn’t here. Do you want to take the Highlands?” Manek hissed.
Larn’s frown was his only answer.
“If you want to keep some of your men alive, head east,” Manek said, jabbing a finger at the Gray Hills. “Go east, regroup, restock on supplies, then swing north. Find a place to cross the De’lan, and then flank Ells itself. With luck, we’d catch the city without King Dunstan and unprepared for an attack.”
“You’d have us run? Abandon Dannawey?” Verian demanded.
He ran an agitated hand through his hair. “It won’t matter if you take Ells!”
“I won’t bow to this city—it won’t defeat me,” Larn bellowed. “If you can’t take it for me, then I don’t need you.” He pointed a finger at Waurin. “You’ll assume command of my Lowland forces. I strip Manek of his rank. He’s to be in the front lines for each attack—do you understand?”
Waurin said nothing, only looked at that accusing finger still pointed at him with a sort of choked horror. It was a death sentence for Manek at best.
“Keep your Lowlanders in line, and I’ll take this city myself. If we can’t afford to wait them out,” he said as his eyes met Manek’s, “then we’ll speed the process. Gather the dead out of the plague pits and put them in the catapult. We’ll see how long they last with this plague for a bedfellow.”
“You can’t do—”
“I am warlord here, dog. Now get out of my sight!”
Manek turned on his heels and stormed from the tent. Already bile burned the back of his throat.
This was no longer a siege. If plague-infested bodies were flung across the wall, then this became a race. The victor would be the last to succumb. Until then, they could only wait and die.
The young page shot him a look of mild curiosity as he grabbed Oren’s reins and mounted, digging his heels into the horse. The camp passed by in a blur until it was only the rolling Gray Hills in his vision, only a vast landscape separating him from home.
What funeral rites did these Highlanders have? He knew Highlanders buried their dead to send them back to Mithria rather than burning them on a pyre and spreading the ashes into fields with sown seeds like the Midlanders and Lowlanders did. But what was said over their bodies as dark earth was piled over them?
Funeral rites hadn’t been observed in sennights; there were too many dead. What could he say to them, lying with vacant eyes and skin still sticky with sweat, as he stood over their mass graves? What could he say to them as they were loaded in catapults to break upon Dannawey’s wall and rooves, used past their very lives as weapons?
As his eyes wandered the southern horizon, something like a strong hand pulled at his heart, making it ache. The desire to kick Oren’s flanks again and send them home was overwhelming. It would be so easy; no one was paying them any mind. He could outrun pursuers, run all the way to the Lowlands, all the way home to her. He could leave this behind, this war, this hellhole. Could leave Larn and Dannawey and being a warlord. And his men.
His head sagged, his chin almost coming to rest on his chest. Yes, his men. It didn’t sit well with Manek, conquering a city. Not Highcrest, not Dannawey. But every day he failed to take this city, he failed his men. He made them suffer another day, prolonged their anguish and heartache. He forced them to see things no man should ever see. He made them bury friends, sons, fathers, without giving them a road home. What could he do?
With shoulders that slumped and a weary soul that cried to lie down and never rise, Manek finally turned Oren back towards camp.
By the time he reached the Lowlander camp, most of the healthy men were standing, gathered in small groups. Their eyes followed him as he rode up, the words dying in their mouths. Taryn pushed his way forward, as did Waurin.
Manek dismounted and gave Oren’s neck a pat. He avoided looking at his friends, though he knew Waurin was trying to catch his eye.
“I’ll not have it,” Taryn spat when no one said anything.
“What’s done is done,” Manek said.
Taryn wasn’t the only man to step forward then, but they let him speak for them when he said, “We may fight his damn wars, but he’s not our lord. He can’t replace you whenever he feels like it.” His fierce eyes turned on Waurin. “I’ll not have it.”
“He didn’t win our trials,” Waurin said, clapping a heavy hand on Manek’s shoulder. “We didn’t make him our leader.”
“No. That would be my father,” Manek said, still not meeting Waurin’s eyes. He didn’t want his men’s proclamations of loyalty, didn’t want to let them shore up his breaking pride. The weight of Waurin’s hand on his shoulder was a firm reminder of what had been stripped from him that morning, and Manek wasn’t sure he wanted it back. He’d only to look at his men to see that behind the pride and loyalty and anger lurked a desolation so deep and painful, Manek didn’t know if even the sight of home could ever quite heal them. How could they want him still, when he only failed them?
Waurin filled his fist with the wool of Manek’s cloak and gave him a small shake. “Your father won the honor for himself and his son. And his son after that. You’re our leader, Manek, not Larn. I don’t march behind him. I wouldn’t take a blade for his sorry hide.”
“He’d flay your sorry hide, if he heard you now,” he said.
“Let him try.”
Manek shook his head. “Listen, you damn idiot, I won’t have you put to death because of me. There’s plague and Highlanders enough to kill us.”
“Damn it all, I’ll fight you for it if you like,” Waurin said, taking a step back with his shoulders squared. “Win it back from me.”
“Larn can’t take that honor away in the first place,” insisted Taryn. Men shouted their agreement.
Even though he heard Taryn’s words, watching Waurin stand there with his head bent to the side cockily, Manek suddenly had the overwhelming need to knock that big fool to the ground and beat sense into him.
He knew his friend saw the spark in his eyes. To stoke the little flame, Waurin crossed his arms over his bearish chest and raised his brows.
Fine then. Unfastening his cloak, he tossed it over Oren’s back and lunged for Waurin.
With a wild grin, Waurin struck Manek right across his face as the men shouted to each other if they should pull them apart.
Manek felt his nose break, blood rushing out. “Don’t you get it?” he shouted at Waurin, wincing at the pain in his face. “Larn doesn’t care about our ways. We’re just fodder to him.”
“Well, if it’s all the same to you, this fodder would damn well like to follow the fodder he chose to be lord of the fodder.”
Manek howled and tackled Waurin again, sending them both to the ground, limbs flying. He landed a hit on Waurin’s face, sick satisfaction rolling over him as he felt it break against his knuckles.
For long minutes, they scuffled, each unseating the other the instant one of them gained the upper hand. Waurin put up a struggle when Manek managed to shove him off. Using his size against him, Manek pin his arm back and leverage a knee into his back.
Waurin grunted when Manek pulled the arm far enough to hurt.
“Idiot,” Manek muttered, breathless.
“There now,” Taryn said, clapping him on the back and pulling him up. “Won it for yourself. No arguing with that.”
Manek reached down. Waurin took his hand, letting Manek pull him up. They held their respective broken noses, blood dribbling down their chins and staining the collars of their already dirty tunics.
“You happy now?” Waurin asked.
“Of course not,” Manek said, though he almost grinned despite himself. “It doesn’t change anything.”
“The hell it doesn’t.”
“Larn doesn’t care which of us has more blood running out their nose, idiot.”
“But I do, you bastard.”
“Do I need to hit you again?”
Waurin laughed. “I’ll still be prettier than you, regardless.”
“Larn may not recognize you,” Taryn said, eyes going back and forth between Manek and Waurin warily, as if he really did think they’d start another brawl. “But by Mithria’s green earth, we do.”
Waurin nodded. “I can humor Larn. But you’ll be told everything, and I’ll tell him as you’ve told me.”
Manek looked at the men gathered there and thought of Ennis, of what she’d said to him the day the summons came. You wanted to lead them, he could almost hear her say, so do it. Gods, she made him brave, even now. With a resigned nod, he decided that if he couldn’t save his men from the horrors to come, he could at least not dishonor them now.
“Fine. But I should warn you, it isn’t easy being Larn’s dog.”




Thirty-Seven

Though fleet-footed Tamea was at ease in her forests and wilderness, discontent settled within her breast. She went to her mother, Mithria, with her troubles. “What is this sickness, Mother?” she asked. “With the trees I was content, among the animals I was happy. But no longer.” “Your Father has given you your realm, but I have given you your tender heart. The pain in your heart is for the human soul, for while their bodies wither away, the soul does not. And once the body is gone, the soul has no home.” “Then let my Father given them a realm,” said Tamea. “He cannot,” said Mithria, “for he has gifted all the realms to you, His Host. I will take the mortals’ souls, for I am the only realm left. When they lay down their bodies, you, my daughter, shall bring the souls to me.” “I will be your harbinger of death?” “You, Tamea, shall be my harbinger of peace, for I shall show them only love and rest. Their toil shall be over, and they will greet you like friend.”

—Tamea and the Last Mystery




The Lowland summer was brutal on a Highland constitution. As the summer rains gave way to long, hot, sticky days, sometimes Lora fantasized about plunging into the well outside the Haven and staying there until autumn came.
Despite the heat, there was a sort of excitement about the townspeople, something the Sisters admitted was unusual. By this time in years previous, Rising had endured at least one Oltaraani attack, the crops raided, animals stolen, and women carried off in the night. Not so that year. The people of Rising looked upon their wall with understandable pride, and there was loud talk that the very sight of the wall had deterred the Oltaraani.
But when the summer stretched into its hottest days, they discovered the real reason they’d been spared—plague.
At first the only fever was one of fear as news travelled upriver to them, that whole Oltaraani villages had succumbed. People were dying faster than they could be put to sea, as was the southerly custom. And so the people of Rising began looking to their wall for defense, to keep the invader away.
When the first children with fever began trickling into the Haven, Lora knew the wall could do nothing more.
Ennis pressed the back of her hand to her mouth as the girl twitched, her skin running with sweat that pooled on her upper lip and hairline. Lora sponged the girl’s face.
“You’re sure?” Ennis asked.
Lora nodded, pointing at the bulbous lumps on the girl’s neck and beneath her left arm. She knew them well; they had grown on her before, when she was fourteen. The plague took her mother and two older brothers. And now it was poised to take Rising.
“The fever must be allowed to take its course,” Lora said, drawing raised eyebrows from Renata, who stood just outside the room.
“The fever could kill her,” she said.
“The plague definitely will. It must be burned out of her.”
That was how she’d survived—her mother and brothers had contracted the plague first. She’d tended them, had watched as it slowly consumed them, made them hot corpses with sunken eyes and twisted mouths. She and her father packed them with ice to keep them cool, but the plague took them anyways. By the time Lora succumbed, there was no ice to be had in Highcrest, all of it, even snow from the nearby mountain peaks, used throughout the city to stave off the fever. For perhaps more feared than the plague was the fever it brought. Violent shakes, grasping at ghosts, seeing illusions. It was rightfully called Dea’s curse. But the fever had burned the plague from her body, and where her family had perished, Lora woke from the delirium.
“Where’s her mother?” Lora asked.
The sobbing woman was called into the room. A wail escaped her at the sight of her daughter, naked, sickly.
Lora asked, “Where has she been?”
“Nowhere, Sister! She hasn’t seen a southerly since the raid this winter.”
“She hasn’t been outside the wall?”
“Sh-she went with a few others to hunt. Brought back a few rabbits, that’s all.”
Lora chewed her bottom lip.
“Plague can’t just come from nowhere,” Ennis insisted. Lora could see her friend trying to work through the logic, avoiding looking at the girl. While there was some logic in the plague, how it could almost be seen slithering from house to house, it still killed without reason.
“We’ll need to see everyone who might have touched those rabbits,” said Lora.
“Plague from rabbits?” Renata said dubiously. “I don’t think Dea needs to work through such insignificant creatures.”
“I’d rather not argue about theology, Sister,” Lora said. “All we know is that the girl went outside the wall and caught rabbits.”
“And plague,” Renata said with hollow eyes.
Lora knew that look. It was something only a witness, a survivor could wear.
When they discovered the other two girls of the hunting party were also sick, a sort of quiet horror settled over the Sisters.
“Have they been around anyone else?” Lora asked the sobbing mothers.
“They’re children. They play.”
Lora’s eyes fixed on Ennis’s.
“The gate must be closed,” Ennis said. “Nothing gets in.”
And then she was gone, rushing from the room, from the Haven, into Rising. Lora hadn’t the heart to tell her it might already be too late.
The gate was closed all the same, and Kierum ordered all outside animals burned. The doors of the afflicted houses were marked with broad strokes of paint. When the paint ran out, they used animal blood. Before long, there was no point in marking the doors; no house was left untouched.
The gates opened again when there was no longer anything to keep out, and pits, long, shallow, ugly cuts in the earth, were dug. The first was filled almost entirely with girls, none older than seventeen.
“They took my son up north to die,” a woman muttered as Lora ran a cool cloth over her forehead. “My daughter stayed here to do it.”
“Shh. Rest now. You’ve two daughters yet, and they need their mother.”
But even as the mother, herself riddled with fever, put her hot hand on her youngest daughter’s shoulder, her eyes were dark. No light reflected in them, and it was like looking down into an abyss, never-ending. Lora imagined it was what Dea’s eyes looked like.
Lora spent those first days in the Haven, hurrying between rooms. She sponged, washed, fed where she could. She tread up and down the lower hallway so often she wondered how it didn’t bear shallow grooves up and down, up and down.
“Aren’t you afraid?” a girl whispered to her as she handed out meager broth.
“I’ve had it before.”
“It didn’t kill you?”
“It certainly tried.”
The girl looked down at her sister. “Could she live too?”
She smoothed the girl’s knotted, sticky hair. Hair that should have been the color of honeysuckle, but within the humid confines of the Haven had come to resemble rotted wheat. “There’s always a chance. Speak to her. She may speak madness back, but she hears you.”
This she told all of them, all the family members who stood by and watched death come upon their beloveds and waited for it themselves. Speak to them. So small, so simple. Their voices helped drown out the victims’ fever craze, their howling and writhing and cackling.
Her father had talked her from oblivion, had cooled her burning cheeks with his tears. “Come on back, dove,” he’d said. “Don’t go now.” And in the fever madness she heard him, had reached out for him though she clawed only at the air, had called out to him though the words became nonsense. When the fever passed, and the lumps lost their swell, she opened her eyes and saw her father’s haggard face. She opened her mouth and said what she’d been trying to say all along. “I wouldn’t leave you, Dada.”
Lora pushed the tears down and drove away the memories by walking the hallway up and down, up and down. The other Sisters began working in shifts, but not Lora. Not Lora. She worked and tended and soothed until she could no longer stand. When she fell from heat, exhaustion, or thirst, she allowed herself those few moments. But then she was up again, going up and down the hallway, for she couldn’t bear the sounds of life escaping bodies and leaving only husks. She couldn’t bear the sounds that brought her back to Highcrest, to her mother, her brothers. She couldn’t bear not hearing her father calling her back.
In the second sennight, Sister Kanna took ill. Then Sister Aelia. And Sister Jenna. When Kanna died, there was no time for grief. Lora and Sister Elarie dragged her out, nearly dropping her in her burial shroud twice. In the twilight, they placed her among the others in the third plague pit.
Elarie quickly retreated back to the Haven, but Lora couldn’t look away. Lying in a neat row was a family of five, mother, two daughters, a boy no more than five, and a babe tucked into the mother’s elbow. The baby’s eyes were open and kept Lora enthralled. Only when night had fallen and the baby melted into shadow could she look away.
Raising her face to the sky, Lora finally let out the wail that had been building for days. She shouted at the sky, at Dea and Themin and all the other heavenly hosts she could think of. Was this what it was to be cursed? To survive something only to watch others succumb to it, not able to do anything?
“Lora.”
She looked around, startled at the sound of her name. Ennis stood nearby, her features drawn, even in the long shadows of night. Lora had seen little of Ennis these past days, as she did what she could in the town, running back and forth between it and the Haven to help those who they didn’t have room for.
“What can we do?” Lora sobbed, gesturing at the pit.
Ennis slipped her arm around Lora’s waist. “All we can.”
“Will I be the only one left? Will I have to dig the graves myself?”
“I’ll help you.”
“I never thought I’d h-have to s-see it again,” she hiccupped.
Ennis’s arm tightened around her. She began the Highland death rites and though she had no voice left of her own, Lora mouthed the words in time to hers.
Lay down your cares, beloved, for you have no need of them.
Tamea takes you in her arms and brings you to the Life-Giver,
And at Mithria’s bosom shall you sleep, forever at rest.
May Mithria keep you, and may you lessen her load.
Peace be, beloved, and blessed journey on.
And with her head tucked against Ennis’s shoulder, Lora let herself be led back to the Haven, up the staircase, and into bed. It wasn’t until morning that Lora noticed Ennis felt too hot to the touch.
When Ennis stumbled getting dressed that morning, a line of sweat glistening on her brow, Lora cried, “Irina, leave now!”
Irina took one look at Ennis and hurried from the bedroom.
Lora reached for her friend, felt her skin burning beneath her hands. “Oh, Ennis.”
“I’m all right, Lora. I just need…to…”
“Lie down.”
The days of tending took over, and with practiced hands, Lora searched Ennis for the signs. When she found a small lump underneath both Ennis’s arms, she flew down the hall, down the stairs, to the ransacked supply cabinet. Claiming what she could, she rushed to Ennis’s side. Her steady hands amazed her, and she let the motions numb her, for she couldn’t bear to think of what was to come.
“Unbelievable,” Ennis said through chattering teeth. “W-we build this w-wall for defense a-and wh-what levels us? Damn p-plague. There’s no hon-honor dying this w-way.”
Lora glared at her. “You’re not going to die.”
Ennis scowled back. “Aren’t I?”
“No.”
The convulsions lasted through the afternoon, sweat oozing from Ennis’s skin. She stayed coherent most of the day. She was stronger than many of the others, and for those first hours, Lora clung to hope.
In the night, the rambling started, her teeth rattling in her mouth as she shivered, though she was hot to the touch.
Irina moved from their bedroom to Renata’s for fear she too would sicken.
“You’ll watch her?” Irina asked as she and Renata stood just beyond the open threshold of the room.
Lora gripped Irina’s arm in reassurance. “She’ll be well tended.”
“It’s from all that time in the town,” said Renata, almost spitting the words.
“She’s done what she could to help them, Sister, as we all have,” Lora said, trying to keep her voice above a hiss.
But Renata’s eyes held no compassion, only stared down cold and hollow and soulless. She moved away without another sound, like a wraith.
Irina lingered, her eyes glassy as they searched Ennis’s body for some small sign of hope. Lora wished Ennis could see it, for surely then they could reconcile. Love could never truly die once it had found its way into one’s heart. At least, that’s what she told herself. She repeated that over and over again as she watched Ennis, her slick body outlined in the feeble moonlight that crept into their room.
By morning, Lora could feel the heat radiating from Ennis without having to touch her. The air was fiercely hot, their small window providing no relief as the heat invaded, refusing to leave. The days seemed only to get hotter, and autumn was little more than a dream.
Lora herself felt feverish in the heat, and as she walked the lower hallway, she told anyone she saw to get water, to bathe the sick, to drench them if need be, to force water down their throats. If the plague, fever, or heat hadn’t killed them, thirst would.
“But you said—”
“The fever will burn the plague out, but this damn heat will burn them,” Lora snapped at Sister Jessamin. She tried to stifle her annoyance; she needed to be at the well, drawing water. She needed to be with Ennis.
Those healthy enough in the Haven followed her out to the well, where they drew buckets and buckets of water. And when the pails ran out, women went into town to fetch more. For her part, Lora trudged upstairs with her load, back to the last bedroom on the left.
She pulled Ennis up to sitting and began unbuttoning her dress. Sometimes Ennis sat there complacently, other times she fought her, clawing at the air and at Lora.
“Come on, just a little bit longer, then you can lie down again.”
Ennis finally lay back, naked. The lumps were engorged now, and a new one had sprouted just below her right ear, running almost the whole length of her neck. Her teeth continued to chatter, the gums bleeding.
After she tipped the bucket to Ennis’s mouth and made her drink long draughts, she ran a cloth over her sweating, shaking body, up and down, up and down.
“Lora, I didn’t know you were here.”
She found Ennis’s bleary eyes opened to mere slits, looking at her through a fog.
“Of course I am.”
“When did you come up to the Keep?”
Lora swallowed hard. “Just this morning.”
“But you waited until night to see me?” A crooked smile overtook her mouth. “You were planning with Father, weren’t you?”
“I can’t keep anything from you, can I?”
Ennis shook her head against the pillow. “You’re both horrible liars.”
“So are you.”
“’S true I s’pose.” She waved her arm, as if dismissing the topic, but her arm seemed heavy, leaden, and barely left the straw mattress.
She was mostly silent throughout the afternoon, but as evening fell, she grasped at the air, calling out for Lora.
“I’m here, Ennis, I’m right here,” she said, crawling across the floor to her.
Ennis clawed at her arm, nails digging into Lora’s flesh.
“Where is he? Lora, where is he?”
“Who, love? Where’s who?”
She howled and shook her head wildly. “Have they killed him?”
“No, they haven’t. No one would dare.”
Ennis seemed calmed by the words, and she slumped back against her pallet and was quiet again.
Lora slipped from the room when Ennis seemed settled and padded down the stairs. The Haven was as quiet as it could be full of fever madness.
She answered a knock at the front door and a woman stepped in, bearing a limp girl in her arms. The mother was tearstained, and Lora led her into the front hall, where the candles would afford her a better look at the girl. Lora’s heart sank to realize it was one of the first girls, one of the hunting party. There had been hope when her lumps eventually sunk and the fever cooled, but now, almost two sennights later, Lora knew the fever had come at a price.
It had burned her mind. Lora could see it in her half-starved features and chapped lips.
Violent sobs wracked the woman as Lora tried in the fewest words possible to explain that, if the girl hadn’t woken yet, she wouldn’t. This would be kinder than letting her starve. And so each of them took a side of a pillow and held it down against the girl’s lifeless face, stealing the last of her breaths.
It didn’t take long; the girl didn’t struggle. Lora kept her gaze on the mother, breaking a little when the narrow chest stopped rising. An inhuman wail clawed its way from the mother’s throat, and Lora wanted to join her.
Her heart was full, and in those long, dark hours she understood why some called it the most tender of muscles.
When she returned to Ennis, Lora set about soaking a thin sheet in the bucket before covering her with it from neck to toe. Her body shivered beneath the wet shroud, but Lora only tucked it beneath her before easing herself down onto her own pallet. Pulling off her dress and settling for a thin shift, Lora leaned back against the wall and watched.
Ennis talked now and again, but it was only single words that made little sense. Lora let them lull her to sleep, and between then and dawn she snatched a few hours of rest. Her name woke her with a start.
“Lora?”
She lurched up. “I’m here.”
With apparent effort, Ennis lifted her hand from the straw, and Lora hurried to grasp it in her own and squeeze it, as if that alone would keep her friend alive.
“I want you to promise me…”
“Anything you want.”
Ennis’s parched lips parted, but little more than a gurgle came out. Lora cradled her head in her hand as she lifted it to the bucket, and Ennis drained the contents.
“Promise me,” she said again.
“Promise you what?”
“I-if I die—”
“Ennis, don’t be dramatic,” she said with a shaky laugh she didn’t feel. “You’re not going to die.”
She just shook her head. “If I die, can you bury me facing north?”
Lora’s eyes slammed shut against the tears that sprang from the very dregs of her soul, and she forbade herself from shedding them. Forbade herself from giving in.
“I promise,” she whispered. “But you have to promise me something. You fight. Damn it all, you’re a Courtnay. Act like one and fight it.”
A frown creased Ennis’s wet brow. “I’m the Courtnay,” she said. “I’m supposed to order people about.”
“Well, you can’t do that from here,” Lora told her.
“Mm.”
The quiet that settled over them unnerved Lora, and she shook Ennis’s shoulder. “Come on now, talk with me a while. I’ve come all this way to visit you.”
“You’re good to visit,” Ennis said finally. Her eyes opened a crack. “I was thinking this morning—thinking that—it’s good you’ve come because I—will you tell him something?”
“Who, love? Your father?”
“No,” she said, frowning again. “Manek. Will you tell him?”
“Tell him what?”
“Tell him I’m sorry.”
“Sorry for what?” She shook her again when Ennis wouldn’t answer. “Ennis, what are you sorry for?”
“I’m sorry we couldn’t meet some other way,” she said after a moment. “If we had, I think…” But she fell deeper into her fever, her shoulders and mouth slackening, and Lora buried her face in her hands.
As the morning lengthened, Lora could hear the women scratching at the ground, overcome with a feral hunger, looking for any morsel Mithria could provide. With almost all those in Rising either dying or tending to the dying, work had ceased. Gardens lay bare, the harvest rotting in the fields.
When rain came in the afternoon, it wasn’t sent from Ceralia to cleanse. The rain pounded on rooves and made a river of mud through the center of town that ran so high it seeped beneath doors and stained all underfoot. It filled the pits, bodies floating up and over the berm. The smell of mud and putrid flesh clung to Lora’s nose.
After the rain stopped, the sound of many hands pounding the front door drew Lora out of her exhausted stupor. She waited for someone to answer, but the pounding only grew louder. Finally, she headed down herself.
She found the Haven eerily still. No one walked back and forth between rooms. When she came upon the front hall, the whole floor covered in bodies, some sleeping, some dead, she spotted Renata in a sliver of space before the hearth.
“Can’t you hear them, Sister?”
Renata’s head slanted towards her, registering the sound of her voice, but she didn’t look up from the fire. “There’s nothing we can do.”
“We can offer comfort at least.”
“And who will comfort us?”
“Haven’t you taken vows to find comfort in the Mother? Pray to her now and get on with the duties you swore to do.”
“She doesn’t come to me. She’s abandoned us.”
“That doesn’t mean we abandon them,” Lora insisted. “The gods will do as they please. When they turn away, then we must take care of each other.”
“You’re very strong in your convictions.”
“One of us must be.”
Renata rounded on her then, eyes flashing. “They’re Lowland dogs, Lora.”
“You’re wrong,” she said, and turned to the front door.
A group of a dozen women and girls stood there, some supporting others, all with a wild, pleading look in their pale faces.
“We haven’t any more room here,” she said. “But if one of you would offer your house, we can set up there.”
Lora followed the women to one of the larger houses in the square where she set about organizing the house to care for more victims.
Only in the evening could Lora return to the Haven, and she nearly tripped through the threshold. Exhaustion settled heavily on her shoulders, but she was determined to see those patients who had shown promising signs. She was rewarded to find three of them through the worst of it, and one woman looked to have come through the fever with her mind still intact.
Satisfied, she climbed the steps on her way to the bedroom. As she walked down the hall, she spied a figure sitting before the open door to the last room.
“She’s gotten worse,” Irina said without looking up.
Flying into the room, Lora slapped her hands against Ennis’s face and felt the fever, still burning hot. She was completely still, no shivering, shaking, or chattering teeth. It was consuming her.
She emptied the remaining bucket water over Ennis, drenching her, the sheet, and the straw. Shaking Ennis’s shoulders, she wailed, “How dare you? You’re supposed to fight it!”
Pausing only long enough to shout at Irina to get more water, Lora raced back down the stairs with her bucket. She nearly slipped in the mud as she ran through the gates, flung open with no one strong enough to close them again. She didn’t stop until she reached the banks of the swollen river.
Scraping the bucket along the grass, she cleared it away so she could scoop handfuls of cold river mud into the bucket. Her fingernails were black with earth, her shift soiled up to the knee before she finished. It took effort to lift the heavy bucket, and her pace back to Rising felt torturously slow, but she wouldn’t stop, couldn’t stop. She wouldn’t lose Ennis, her friend, her sister. For all the times she wanted to shove an old sock in Ennis’s mouth, she was still all she had left in the world, of her life before.
Up the stairs she went again, down the hall, to the little bedroom where Ennis lay, still as death. Throwing the soaked sheet away, Lora piled handfuls of mud onto Ennis’s belly before spreading it around, coating her in layers of wet earth. She took heart when Ennis twitched at the sudden cold and applied more, covering all of her, even the tip of her nose.
“There are others who need your skills, Lora.”
Renata’s toneless voice made Lora jump, her muddy hands hovering over Ennis’s shins. The Lady Sister stood imperiously in the doorway, an eyebrow cocked in obvious distaste.
“You mustn’t forget them,” Renata said.
Lora’s eyes flicked up to the Sister and another kind of heat made her heart beat fast. “I won’t, Sister. But there are some beyond saving. Ennis isn’t one of them.”
“Maybe not yet,” said Renata, though her gaze took in Ennis’s mud-caked body and seemed unconvinced. “But everyone’s time comes, sooner or later. It is Ennis’s time.”
“And has the Mother told you this?” Lora spat. “I thought she wasn’t speaking to you. I thought you didn’t want me to help anymore Lowland dogs.”
“You are overwrought,” Renata said through pursed lips. “Rest. In a different room. There’s nothing you can do for Ennis now.”
“I’m not leaving her.”
“Lora, you are valuable to this Haven. I know you’re immune, but exhaustion is a dangerous bedfellow.”
“I’m not leaving her!” Lora said again. “You may wish to see Ennis dead and buried, but I swear to you now, I’ll not have it! She just needs more time—she should have more time.” Her voice cracked and tears slid down her face, but still she glared at Renata. “She’s my friend and all I have left. I’d trade anything, anyone for her life, so don’t you dare tell me to leave her now.”
“Don’t be cruel, Lora. One life isn’t worth more than another.”
“I don’t believe that,” she said, glowering at the Sister so that she would have no doubt who she wished to trade for Ennis.
Lifting her chin, Renata left without another word, and Lora turned back to the mud.
When she finished, she plunged her own face into a bucket of water Irina had left and drank greedily. She made Ennis drink the rest before collapsing onto her pallet, soiled shift and all.
That night she slept, relishing her deadened senses. Nothing woke her, not the moans of the dying nor the cries of those watching.
She dreamed a goddess came to their room that night, her flowing chestnut hair windswept and strewn with leaves. Her eyes were clear like morning dew, and the air around her smelled of freshly tilled earth. With a gentle smile, the goddess touched a soft hand to Lora’s forehead and she dreamed no more, just slept deeply with a soothing promise buoying her spirit.
Her eyes fluttered open. Soft morning light slanted in through the window, warming her shoulder. She blinked, wondering what had woken her. Her body ached, and without argument her head sank back onto her pillow.
“Lora?”
She sat straight up, eyes flying open. She beheld Ennis propped up on her elbows, looking down the length of her naked body, caked in hardened mud up to her temples.
“Why am I naked?”
Lora’s loud sob echoed in the room.
Ennis tried to smile, mud flaking off her cheeks. “Don’t look at me like that. I wouldn’t leave you.”
She lunged into Ennis’s arms, burying her face against her neck. She couldn’t battle back the sobs anymore, and so the women wept, wrapped in each other’s arms. Her heart ached to hear the breath filling Ennis’s lungs. But there was also a sore spot on that tender muscle, right at its center, for Lora somehow knew what she would find downstairs. And when she finally braved the lower hallway, she found the four women who had been recovering all dead, their lifeless faces frozen in smiles as if they too had seen a goddess in the night.




Thirty-Eight

For thirty days and thirty nights, Ean could feel nothing but the suffering. It invaded all his senses, stealing his breath, his very thoughts, and rent a hole in him that would never be filled. After those first days, Ean began naming all his sufferings. The throbbing in his head was grief; the heat in his limbs was anger; the prickling along his skin was pain. But worst of all was that hole in his heart, black and fathomless. It pained Ean so much that he could not name it, could not even think of it for fear of losing himself to it. When the nameless thing grew too much to bear, Ean went to his Father and demanded, “What is this?” “It is despair, Ean. You will find it the heaviest burden of all.”

—from Sufferings of the Lost Son




Even the fire was subdued, crackling weakly and clinging to meager life as it ate away at the damp twigs. His chin resting in his palm, Adren Dunstan watched that little fire flicker, knowing it could never light all the dark corners of Dannawey’s inky great hall.
A sharp intake of breath drew his attention, and he looked across the table at Arion Morn. The man looked twenty years older than he truly was, deep lines running beneath his eyes. Adren even thought he saw silvery hairs near Morn’s temples. Morn still hadn’t touched the small meal his wife had put in front of him hours before, the meat long since gone cold and flavorless and the thin gravy broth gelatinous. Instead, he sat with his hands balled into fists on either side of the plate, staring at yet not really seeing the graying mutton.
Reaching across the table, Adren pushed the plate closer to Morn. The scrape of metal against wood was deafening in the silent hall. It was only the two of them now, the others of the war council either on duty or catching a few hours of sleep.
“Eat,” Adren said, his voice husky from disuse.
“Is that an order?”
“If you like.”
Morn still didn’t eat, but his eyes finally flicked away from the plate to the slit window over Adren’s right shoulder.
“There are so many fires tonight,” Morn said in barely more than a whisper.
Adren nodded. They had watched the rumor of Midland reinforcements become a reality just that afternoon, a neat column of men emerging from the Gray Hills to the south.
“Four thousand,” Morn said, repeating the figure Gowan had estimated after taking a long look from the ramparts.
“What I wouldn’t give for four thousand men,” said Adren, picking at his thumb. In spring, they’d had triple that number, proud men from across the Highlands. Ten years ago, such a thing would have been a fantasy. He’d never been prouder, looking upon those men, gleaming in their armor with the Highland five-star sigil emblazoned across the breastplate.
Morn’s eyes, no longer reflecting any light, fell to the mutton again. “We couldn’t feed four thousand more.”
Ah. There was the truth of it. Feeling the growing hollow void in his chest opening further, Adren was loath to think how this Larn of the Midlands had figured out a way to destroy two ancient Highland cities in two very different ways. Highcrest was a ruin, Dannawey a shell.
In early summer, with the army still healthy and the peoples’ morale still high, there had been proposals to march out and meet the Midlanders, to drive them away and slaughter as many as they could lay hands on. Many had wanted this, Colm especially. Isla too had written him, urging him to push their advantage. That had been one of her last notes, and Adren missed hearing her advice.
Despite Isla’s support for riding out, it was because of Colm’s urgency that Adren sided with Morn to wait, to let the plague running rampant in the Midland camps ravage as many as possible. They had only to sit and watch, and Adren thought it a good lesson for Colm, that sometimes patience was worth its weight.
A different weight pushed on Adren’s chest now. Guilt felt like an iron band round his chest, cold and hard.
The easy strategy of watching and waiting had done well enough, until supply lines were intercepted and cut. Completely surrounded, they received reports by bird that Midland contingents had been dispatched across the De’lan to stop any attempt to bring aid to Dannawey. It’d been sennights since Adren’s last note from Isla in Ells, the carrier birds shot down. It had been longer still since the last caravan of supplies had broken through the Midland blockade.
All this Dannawey could have weathered, had weathered before, but the city had never seen an invader like Larn of the Midlands. Adren had only ever read about plague victims being hurled into besieged cities. Whenever it was recounted in song, ballad, or epic, such scenes warranted hissing and boos from the audience. It was not done. But Larn of the Midlands had hell at his back and Dea in his heart.
What had been an army worthy of the songs sung about times before the Highland Wars was reduced to half its numbers, those remaining weak, disheartened, and commonly mad with grief. Such a force couldn’t march out and meet the Midlanders outside the city, not with their heads and swords held high. Not with four thousand reinforcements.
But the army’s suffering was nothing to the people of Dannawey. Quarantine had been loosely imposed in the beginning, but this accursed plague beat them at every turn, defying reason. A city of seventy thousand had been cleaved to fifty thousand, and that was the optimistic estimate. People died faster than they could be buried with rites said properly, and Adren doubted if anything was being done properly now. He doubted the bodies were even getting buried.
Those left faced the steadier, slower plague of hunger. Men with wasted eyes, women with sunken faces, children with bloated bellies, all begging for it to end. They banged their gnarled hands against the castle gate, begging, begging. Sometimes they cried out for surrender, to let the gates be flung open and Larn allowed to do what he would, be it slaughter or banishment.
“Let them die in their homes,” Morn had said, “rather than along the Iron Road.”
Their only hope—if there was one, and Adren nearly choked on the word itself—was Galen Aric. One of the last birds they received carried a note confirming Aric had successfully evaded the blockade and made it back to Aldann. If Themin saw fit to allow them hope, it would come with Aric, breaking through Midland lines, reinforcements behind him. Whether they would come, and in time, and in great enough number would be up to their first and last strategy: waiting.
But now the strategy favored Larn. Adren suspected he hadn’t long to wait. The only question that remained was, how would Dannawey bow in defeat—in surrender, or in blood?
“They’ll attack,” Morn said, echoing one of his only statements during the war council earlier.
Adren took a long breath, his chest feeling creaky as it expanded. The air was stale in the hall, tinged with smoke and unwashed bodies. “They’ve no reason to,” he said.
“They will.” Morn’s eerily distant gaze swung to meet Adren’s. “He wants to take this city now, not have it surrendered to him.”
“He’ll lose many men doing it.”
A shadow passed over Morn’s face. “If I’ve learned nothing else, it’s that the Murderer of the Highlands doesn’t give a rat’s ass about men lost.”
“Then Dannawey must stand tall,” Adren said, not mustering enough energy to add fire or assurance to his words. “We’ll drive them back as we always have.”
“We haven’t the strength to fight them long,” he said, his voice falling.
Adren wasn’t surprised by his words, but he did grimace to hear them. Morn had kept such morbid tidings to himself through the war council, but Adren had seen the sentiment in the downward angle of Morn’s shoulders.
“I think it’s time,” Morn said, “to begin planning for your departure.”
This surprised Adren, and he frowned, Morn’s suggestion washing over him slowly. “What?”
“It must be soon—before an attack. I can’t promise I’ll get you and the crown prince back to Ells safely, but I feel I must try.”
Already anticipating the argument from his son, Adren finally nodded. “I’d appreciate seeing my son away from here. He may do more good in Ells. As for me, I refuse.”
Morn looked at him, blinking once, twice, before he said, his jaw tight, “I can’t stomach also being responsible for the death of the king.”
“You wouldn’t be responsible. It is my choice and I’m proud to stand with you. With Dannawey. My place is here. How else should the king die but to defend his people?”




Thirty-Nine

Though his wide face more resembled a boulder than a man, Ma’an found kindness in his heart for the mortals. When they came to his mountains, they marveled at the nexus between land and sky and proclaimed the mountains the worthiest of Mithria’s creations. The mortals took Ma’an into their hearts and in return for their devotion, Ma’an showed them how to mine the mountains for precious metals, how to smelt and forge. But he saved his most important gift for last. Cutting stone into blocks, he built the first wall for the mortals, sheltering them from the dangers Dea had brought into the world. “This wall and all those you build in my name afterwards shall keep you safe, as will I,” the god said, and those of the Highlands never forgot.

—Ma’an’s Gift




At first Manek didn’t recognize Taryn, the bear of a man hunched over, his face drawn with tears and pain. He rocked back and forth, one white-knuckled hand clenching a fist of hair, the other clutching at the limp body spread across his lap. The air escaped Manek’s lungs when, through the ravages of plague, he finally realized who Taryn held so close.
Marc’s lifeless face was wan, his eyes only half closed. His hair, usually floppy and golden, lay in matted clumps, flies buzzing about his ears.
They’d had the audacity to hope these past sennights. Larn was in fine spirits since his reinforcements arrived, and what was more, the plague seemed to have peaked, its diseased fingers retreating from the camps slowly, fewer dying with each passing day.
Manek hadn’t known Marc was sick; it must have been quick—he’d seen the lad running at his father’s heels into battle just three days ago. He hoped it was swift.
Taryn’s sobs made his knees weak, and he took another step towards his seneschal. The movement caught Taryn’s attention, and the man looked up, his eyes teary and bloodshot.
“Tell her to take me instead,” Taryn wept. “She’s here—she has to be. Tell her to trade me for him.”
Manek swallowed hard. Retrieving a threadbare blanket close by, he carefully laid it over Marc, gently moving Taryn’s hand so he could cover the boy’s blank face. The youthful curve of Marc’s face, his beardless lip, pained Manek, and he was relieved to hide it beneath the blanket.
He nearly jumped when Taryn gripped his shoulder, filling his fist with the leather of Manek’s jerkin.
“Don’t send him into the city—don’t put him in the catapults.”
Manek shook his head. Tamea take him, Marc wouldn’t suffer that horror. Manek had nearly lost his stomach the first time he watched the plague corpses being flung over the walls of Dannawey. Often, when the bodies wouldn’t fit nicely, they were hacked up to accommodate.
“Take him out of camp,” he said, putting his hand on Taryn’s shoulder. “A south-facing grave will have to do. It’s better than the pits.” There wasn’t firewood enough for a pyre, but at least Marc’s would be discernable from the masses of graves already littering the scorched earth.
Taryn nodded, his hand falling down to his side. The fire had gone out of him, and he stared down at the blanket covering Marc’s face.
“Go soon,” Manek said, “before they take him from you.”
He nodded again.
“Do you want me to go with you?”
“His mother should be…” Taryn’s sobs started again.
Manek was reaching for Marc when he heard someone shout his name. Straightening, he turned to find Waurin jumping from his horse. Manek walked to meet him with long strides, putting himself between Taryn and anything that would disturb his grief.
Waurin was breathless, his brow a knot of anxiety.
“What’s happened?” Manek asked.
“He’s mad,” Waurin began.
“I already knew that.”
Plowing a hand through his hair, Waurin said, “He’s tired of waiting—he thinks with these numbers, we should be able to take the city.”
“Again, I already knew that.”
Waurin glared at him. “And you already know we haven’t come up with a way into the city. So he’s going to try the gate. Again.”
“Gods,” Manek swore. Three days ago, they attacked Dannawey’s southern gate, driving right up to its great iron portcullis, trying to leverage it open. They’d managed to raise it by a hand before hot tar rained down on them. Still Larn had pushed on through the afternoon, sending fresh men to relieve the sticky, tar-covered vanguard until finally, with the portcullis, lever, and invaders suitably drenched, the tar was set aflame with arrows from the adjoining guard towers.
“He’s going to try the same damn thing?”
“They’ve made a larger lever,” Waurin said dryly.
“At this rate, he’ll have us taking the wall down stone by stone.” By now Manek was pacing agitatedly in front of Waurin, rubbing his prickled chin. “When does he mean to attack?”
“Tonight.”
“Damn. Ride back and tell him to delay as long as he can.”
“Why?”
“He can’t just attack the gate again and expect a different result. I’ll try and find a way in.”
Waurin looked dubious at best. “How?”
“I’ll…” He paced again, thinking. “There must be a way in that we haven’t found. Their supply lines had to get in somehow.”
“Now you’re mad. You know we haven’t been able to find them.”
“We have to try.”
“And expect a different result?”
Manek scowled at his own words thrown back him. “It might be the only way. I’d rather not be tarred, if it’s all the same to you.”
With a sigh, Waurin swung back up into the saddle. “He won’t like it.”
“I don’t care. Tell him to delay until I can find a way in. When I do, I’ll take a small band and raise the gate from the inside.” And with that he slapped the horse’s flank, sending Waurin flying towards the Midland camp.
When he turned back, Taryn had disappeared with Marc. He would have liked Taryn with him for this, but he wouldn’t disturb him now for the world. Instead, Manek set about finding other men. By the time he’d selected a group of twenty and had them preparing to depart, Waurin returned.
“We’ve got until tomorrow night,” he said, not bothering to dismount again. “He’ll attack then, whether or not the gate’s open.”
“Then he’s a fool,” Manek said, not caring who heard.
Manek gave the order for the men to don armor and weapons as if they were headed to battle, suspecting they wouldn’t have time to find this illusive hidden entrance and return to outfit themselves before the attack. His men complied, safely within the Lowland camp where Larn’s dismissal of Manek meant nothing.
When arms and rations were gathered, they mounted, riding west, out of sight of Dannawey before swinging north. Where the De’lan ran shallow, they met a scout post. Fifteen Midlanders sat leisurely, watching out for but not expecting any Highland contingent. The scouts soured at the sight of the Lowland outfit.
“It’s a fool’s errand,” said one of the scouts. “Whatever way there was into the city, they’ve surely sealed it up tight.”
“I’ll bear that in mind,” Manek said, turning Oren into the river.
The Midlanders called other encouragements after them, but soon they were headed east again, back towards the city.
“It is a fool’s errand, you know,” Waurin said when they slowed their horses along the banks of the De’lan, the city’s north face cast in long shadows from the setting sun.
“Yes, thank you for that.” He pointed at the water. “Start looking.”
“For what?”
“Anything. All the supply caravans came from the north and must’ve entered this side of the city; they never came further south. We know some even came by barge from Ells. It stands to reason there might be a waterway.”
“There is. The canal,” Waurin pointed out. “And they won’t let us get anywhere near where it runs into the city.”
Manek’s eyes traced the canal where it jutted out from the De’lan to the west of them, running straight as an arrow towards the city. Large grates were cut into the wall where the canal hit, the water sinking down into what Manek could only assume were vast cisterns below Dannawey. It would explain why the city hadn’t run out of water despite being cut off from other supplies. And Waurin was right; though the grates might prove just large enough for the smallest of them to squeeze through, the Highland guards, no doubt observing them even now, wouldn’t let them anywhere near.
“Then look for something else.”
“But what?”
“Anything,” Manek repeated with a glare.
The men fanned out, some riding further up- and downriver. For himself, Manek jumped off Oren, his boots sloshing into the cold river, and began searching. When the daylight waned, torches were lit, fractures of orange light reflecting in the dark water. The men slept in shifts, someone always looking along the riverbank.
But Manek couldn’t rest and walked up and down the bank, his boots waterlogged, with Oren following dutifully behind, all through the night. He scowled at the dawn, nothing to show for his sleepless night of searching. The men obliged him, continuing to walk up and down the slim beaches, and when these ran out, stepping into the shallow river edge and searching from there. When they’d humored him long enough to safely say there was nothing on this side of the river, they crossed back over, and Manek tried to ignore the Midland scouts’ smirks.
His men began all over again, and Manek begged Themin to rein in the sun. By late afternoon, he was riding up and down the river’s edge, looking for anything, a grate, a hidden passage, something. The sun was disappearing into the High Mountains to the west when Waurin found him standing beside Oren atop a grassy berm, the De’lan swirling beneath him.
“Still nothing upriver,” he said. “I’m going to check on them downriver.”
“Tell them to check the other side again.”
“They didn’t find anything.”
“Have them check again,” Manek said, casting a dark look in Waurin’s direction.
Waurin set his jaw, nodded, and headed off. Perhaps it was a fool’s errand; perhaps whatever passage there was had been sealed up and hidden. But what was the alternative? Planning an assault that wouldn’t work, waiting to send men to die for nothing.
Manek leaned down, balancing on the balls of his feet. Beside him, Oren snuffed at a clump of grass, tearing it up with his square teeth. Feeling the need to tear something too, Manek filled his fist with grass and dirt, ripping up a hunk of earth and scattering it into the river.
“Damn,” he muttered.
The clump of earth bobbed back to the surface—then disappeared. Manek’s eyes swung from where the dirt should have been drifting downriver to where it had vanished. Taking up another fistful, he tossed more in, and the dirt disappeared under the berm.
“Tamea take me,” he murmured.
Cupping his hands around his mouth, he called Waurin back.
Manek jumped from the berm into the river, water splashing. Even in the knee-high water, he could feel a small countercurrent twisting against his legs.
He was balanced on the balls of his feet again, his face nearly even with the water when Waurin’s horse came up beside Oren.
“What’re you—?”
“No, stay there,” Manek said, waving Waurin back into his saddle. “They’re watching us.”
Leaning an elbow on the horn of his saddle, Waurin peered down at him. “Find something?”
Manek drew his hand along the bottom of the berm, his fingertips turning blue in the icy water. His breath caught when he found something like a seam beneath the dirt, and a little more prodding revealed a small gap set into the berm itself. With a shout, he shoved his fingers into the gap and felt something metal. Trying to pull it towards him, a little click echoed from within the berm, and he looked up at Waurin, a smile cracking over his face as a large square of dirt and sand sprung up.
He shook his head, not believing their luck. The Host may have cursed them, but at least one god had to be smiling on them now.
Pulling up the hidden trapdoor, Manek pushed himself into the hole, and his boots hit rock. The air was cool and damp, and the minimal light coming in with him from the trapdoor illuminated a few feet of a cylindrical passageway leading straight towards the city. Water crashed in from the river, running into the darkness.
His single laugh echoed down the watery corridor as he scrambled back up into the river.
Waurin was smiling down at him. “Find anything interesting?”
Manek climbed back up the berm and swung into Oren’s saddle. The sun had disappeared into the mountains, and they were lighting the night fires along the city ramparts.
“Ride back to Larn, tell him we’ve found it.”
“What of his assault?”
“Have him go ahead.” Waurin’s eyebrows rose. “Make a good show of it, but have the main forces hold back. Wait until we raise the gate.”
Waurin frowned now. “But won’t everyone be at the gate? You can’t fight their whole army from the inside.”
“With their attention on the south gate, we’ll slip in here unnoticed and open the west gate. When I signal, swing the army west.”
With a great laugh, Waurin smacked Manek’s back then spurred his horse south, back to camp, as if Dea herself were on his heels.
Feeling Highland eyes on him, Manek turned Oren upriver and hurried to collect his men. They waited as a purple dusk settled over the riverplain, the city’s fires illuminating the horizon in soft orange light. Manek couldn’t see when the attack began, but something in the air, the way it sparked with anxiety, told him Larn was making his move.
When he spotted the small flicker of torches moving away from the northern ramparts of the city wall, Manek directed his men back to the berm. They lined up their horses neatly, tying the reins together to bind the horses into two columns, each with a rider at its head.
“Keep the torches back—yes, like that,” Manek said to the two rather bemused men still sitting atop their horses. “Toss down just one.” Catching up the torch a man threw down to him, he quickly levelled it with his hip, hiding it from the ramparts behind the berm. “We’re going through. Once we have, ride up and down the river a little while longer then get back to Waurin.”
There wasn’t time to explain his plan, and the men didn’t ask, just nodded and watched as he and the other eighteen men jumped down into the murky passageway. The scuffling noises they made getting in echoed down the great stone cylinder, and Manek held his breath, eyes trained into the darkness, anticipating but dreading a light at the other end.
All of them now in the tunnel, Manek led with the torch, the water muffling their boots as they scraped against the floor. They could feel the men and horses above riding away, the earth pulsing around them. Manek hoped their little show fooled any Highland sentry still on watch; they’d see horses and riders continuing downriver, then eventually heading south to rejoin the main force. Not the nineteen Lowlanders slipping beneath the wall.
Manek knew from the size of the riverplain that the tunnel had to be long, and he let himself marvel a little at the straightness of it to pass the time. Where it let out he could only guess, but if it was used as a clandestine supply tunnel into the city, he suspected they were going somewhere central.
They knew when they passed beneath the wall and into the city when the men slowed and caught their breath, dim moonlight shafting down from a narrow grate above their heads. Manek paused, watching booted feet run across the grate and listening to the sound of hurried activity. His torch revealed the tunnel went further, and they pressed on.
The tunnel finally ended at a great circular door, spanning the whole width of the passage. Testing the door revealed that it was locked from the other side.
Breathing a curse, Manek assigned another man to start at the top while he began quietly chipping away at the bottom of the door. When small squares were made, Manek pried a dagger into the hinge he found. The metal rod clattered onto a stone floor on the other side, and Manek winced.
When the other hinge couldn’t be found, Manek opted not to wait, and as three men pulled at the door, he shoved himself into the opening they made. His sword belt caught against a lip in the floor, and Manek had to bite his cheek not to curse every god he could think of. His heart thundering in his ears, he unstrapped the belt and shimmied through to the other side.
Quick hands passed along his dagger, and he made fast work of the last hinge. The door groaned as it swung open awkwardly on its rusting iron lock, and the Lowland men hurried through into a wide space that had the look of a storeroom.
His fingers mechanically refastened the sword belt as they padded through the room. It had a stone floor covered in several layers of dirt, and the walls were earthen. Several large support beams and columns ran up the length of the room, pointing towards a narrow door atop a set of caving wood steps.
This door too was locked, and this time Manek did curse ever god he knew. They couldn’t spare any more time to find hinges, so Manek kicked down the door.
Wood and iron flew into the deserted street beyond. The cobblestone street was missing some of its cobblestone, other dilapidated storehouses lining it up and down. Quietly thanking the gods he’d just cursed for putting them in a warehouse district rather than someone’s cellar, they headed west.
Keeping to the shadows was easy enough, and they walked for some time without coming across anyone. When they spotted the first soldier, Manek jumped back into the man behind him before he led them onto a new street He realized with a sickened feeling that in some ways it made sense for the armory to be near all the other storehouses.
Doubling back to avoid the cacophony of activity around the arms houses, the Lowlanders delved deeper into the city, their eyes always seeking ways to slip westwards. Only soldiers moved through the streets, the people of Dannawey shuttered inside their houses. Manek pushed down his guilt until it sank to his toes, and he tried to leave it behind in the street as they slipped down an alley.
The ancient Dannawey was sprawling, and its streets made little sense. They realized too late how far they had strayed into a residential district, the wattle and daub houses standing five or six stories, nearly blocking out the night sky. Manek had to risk sending a man scurrying up to a roof at one point to help them regain their bearings.
When they found an edge of the city wall, they followed as it curved northward. They ducked into alleys now and again to avoid soldiers; they had only one chance to fight and couldn’t waste it.
The guard towers overlooking the west gate were ablaze in light, forty soldiers at least swarming about. They approached from a narrow, dark alley before Manek broke his men up. Seven he sent to find their way to the other side of the towers to attack from two fronts. Four men he sent scrambling up to the rooves with bows and as many arrows as could be spared from the rest of them.
With the remaining seven at his back, Manek told them, “When they begin firing, we charge the door. We can’t let them lock it. Whoever’s first to the top of the stairs, signal the army.”
His men nodded grimly, hands tightening around their weapons.
He could hear the shouts of the Highland soldiers, distant cries from the battle waging at the south gate, the rush of blood in his ears. Then the twang of an arrow cut through it all and everything fell to silence.
The archers got out two volleys before the other Lowlanders descended upon the startled soldiers, hacking their way through to the door. Manek felt blood splatter against his face but kept moving, ignoring the sting in his shoulder and the slack mouth of the man he’d just run through.
He rushed the door of the guard tower, which resembled an iron grate. He commanded his legs to move faster when he saw a wide-eyed soldier trying to get the door shut, a ring of keys jangling in his shaking hands.
Two Highlanders sprang up to stop him, but fell at his feet, arrows piercing their skulls.
Wrenching the door back, the soldier inside made a helpless sound, cowering back against the stone wall of the tower. Manek couldn’t spare him another thought, instead pounding up the steps. Dispatching the two soldiers he found at the top, Manek set his back to the great wheel in the center of the room. His men flooded up the stairs, and he heard the clank of the door closing below. It was quick work with each spoke of the wheel manned, and together they raised the first portcullis.
When it was nearly finished, Manek grabbed a torch from a sconce and barreled out of the guard tower, hurrying across a stone catwalk mounted above the west gate. He waved the torch at the dark plain beyond, his men rushing ahead of him into the second guard tower to start on the other wheel that would raise the outer portcullis.
In the distance Manek spied a horse and rider, and seeing him wave the torch, the horse reared and spurred towards the Midland camp. Before the rider even reached it, the camp came alive, vibrating like a hornet’s nest. Dark figures emerged from tents and ditches, streaming towards the west gate.
It would take precious minutes for the first troops to arrive, so Manek and his men locked themselves inside the guard towers, using up their store of arrows on the Highlanders trying to break back in. The west gate was flooded with them now, angry cries from commanders flying through the air to get another set of keys, to warn the south gate, to alert Lord Morn.
The next hours passed in a sanguine haze for Manek. The only image he could remember afterwards was standing atop the west gate, the buildings behind it already engulfed in flames to light the hordes’ way, and looking as Larn came riding up as proud as Dea herself, his eyes dancing in the firelight.
It was past midnight when the invading hordes drove the Highlanders back behind the defense of the castle wall, and it wasn’t long before Larn set his sights on Dannawey’s citadel. As the city fell to bedlam around them, Larn turned to Manek, jerked his chin at the castle gates, and said with baleful eyes, “Open it.”
Using the lever that had been meant to crack open the south gate, the Lowlanders worked through the night without fear of tar raining down on them. When dawn broke over the riverplain to reveal a burning and blood-soaked Dannawey, her castle fell.
The hordes streamed into the castle, meeting the Highland soldiers standing in prim formation awaiting them. The first charge was repulsed, the Highlanders almost reclaiming the castle gate, but Larn, atop his warhorse, took direct command. The Highlanders fought on, trying to pull Larn from his horse, but their lines began to buckle, then break. Overwhelmed by the number of warriors flooding through the gates, a few hundred Highlanders retreated into the castle itself.
Larn wasted no time ordering for a battering ram. Manek stood not far from him and his son Verian, watching the vicious glee in Lord Midland’s face as the castle trembled with each hammer stroke of the ram.
In the chaotic castle courtyard, Manek and Waurin found each other.
“The south’s taken,” he reported. “They’re still holding out against us behind the east wall.”
“If they’re smart they’ll flee through the east gate.”
“Mm,” Waurin hummed, his anxious eyes trained on the shuddering castle doors. His voice fell to a whisper when he asked, “You suppose the king’s in there?”
Manek’s breath hitched. “He’d be a fool not to have left sennights ago.” Yes, King Dunstan was still here. And damn if Manek didn’t admire him for it.
With a great crack that reverberated in the cold dawn, the castle doors gave way, the ancient wood splintering and the iron hinges groaning. Before charging into the great hall, Larn pointed a bloodied finger at Manek and Waurin and said, “Find Morn. I want him alive.”
The Midlanders and Highlanders were already clashing within the great hall, and Larn, Manek, and Waurin followed them in. Collecting those of his men he saw, Manek led the way to a side door. Wrenching it open revealed a long corridor, flanked on either side by rows of doors. At the far end, he saw the swish of skirts disappearing into another corridor. He started in the opposite direction.
They opened door after door, some swinging wide, others kicked down. They found abandoned chambers, a kitchen with the fires still lit, and groups of terrified staff. Despite the fear in their eyes, none of the Highlanders would give up where Arion Morn or King Dunstan might be.
The castle seemed endless, and Manek almost let out a howl when they opened another door, revealing the great hall again. Speeding up the great stone staircase on the far side of the room before Larn spotted them, Manek chose the western gallery. His men began checking doors again, their boots silenced by the plush green carpet lining the floor.
Pausing before a lacquered door, Manek pressed his ear to it and heard muffled voices beyond. Waving for his men, he kicked the door down to reveal a long room lit by a series of arched, stained glass windows. A gleaming oak table took up much of the room, finely carved chairs evenly spaced around it. He spotted movement from the corner of his eye—a cluster of Highlanders burning papers in a great stone hearth. At the sight of him they drew their swords.
Dodging the chair one of the Highlanders threw at his head, Manek thrust his sword at the nearest man, driving him back from the force of the blow. The man parried, nearly lost his footing. His eyes went wide as—
Manek’s sword shrieked as it collided with another, metal scraping against metal. His new attacker forced him back, and Manek had just enough time to block a series of thrusts.
This man was too old to be Arion Morn, but he had telltale signs of rank. Clad in fine armor, if besmirched and bloodied. A five star signet ring adorned one of his fingers. Sandy blond hair and beard crisply cut. Manek noticed other things too; how he favored his right side, deftly keeping Manek away from what he assumed was an injured left leg.
And that’s when Manek saw the Highland prince over his attacker’s shoulder. Defending himself against two of Manek’s men, Colm Dunstan again resembled an indignant sun god, his gold hair and armor shimmering in the pale morning light.
When Manek’s eyes flicked back to the man before him, the man seemed to know where he’d been looking. Setting his jaw, the man lunged, taking them another few steps back, away from Colm Dunstan, a younger version of himself.
Throwing the man back, Manek managed bite out, “My orders are to take Arion Morn, not you, King Dunstan.”
The king’s eyes narrowed. “You won’t take any of us,” he said. “Not alive.”
King Dunstan swung his sword high, and Manek had to block with one hand, the other leaping forward to knock away the dagger the king stabbed at him.
“The city’s taken. You should’ve left,” Manek hissed.
“And abandon another city to you miserable lot?”
“If you die here, there’s no one to defend the rest of the Highlands.” Pushing the king away, Manek said, “Don’t leave your people to Larn.”
“Why do you think I’m trying to kill you? And why should it matter to you?”
Manek kept his sword at the ready, his stance defensive, but didn’t take advantage of the king’s labored breathing. A line of sweat had broken out over the older man’s brow, and blood seeped through the left leg of his breeches.
“The Lowlands doesn’t want the Highlands to fall.”
King Dunstan frowned, digesting this declaration. “I’ve heard rumors of you. Larn’s Lowland captain.”
“Manek of Rising,” he said. “I’d bow, if I didn’t think you’d run me through.”
King Dunstan grunted.
Manek looked around quickly, taking stock of the room. Most of the battles were small duels between two or three men, some reduced to hand-to-hand combat. Colm Dunstan was watching him and his father when he could, trying to follow their progress through the room.
“Is there a way out of this room? Some way to get out of the city from here?”
King Dunstan didn’t answer, just regarded him warily.
“Is Arion Morn alive? Both of you need to get out of the city.”
“Why should the Lowlands care what happens to us? Why would you want me to live?” He cocked an eyebrow. “To keep Larn in the Highlands? Better to bed him in the Highlands than fight him at home?”
“In part,” Manek admitted. He was ready for King Dunstan’s charge.
“Someone told me we might help each other.”
Parrying Manek’s thrust, King Dunstan spat, “Who?”
He pushed the king away, making sure there was some distance between them when he said, “Ennis Courtnay.”
The king’s face went rigid with shock, and behind him, an inhuman howl ripped from of his son’s mouth. Knocking back the man he’d been fighting, Colm Dunstan launched himself between Manek and his father.
“You wretched whoreson!” Colm growled, his fist colliding with the side of Manek’s neck.
Reeling back, he just got his sword up to defend a strike. The prince’s fury emanated from him, his eyes gleaming with hate and sorrow.
“Where is she?”
Colm jumped over the chair Manek pushed down between them. Their swords clashed, sending sparks onto the carpet. Dodging to the right, he caught the flash of a dagger. His forearm connecting with Colm’s hand, he drove the dagger away from his belly, sending it instead into his side. Colm jerked, the dagger slicing out again, leaving fire in its wake.
Manek only allowed himself a small grimace before striking at Colm once, twice, thrice; he forced the prince back towards his father. He knocked the dagger from Colm’s left hand, sent it flying across the long table to clatter into the fireplace with the charred remains of the burned papers.
Two steps more and he had Colm tripping over a chair. King Dunstan cried out as Manek loomed over the prince, his sword tip on Colm’s throat.
“She’s alive,” he said through gritted teeth. “She wants an alliance.”
Colm said nothing, glaring up defiantly from the floor. A little dribble of blood ran down his throat where Manek’s sword just barely punctured the skin.
King Dunstan regarded Manek with a frown. Knowing the king would say nothing with his son threatened, Manek took a step back, putting a hand on a nearby chair for support. Blood already soaked the lower half of his tunic, and the corners of his vision grew fuzzy. He stared hard at the king, willing himself to stay conscious.
Once Colm had scrambled up, King Dunstan put himself between the two of them. “You’re a fool to preach peace to me with Ehman Courtnay’s sword in your hand. Oh yes, I recognize it. I know who you are, Manek of Rising, and if you think I’ll shake hands with the man who broke the Mountain Gate, you’re mistaken.”
Letting out a shallow breath, Manek did his best not to slump to the ground. Damn her. It’d been lunacy to think King Dunstan would ever ally himself with the Lowlands.
Two Highlanders spilled into the room from a side door along the north wall. Catching sight of the king, one called to him. “Sire, please, they’ve taken the stairs. We must get you and Lord Morn away!”
“Stop,” Manek said. “Stop! Let them go.”
Those of his men who could stopped fighting long enough to look at him, bewildered and incredulous.
To the king he said, “You’ll regret this, King Dunstan. Both of us will. Now go.”
“Why?” Colm demanded.
He met the prince’s cold gaze. “For her.”
Colm’s eyes went wide, and Manek knew he understood. A shadow passed over the prince’s face, murder intent in his stare.
Highlanders came to the king, begging him to depart. Resting a heavy hand on his son’s shoulder, King Dunstan said, “We’ll go. We’ll fight again.” The king’s face was grim when he turned back to Manek to say, “One of us has to.” He gave his son a shake, pushing him towards the awaiting soldiers.
The Highlanders fled through the small door, the king and prince disappearing just before Manek’s light head threatened to get the better of him. Swaying, he welcomed the arms that caught him.
“What was that about?” Waurin growled.
“Took a gamble,” Manek said. “I lost.”
Waurin made an unhappy sound deep in his throat at the sight of Manek’s side. “Need to get that patched up.”
“Preferably before something falls out.”
Waurin glared at his poor joke. Drawing one of Manek’s arms across his shoulders, Waurin lifted him away from the chair, making toward the gallery. They stopped when they saw Verian in the doorway, glowering at them.
“Oh, hell,” Manek muttered.




Forty

Adain the Rapid cut vast paths across Mithria, running to the sea, always to the sea. With His Father’s blessing, he chose those humans worthy of his favor to become guardians of his rivers. He turned their blood to water, their mouths to rapids, and their skin to sand and pebbles. They were no longer human, but nor were they quite gods. But Adain struggled to find one worthy of his Great North River, the river the First Tongue did call Life-Blood. One day as he rode the North River’s current, a body fell in beside him. Sweeping the human to shore, Adain was taken by De’lan and bore him back to his people. The man and his village offered their thanks and devoted themselves to the God of Rivers, earning them his favor. Adain took De’lan into his heart, and De’lan did serve the god well and brave, fighting with him when Ma’an tried to block the rivers from the sea with his mountains. And when De’lan’s mortal life was spent, Adain took him into his arms as his final guardian and bestowed upon him his greatest gift. And so, we mortals
remember De’lan’s faith, fidelity, and courage and call it His River.

—How the Great North River Was Named




A hollow place had opened up in Adren’s chest the very size and shape of his heart. He knew his feet moved, but he didn’t see, didn’t hear the steps he took. The Iron Road was dusty underfoot, cracked and rutted, making the throbbing wound in his leg protest, but he didn’t really feel it.
How had it come to this? Three days of brutal marching hadn’t washed away the bitter taste of defeat on his tongue. Again he put himself in the ancient stronghold, again he saw the wall breached, again he saw the Lowlander’s face. His stomach curdled with rage at the memory of the young man, Ehman Courtnay’s sword clutched in the whoreson’s hand while claiming to champion Ennis Courtnay. Ceralia save him, how had this happened?
It was the sound of rushing water that pulled Adren from his thoughts. Finally, their destination after so long a march was in sight. The De’lan River bent around a narrow finger of land perhaps a league wide. Here, at the arc of this bend, was the Highlands’ best kept secret.
Adren heard sounds of strangled relief, but when he looked around, he saw only desolate eyes. Here was their crossing, but the escape was bittersweet. Mostly bitter.
With the help of three men, Adren dug up the great iron lever from its resting place beneath an innocent-looking pile of pebbles. Strung around the lever was an enormous chain, the links the size of a man’s fist, that ran to the river and disappeared beneath its surface.
Putting their weight behind the lever, the four men heaved until it bent back towards them, the chain pulled taut. A great whine of metal echoed, then the river bubbled and gurgled. A dark expanse rose from the river, water streaming off in rivulets, until finally, the whole of the submersible bridge sat placidly just below the surface.
It’d been his great-grandfather’s design. Parnel Dunstan had had a mind for machines, always looking to improve and build. The submersible bridge was widely regarded as his greatest achievement, and his bridges ran all along the De’lan, ready to move Highlanders from one shore to the other without extending the same courtesy to her enemies.
Two of the men started out onto the bridge to test it. They’d used the bridge when crossing from Ells to Dannawey in early spring, and the memory only made Adren spiral back down into that newly rent hollow place in his chest.
Thousands of his finest Highland warriors. Gone. Dannawey’s force of nearly ten thousand. Wiped out. Three thousand brave soldiers from other Highland clans. Decimated.
When one of the men waved to those on shore, Dannawey’s refugees began crossing. Their faces were haggard, eyes dull, and no one seemed worried about crossing over the submersible bridge, even with the vicious current of the Great North River just below. They’d seen far worse and had greater things to fear than Adain.
The bridge was wide enough for at least ten people to walk abreast, and when Adren had crossed over himself, he watched Highlanders trudge towards safety.
Colm was near the middle, with Lord and Lady Morn. If Adren had ever wondered what a body without a soul looked like, he found it in Arion Morn. The man’s face was ashen, great lines cleaved into a sallow face. Unshaven, unkempt, and devastated, Arion Morn was a husk.
Sick as it made him to see Morn, it was his own son Adren could barely look upon. Colm’s face resembled a thundercloud, dark and petulant, his eyes flashing like lightning. Black rage simmered in his heart, a sneer of hate always lingering at the corners of his mouth. Adren’s son, the sunny, smiling, kind boy, was gone. He didn’t know what he had now instead.
Colm and Morn stopped to stand on the banks with him, but Lady Morn continued on, as though if she stopped moving, all that horror would catch up with her again. Eyes glazed, she disappeared into the masses, her fine, if torn, clothes no longer distinguishing her from the other shattered souls.
“We should sink this.” Colm nodded at the bridge. “We should sink all of them.”
Adren grunted. Yes. Sink the bridges. Sink their lifelines. That’s what it had come to.
Movement on the horizon caught Adren’s eye, and he took a step forward, his heart, for the first time in days, beating loud enough for him to hear. Riders were coming.
Colm moved to his side, his hand already on his sword. Adren clamped his hand over Colm’s. He recognized that banner. The red Aric rose was stark against Dunstan blue, ringed by the Highlands’ five stars.
Adren couldn’t bring himself to feel much of anything, not anger, not even relief, as Galen Aric approached, a whole contingent at his back. The refugees seemed to share Adren’s sentiment, looking briefly at the coming force before turning back to the road ahead of them.
Adren began towards him, Colm and Morn following. Aric reined in his horse, dismounting in one fluid move. His polished armor and shaven chin almost made Adren laugh.
Aric’s jaw was set, his mouth a grim line, but in his eyes, Adren saw a flicker of guilt.
“What’s happened?” Aric rasped.
Again, Adren almost laughed. “What do you think?”
Aric looked over Adren’s shoulder at the long column of refugees. “How?”
“They opened the west gate from the inside,” Adren said. And he had a strong suspicion who slipped into Dannawey and let in the hordes. Ean curse him and Dea take him, Manek of Rising would answer for this.
Aric drew a long breath, making the plates of his armor wheeze. “Forgive me, my lord.”
Adren raised an eyebrow.
“Where were you?” Colm growled.
“A Midland horde harassed my border towns—couldn’t leave before they’d been routed. We drove them back and came as quickly as…” Aric’s eyes flicked to Arion Morn, who didn’t look back at him, just off into the distance as if he were awaiting Tamea. “Forgive me.”
“How many could you bring?”
Adren’s words drew Aric’s attention again, and the man seemed relieved not to have to look at Morn anymore.
“Five hundred. Could we retake the city? Would it be enough?”
“No.”
The three of them looked at Morn, his voice making stones sink into Adren’s gut.
“It wouldn’t be enough,” Adren agreed. “Not now.” He jerked his chin at the five hundred soldiers waiting for Aric’s orders. “Have them spread out around the column, concentrating on the rear. You’ll escort us back to Ells. The last thing we need is Midlanders following us back. Then we start sinking the bridges.”
Aric opened his mouth to say something, grimaced, then mounted his horse. “We’ll see you safely there,” he said, before returning to break up his men into units.
Colm let out a snort at the word safely. Adren couldn’t help but agree.
“Come,” Adren said, a bone-deep weariness settling over him.
For a moment, it seemed as if Morn would stay rooted in place, content to wait for Tamea to take him away. But when Adren laid a heavy hand on his shoulder, the haggard man nodded once and turned back towards the column.
“They’ll pay for what they’ve done,” Colm murmured viciously under his breath. “The Midlands and the Lowlands both.”
It wasn’t the first time Colm had said as much, and it certainly wouldn’t be the last. Adren was just too weary to think of retribution. First, he needed to see Ells and his Isla, needed to remind himself there was still some Highlands left to fight for. Because they would fight again.
The thought only made his weariness settle deeper, rooting around where his muscle met his soul.
Just under ten thousand marched for Ells. Dannawey’s ten thousand remaining sons and daughters. Ten, when there had been seventy thousand this time a year ago. Ten thousand alive, sixty thousand dead, captured, or as good as. It was not right. Tamea take him, it was not right.
He tried to pick up the pieces of his broken pride, but somehow it didn’t fit together again like it should. There were shards missing, and he could see the seams where it had shattered. Adren would never get it back, would never be the same. And neither would the Highlands.
The gods had turned their faces away.
The Highlands stood alone.




Forty-One

In the old days, when the First Tongue was still spoken, there was a warrior named Karrel who was stronger and braver than all the rest. It was said he trained with Ma’an himself, sparring until his arms were strong as mountains. He thanked Ma’an for his strong arm, but for his strong heart he thanked Nadia, his true love. Where Karrel was rough, Nadia was gentle; where Karrel was weak, Nadia was strong. They loved each other with a fierceness that rivaled even Themin and Ceralia. But Dea decided to separate them and brought war to their land. Karrel left to fight while Nadia led the people. For seven years, Nadia neither saw nor heard of Karrel, and all believed him dead. The people whispered of Dea’s malice for him and lowered their eyes in sorrow, but Nadia would not hear the funeral rites said. When the seventh year ended and the eighth began, a ragged stranger appeared at her gate. None would let the stranger pass, but Nadia knew it was Karrel. Gone was his right arm and his strength, but she loved him still. “I was beginning to think you would never come,” Nadia said to him. “I would always come home to
you, my love. You are where I begin and where I end.”

—Karrel and Nadia




Elodie let Essa take one of their smaller boats to check the lines all on her own now, a fact Essa took to mean she’d fully acclimated to Carmetheon. She still wasn’t sure if she should be pleased.
Elodie had promised that Carmetheon summers were pleasant, and indeed they had been, with clear days and soft ocean breezes, but Essa enjoyed the autumn most. The days were clear but not hot, and the purple thistle lining the cliffs above were in full bloom, making the sky at sunset look like a bitten plum, orange and golden inside, with a ring of purple around.
But autumn was fading. Even Essa could tell. The only birds left were the stalwart gulls who’d rather brave the cold tides and sleet than give up the rich waters of the bay.
Today, however, was dry enough. The sky was blanketed with clouds a color somewhere between white and granite—not threatening enough to put off checking the lines. Elodie had asked if she’d rather go out in the boat or chop onions. Essa chose the lesser of two evils.
Essa worked through the checkpoints in Elodie’s allotted section of water, her hands long since calloused from days of pulling rope, washing clothes, weaving, sweeping, and chopping. Her arms, now corded with muscle, pulled up the nets with ease, and she didn’t struggle as she once had to fish out her prizes.
Her body had certainly acclimated. She wasn’t soft anymore; everything was hardened, from the pads of her fingers to her shoulders to her calves. She worked with strong, precise movements through her tasks, her fingers adept, the labor no longer so arduous.
Sometimes, when she spied her reflection in the water, she didn’t recognize the woman gazing back. Her face had lost the last remnants of babyish roundness; instead, smooth planes and angular cheekbones dominated her tanned face. Her eyes were sharper, her button nose the only rounded edge left.
Essa now understood what it was to labor, to create and fix and destroy with her own two hands. There was a pride to be had in her work; she’d put aside her manners and fine education for practicality and capability. Why, then, did she feel a hollowness in her? Why couldn’t she lean back in her chair like Elodie did after a long day and sigh with satisfaction at all that had been accomplished?
In truth, Essa thought she knew why. There was no joy for her anymore. Yes, she’d mastered all the skills Elodie had sought to teach her. But those skills, or the pride she felt at possessing them, weren’t going to fill this need in her.
Elodie was a fine companion, and Essa had slowly allowed herself to warm to the woman. Essa never had a mother, even if her eldest sister Irina had tried to be one. While Elodie didn’t quite fill that void either, she came closer than anyone had before. But Elodie had others; lifelong friends, people to attend, even a sister who lived across town. Essa had no one, no friends—though, she hadn’t really tried to make any.
Essa ended with the crab and lobster traps, happy to see two snapping crabs in the crate she hauled out of the water. Now crab was a boon of the sea she hadn’t yet tired of.
As Essa began rowing back to Elodie’s small dock, she mused over how her life had been reduced to a series of tasks, repeating in a predictable loop. Yes, there was pride, but pride was a cold comfort during the night when Essa had ample time to think of all she’d lost, all she missed.
In those long hours between night and dawn, when the world was not quite dark but not quite light either, Essa thought not of Highcrest or her father or her sisters. In those long hours, she thought of him, of how she missed him. She tried to think of the Morns, of the Dunstans and the Gowans who must be suffering behind the walls of Dannawey, but all she saw in her mind’s eye was Waurin.
And she hated it. How could she think of him rather than the Morns? Rather than her own father? What would Ennis say?
She didn’t find Waurin handsome, not in the way men were supposed to be handsome. He was too big, too broad, too blond. He used his strength rather than his wits and he liked wine too much.
But, Tamea take her, she missed him. She missed playing Kingsman’s Bluff, missed patiently waiting for him to form a strategy, missed beating him soundly. She missed his gentle instructions on how to fish and sail and string netting. She missed the bawdy sailor songs he sang while they were out at sea—which was perhaps the silliest thing she could miss, for he was positively tone deaf. She missed all the little things that made Waurin himself.
Essa let out a huff as the boat slid parallel to the dock, a not insignificant twinge of guilt throbbing in her chest. Here she was, daughter of Ehman Courtnay, missing a Lowland brute who’d helped capture her city.
There was no easy answer, only the things she felt.
She wished Ennis was here.
She wished Waurin was here.
She wished she didn’t wish.
Essa hauled her load up onto the dock after tying off the skiff. Her shoulders were verging on weary and the basket was heavy, but she’d feast on crab tonight.
A noise caught Essa’s ear as she moved from the dock onto the rock slab. It sounded like a horn. Setting her catch down, Essa put one hand on her hip and the other over her eyes and looked south.
There, along the path, bodies were descending to Carmetheon from the cliffs above.
Her pulse jumped in her neck, and she cupped her hands around her mouth and called, “Elodie! Elodie, they’re back!”
She knew she should race into the house to make sure Elodie heard, but she stood rooted in place, watching the procession. Was it a trick of her eyes, or were there far fewer men returning?
Essa’s stomach sank down to around her toes. So few had come home. Was that a good thing?—for Dannawey? Surely they couldn’t have taken it with so many gone—could they? Or was that the price Larn was willing to pay?
Her fists clenched and unclenched. What had happened?
Did she want to know?
Her eyes searched the line of men for Waurin, but she was too far away to pick out individual features. There were many men with ruddy blond hair in Carmetheon, and some wore helmets or caps. She shifted her weight from foot to foot; patience was Essa’s least favorite virtue.
From the corner of her eye, she spied Elodie walking out onto the porch. They watched, from their own solitary spots, as the last of the men rounded the final bend in the path and entered Carmetheon.
So few. Only a few hundred, when almost six hundred had left in spring.
Essa couldn’t remember to breathe as she waited for the men to make it through town. Finally, a few crossed the bridge over the Slender River into the north side of Carmetheon. The first turned left after the bridge. The next was too old.
Then, there he was. Shoulders sagging, hair windswept. Somehow, Waurin looked less big. Reduced. Even from her post, Essa could see the purple bags beneath eyes that didn’t seem to reflect light anymore.
He caught sight of her as he neared, but he wouldn’t keep her gaze, instead letting it fall to watch where his horse stepped. He and the horse mounted the shallow stone steps up to the rock bed, bringing them within ten paces of Essa.
The horse came to a stop, and Waurin tossed his leg over its back and slid down, his boots making a thump. He busied himself with collecting the reins and straightening his cloak, then finally he met Essa’s eyes only to look away again.
“Essa—” his voice cracked.
She knew what haunted him, what his words couldn’t say but his weary eyes made clear. Waurin was breaking inside.
What had happened?
Her first step was tentative, her second a little surer, until she was running, running, running to him. Her last step was a leap, and she put all her strength behind it, for she’d some distance to go.
She threw her arms around his neck, relieved to feel his solid bulk pressed to her. For a moment, it didn’t matter what had happened. For a moment, it didn’t matter that guilt niggled at the corners of her conscience.
For a moment, she could give him what he needed.
His arms came around her, lifting her farther off her feet, and he crushed her to him, burying his face in her hair. “Essa.”
“You’ve come back!”




Forty-Two

In the days before days, man did not know violence. But they knew fear, for Dea was always on the edge of shadow, waiting, watching. She knew what her son the Deceiver had done. The humans were now mortal but did not know it. She longed to tell them, to show them, but knew they would cry for Themin should she show her face. So she went to her son, telling him to give the humans the gift of knowledge. “Perhaps your Father will show mercy if you bestow a gift on them,” Dea said, hiding the whole of her wicked plan. When she saw hope flare in her son’s eyes, she did stroke it, nurturing it until finally Ean agreed. Slowly, he emerged into the circle of light from the human fires. They beheld him warily, not knowing who this god was and what he had already done. When asked what he would have of them, Ean replied, “I have brought you the gift of knowledge.” They turned their eyes up in wonder, but as they drew near, Dea descended upon them with a great cry. “We shall teach you, you wretched mortals, how to kill and how to die!” The humans wailed for Themin with their dying breaths, but he was
too
late and could not save them all. Dea escaped into the night, but a human girl stood in Ean’s way. She pressed her bloodied hands to his chest, and their imprint burned into his skin, red and hot. “So that all will know the Deceiver when they see him and not be fooled again.”

—Dea’s Gift




Mounting the north stairs, Ennis turned to look down at Rising from the ramparts. The spicy, woodsy smell still clung to the timbers of the wall. The scent filled her with a hollow pride, of the determination and industriousness of Rising. If only it could have protected them.
The plague had finally released Rising, and they’d buried the last of the dead in the first days of autumn. Now, sennights later, the town was showing signs of healing. All useable crop had been harvested, the fields sown again with quick growing vegetables. Pathways were recut after the torrential summer rain nearly washed everything away. The plague pits had been covered with packed earth, the dead sealed up with Mithria.
Yes, the plague was gone, but many still felt its effects. Before the plague, it wouldn’t have winded Ennis to climb those stairs. Before the plague, she would have been on her feet all day, running errands to avoid Renata. Her strength hadn’t fully returned, and Renata pounced on her prolonged fatigue. Unable to flee, Ennis was schooled on Sisterly vows and incantations while Renata buzzed in her ear that the men were due back soon, no doubt with new women to replace Ennis and Lora.
“He won’t need you anymore,” Renata would say with a cruel smile.
Ennis had been building her strength for several days, and she used it to flee from today’s campaign. She breathed easier here on the wall. A crisp breeze ruffled her hair, bringing with it the smell of the meadow below. She felt safe here, high above Rising. Renata wouldn’t dare venture to the wall, as if doing so showed her support for it.
The sun hung low in the sky, bedding down in the western forest. The trees cast long shadows over the meadows, making the tall, swaying grasses look like the blue tide coming in.
A different movement caught Ennis’s eye, and she stopped meandering, turning north. She squinted. Something was coming through the trees, keeping to the narrow roadway leading right up to the gate. More and more figures emerged from the trees, coming for Rising.
Her heart jumped into her throat, and she checked that the gate was closed and secure. Then she looked again.
“They’re back,” she whispered to herself. A frantic jolt lanced through her, and she searched hurriedly for the nearest sentry. She waved her arms at her and cried, “They’re back! The men are back!”
The woman followed Ennis’s gaze across the meadow, beholding the men of Rising marching for home. But something drew Ennis’s eye, and, frowning, she barely heard the sentry call to open the gate.
A horse and cart had broken away from the line of men, were already a ways ahead as they sped towards Rising. As the cart neared, she saw it was Taryn at the reins. The grim set of his wide brow made her pulse thrum in her ears.
When Taryn was close enough, he called out to her, “Fetch one of the Sisters! Hurry now!”
“What’s happened?” she asked, trotting along the wall towards the gate.
“It’s Manek—he’s wounded. Got infected. Go get someone!”
Ennis watched the cart bearing Manek hurry through the open gate, almost directly below her. Slowing only a moment to call out that he was taking Manek to the great house, Taryn thundered on.
Ennis glimpsed Manek. Though swathed in blankets and cloaks, the chill was still upon him. He shook, his color pale, his hair matted with sweat.
She stood trembling in the cart’s wake. Fear gripped her like a cold hand round her heart. She’d managed to tell herself that she would be all right if he died in the north. He seemed so sure he would that she’d prepared herself for it. But the gods had decided to send him back to her so she could watch him die.
She had to physically shake herself from the stupor.
Manek had come back, alive, and damn it all, he would stay that way!
Taking the stairs two at a time, Ennis flew back to the Haven. The front door banged open, and she didn’t bother closing it. Ignoring the startled Sisters in the front hall, Ennis raced from room to room, shouting for Lora.
Renata appeared in a doorway, her hands on her hips. “No, please, I don’t think Themin himself has heard you.”
But she pushed past, finally seeing the hem of Lora’s skirts descending the stairs. Meeting her at the landing, Ennis began pulling her up the hall.
“Ennis, what—?”
“They’re back—the men are back and—Manek—he’s not—oh, Lora, he looks like death!”
Somehow Lora managed to pull meaning from Ennis’s babbling. Nodding, she set about gathering supplies, putting wads of bandage and jars of poultices and other concoctions into Ennis’s trembling hands. After collecting a knife, needles, twine, and several vials into a pack, Lora motioned for Ennis to lead the way.
“You can’t just—!”
“There will be wounded,” Lora interrupted Renata. “You’d best prepare for them.”
A flicker of heat passed between Lora and Renata as they glowered at one another, but Ennis was too frantic to interpret it. Tugging at Lora, her friend finally turned on her heel and followed her out of the Haven.
They hurried across Rising to the great house. Though Ennis’s panic kept her feet moving, Lora often overtook her and had to wait for Ennis to catch up. Cursing her tired body, Ennis pushed herself to keep running. She had to get to him. What if he—?
She couldn’t think it—she was pounding on the great house door. Ennis didn’t wait and shoved it open, catching Kasia by surprise.
Ennis tried preparing for an argument, but her nerves were frayed, panic pulling tight at her chest. Kasia looked at her, then Lora. She waved them into the house, lines of worry creasing her face.
“Good—we were about to send for someone.”
A howl echoed through the house, shaking the very timbers of the roof, and it tore at Ennis’s heart, making her whimper herself.
“Go, go! They’ve taken him up.”
Lora paused to tell Kasia, “We’ll need hot water and some strong spirits if you have it,” but Ennis was already clawing her way up the stairs.
When she burst into his bedroom, the first thing to strike her was the smell of putrid flesh.
“What happened?”
Kierum and Taryn turned at the sound of her voice. Kierum could only shake his head. Taryn motioned for her to come closer. The room was cold, but someone had kindled a fire. Kierum and Taryn made room for her to cross to the bed, where Manek lay.
His face was a contorted mask of pain, wet with sweat. He’d been unwrapped from the blankets, and the tunic he wore was cut up the middle to leave his shuddering chest exposed. His left side was a bloody, fetid mess. A garish gouge had been made in his side, a crescent of flesh missing. Strips of skin hung loose about the wound, as if he’d been stitched before. The skin was a greenish black, the blood oozing from the wound mixing with yellowish pus.
A sob escaped her lips, but she clamped her mouth shut. Instead her grief came in tears that streamed down her face, blurring her vision. She was almost thankful for it.
A sharp intake of breath behind her meant Lora had come in. Squaring her shoulders, Lora marched around the bed to assess Manek’s wound. Ennis watched as Lora’s frown faded. When she looked up, her eyes were bleak.
“He took a knife during the siege,” Taryn said, trying to fill the silence. “We tried to patch him up, but Larn wouldn’t let him be—called him up for treason. That weasel of a son said Manek let the Highland king escape, so they kept him standing there in the great hall. By the end of it, Waurin was holding him up and they stood…stood in a pool of his…” Taryn’s bearish shoulders began to shake as he held in a sob. “They finally let him get stitched up, but Larn just followed him to the surgeon’s, stood there questioning him as he fought for his life. We thought he’d die; he couldn’t get up for a sennight, and the whole time he was guarded like a damn criminal.” It seemed to soothe Taryn to speak, to do something other than look at Manek.
The words didn’t soothe Ennis.
As Taryn kept talking, Lora peeled away Manek’s tunic and began laying her supplies neatly on a stool beside the bed. With that finished, she crossed the room and stuck her hands near the fire to warm them so they wouldn’t shake from cold while she worked.
“Finally, he let us leave. Waurin had to plead for days. He seemed to be on the mend when we left—he sat in the saddle all right, and his color returned. We were only a few days from home when they attacked.”
Kierum focused on this. “Attacked? Who?”
“Mountain folk from the east.”
“Landon?”
Taryn shook his head. “Didn’t see. Attacked in the dark like bastards. We fought them off by morning, but his stitches broke and the infection came soon after. We tried cleaning it, tried cutting away the…” Taryn grimaced, his gaze falling as his words died in his throat.
“I’m going to have to cut the dead skin and flesh before stitching him back up,” Lora said. “It will be painful, but it’s his only chance.”
Ennis jumped when Lora laid a gentle hand on her shoulder.
“What should I do?”
Lora glanced at her shaking fists. “Give him this,” she said, unwrapping Ennis’s clenched fingers to give her one of the vials. “It’ll numb the pain. Even with poppy milk it’ll be…” Lora sucked in a breath. “I’ll work as fast I can.”
As Ennis crossed to the head of the bed, Taryn lay across Manek’s legs. Kierum came around the other side of the bed with Lora, to hold down Manek’s left arm.
A gasp came from the door, and they all looked up to behold a pale Kasia staring at them in horror.
“No, my love. You won’t see this,” growled Kierum.
The hard tone of his voice seemed to snap her out of her shock, and for a moment, she looked like she would protest.
“Hot water,” Lora said gently.
Hands shaking, Kasia nodded and disappeared down the hall. Kierum’s sigh had a relieved sound to it.
Ennis kneeled beside Manek and smoothed back the hair from his brow. “Manek?”
His eyes fluttered open, but he didn’t seem to see her.
“He’s faded in and out the past few days,” Taryn said, his head turned away.
Lifting his head to the vial, Ennis wedged it between his lips. His face puckered at the bitter taste. Lora handed her a thick leather strip, which she put in his mouth next.
“Bite down,” she said.
Manek did as he was told, his eyes never leaving her. As she hooked her arm around his to hold it in place, he searched her face, like he was trying to place it.
“All right,” Lora murmured.
His head jerked back, nostrils flaring as Lora began to cut. Ennis shut her eyes, pressed her forehead to his shoulder, and cradled his head in her free arm. He fought against the three of them, legs writhing under Taryn, and it took all of Ennis’s fading strength to hold his arm back.
“Manek, look at me,” she said, trying to drown out the sounds. His eyes were dark in the long shadows of the room, and she knew he finally understood who she was, where he was. “It’s all right—it’ll be over soon. Just keep looking at me, love. Just look at me.” She threaded her fingers into his hair and kissed his brow.
He jerked again, and Ennis pressed closer, holding him tighter, as if she could anchor him to this life. She told herself so long as he looked at her, saw only her, then Tamea hadn’t come to take him.
Lora cursed, and Ennis looked up in time to see blood spurt. At Lora’s direction, Kierum sprang from the bed, shoving a knife into the fire.
Ennis’s eyes flashed, but Lora shook her head and said, “No time—he’ll bleed out if we don’t close it.”              And with that, she let Kierum touch the tip of the knife to the exposed vessel, cauterizing it. A sickening sizzle filled the room, and Manek nearly reared out of bed, then fell back, limp.
“Lora!” Ennis pressed two fingers to his throat, waiting an agonizing moment before feeling a faint pulse.
Lora didn’t look up from her work, beginning to suture the muscle.
Ennis couldn’t bear to watch, so she closed her eyes tight and drew around him, wishing she could take his pain away. He twitched now and again, and each time she’d kiss him and whisper in his ear that it would be over soon.
It was well past midnight when Lora finished, four long, ugly lines converging on a gnarled lump of skin. With the wound safely packed under layers of poultice and bandage, they bore away the bloodied sheets, set out new bedding, and laid him finally to rest.
When it was done, Taryn staggered to the door. “I have to tell Kenna about…” Fresh tears sprang to his eyes, and he disappeared down the hall.
Kierum soon left too, leading Kasia away from the sight.
Lora settled down for the night in the makeshift bed of blankets Kasia had made for them. But Ennis couldn’t sleep, couldn’t pull herself away from the sight of his chest rising and falling. It became a soothing rhythm for her, a lifeline she clung to as tightly as he did.
“You must live,” she told him, burying her face in his neck. “I built you your damn wall. You will live to see it.”




Forty-Three

Though Ceralia had already done so much for the mortals, she had one last gift to give. Their hearts were already full of violence and cunning, but Ceralia found a small, unused corner to put her final gift: compassion. It made their hearts beat louder, faster, longer. “What is this, Mother?” they asked her in astonishment. “It is compassion, my loves. See how just a fragment overpowers the blackness in your hearts? Listen to my gift, let it guide you, and it will teach you how to love and how to forgive.”

—Ceralia’s Gift




For three days, Manek faded in and out of consciousness, but Lora supposed they couldn’t hope for better, considering how much blood he’d lost. On the second day, he opened his eyes, the delirium gone. On the third, he sat up, able to keep down weak broth. Rising breathed a sigh of relief when the news that he’d live spread through town like wildfire.
Lora found Manek’s tenacity admirable; many others would’ve succumbed to such a wound. From the steady stream of well-wishers, Lora understood the people’s deep love for him and why he fought so hard to live.
What she couldn’t understand, though, was the icy tension that filled the room whenever he was awake with Ennis near. It began when Taryn and his wife Kenna came to visit. After relaying some of the humdrum business of Rising, Taryn said, “You rest up, and when you’re stronger, we’ll take you out to see the wall they built.”             
Manek frowned. “The wall?”
Kenna stepped forward, smiling, though it didn’t reach her eyes. “Ennis did it—she organized everything, oversaw all the production and construction. Even got pretty handy with a saw. You must thank her when she comes back from the Haven.”
But when Taryn and Kenna left and Ennis returned, he did no such thing. Lora waited anxiously for him to say something, anything, for it was plain in Ennis’s face that she wished to speak with him about what she and the women of Rising had accomplished. But Manek refused to speak more than two words to her, and the light left Ennis’s eyes, the relief and joy at seeing him recover slipping away under a haughty mask of indifference that Lora easily recognized as a gambit to hide her pain.
Lora did her best to keep Ennis occupied with other things. She strove never to leave them alone together, but it seemed, as the days passed slowly by, that that wouldn’t stop whatever was coming.
Somehow, she knew it’d be her luck that something happen today. A headache bloomed behind her right eye, and she could feel her pulse in her skull; the price paid for so many late nights. On that day, Manek felt well enough to sit up for more than just a meal. She saw the way he tracked Ennis about the room. His eyes were pained, as if the sight of her physically hurt him, and Lora, baffled, wondered how Ennis could love him. How, when he looked at her like that and spoke only clipped, unfeeling words to her?
Lora realized too late that Ennis saw also. Taking in his cold frown, Ennis tossed the used bandages she held into the fireplace with a vehemence.
“If you’ve something to say, say it,” she spat.
Lora froze, never keen to be near confrontation. It was a given, however, being a friend of Ennis, and so Lora made herself small and quiet, hoping the storm would pass her by.
“I just don’t see why you’re here,” he said.
Ennis reacted as if he’d struck her, her whole body wincing. “What?”
“If you cared at all about my life, you wouldn’t have told me to try allying with King Dunstan.”
The color drained from Ennis’s face, and Lora’s mouth hung open in shock. Ennis had told him what?
He motioned at his side. “Your prince is to thank for this.”
“Colm did that?”
“He did. But isn’t that what you hoped for all along?”
“Stop it,” Ennis hissed. “You know I didn’t want any of this to happen.”
“No? And what exactly did you want? Not only are we not allies with the Highlands, but Larn heard I let your king and prince get away.”
“You did?”
He glared at her. “Yes, but a fair bit of good that did me. Instead I got called up for treason.”
“But he let you leave. Why would he if he thought—?”
Manek jerked up, throwing the blankets off to try and rise. He barely got up before he groaned and sat back on the bed. Putting a hand to his side, he growled at her, “He let me go because my men threatened to riot if he didn’t, not because he believed me! So now he’s every reason to invade if the whim strikes him, and we’ll have to stand against him without a friend in the world.”
Ennis’s eyes glistened with tears, but her shoulders were squared. Lora knew that look, knew the rage bubbling to the surface. It blinded her to how a red stain grew across the fresh, snowy white bandages wrapped round his chest.
Sucking in a breath, Lora knew she couldn’t be the breaker anymore, letting the tempestuous sea roll over her. She might not like Manek right now, but he was her patient.
“Ennis, leave. Now.”
Ennis turned her venomous gaze on her, but Lora didn’t back down. Ennis opened her mouth as if to argue, then snapped it shut. Her eyes welling, she threw the door open and let it slam behind her as she dashed out.
Lora sat down with a sigh, her headache worsening.
Manek slumped back against the mound of pillows piled up against the headboard. He closed his eyes, and Lora watched his pulse beat rapidly at his throat.
She decided she’d better see what damage was done before she let her anger get the better of her. Gathering a roll of new bandages along with a needle and thread, Lora asked him to sit.
He didn’t open his eyes even when she carefully unwound the bloodied bandage to reveal the wound, broken open again. The nubs of skin and flesh were an angry red, watery blood seeping out at the edges. Still, Lora only smelled the sharp, coppery tang of blood; nothing gangrenous or rotting.
After she’d applied a numbing salve, she asked, “Is it working?”
He nodded.

Lora had wondered how this relationship between Ennis and Manek came to be. Of course, they’d spent ample time together last winter. But what did her friend see in this Lowland warlord? How could she love someone who’d say such cruel things?
“You shouldn’t speak to her so,” Lora couldn’t help saying as she threaded the twine.
Manek shifted.
“She doesn’t deserve your contempt, not after everything she’s done for you.”
Once he’d lain back down so she could begin to work, he said quietly, “I know what she’s done.”
Lora frowned, clearing away the broken stitches before setting the needle to his flesh. Despite the salve, she hoped it hurt, just a little, no matter how unkind it was to think.
“Ennis built you that wall. She didn’t do it for Rising or your people. She did it for you.”
He only grunted.
“That’s how she shows her affection. By doing.” So many memories came to mind; she’d shoved a boorish squire off the battlements into the harbor below for trying to kiss Lora when she hadn’t wanted it; she’d saved Adena from the talons of an undertrained hawk; she’d taken a knife for her father, started a kennel for Irina, and sought revenge on anyone who made Essa cry.
She wanted to tell him all this, wanted to make him see, but he only shook his head, his eyes still closed so he wouldn’t have to watch her sew him up.
“I trusted her. I went against my better judgment, against what was better for my people. And what did it get me?”
Lora tied off the thread and began packing the wound. “I don’t know much about it myself, but it seems like your people only suffer under Larn.”
“Of course they do. But they could suffer much, much more. It’s the price we pay, the Highlands for the Lowlands. That’s how it’s been for ten years. And that’s how it’s going to be.”
“Until you’re all dead?”
His eyes opened to tired slits, making Lora realize she’d said it aloud. She blushed but stood by her words. So many had gone to war, far too few had come home. How long could they honestly keep doing it? In another ten years, there would be no Lowlands for Larn to exploit.
“I tried her way. I’m willing to suffer the consequences, but I won’t let the Lowlands suffer for it too.”
She remained quiet because what could she say to that? Her anger had already begun slipping away, for she could sympathize with this Lowland warlord whose whole land rested on his tired, bruised shoulders. She knew that weight, at least, knew what it was to have Ennis add to it. Her friend didn’t mean to, but sometimes, in her quest to make things better, she could do the opposite.
She didn’t like siding with Manek over Ennis.
Lora helped him sit up so that she could wrap fresh bandages around his lower chest.
“How’re you feeling?”
“Like a pin cushion,” he said.

When Lora had finished, she buried her hands in a rag but didn’t stand up. She waited until she had Manek’s gaze to say, “I understand why you’re angry, but she was trying to help.”
Manek’s head slumped back on the pillow, and his eyes closed. “She was trying to help the Highlands.”
“Perhaps, in a way. But mostly you. She cares for Rising. She made that wall for you, but she knew how it would help your people. And they love her for it.”
“I love her for it,” he whispered. Lora didn’t think she was supposed to hear, didn’t think he’d meant to say it aloud. “But it doesn’t change anything. We’re still under Larn’s thumb. She’s still a warprize.”
“You could—”
“No. I couldn’t. Not after this. I can’t give him another reason to come here.”
“So instead you’d have her hate you.”
“It’s better that way,” he said. “I can never give her what she wants.”
“You honestly think hurting her is best? Hurting the both of you?”
“I think being disappointed by someone she hates will be easier than by someone she cares for.”
Lora opened her mouth but couldn’t think of a counterargument. He was right.
The afternoon soon faded into evening, and Lora divined different ways of keeping herself busy. She and Manek fell into a mutual silence, and she suspected he was grateful she understood. He proved an amenable patient the rest of the day, doing as she asked, and had fallen asleep by the time Kasia came up with his dinner. Lora slipped downstairs to take her own in the kitchen.
Her head swam with frustration and pain from her headache, making it so she could barely chew her bread. Throwing the hunk of bread into her bowl of steaming stew, Lora’s head sank into her hands. She understood Manek’s anger, his reticence; she herself would choose the same thing, to put her head down and keep people safe. But she also understood Ennis’s desire to push, to strive for more.
Lora had often envied her friend for her tenacity and willing spirit. Ennis would fight for something better, would take the risks Lora would be too cautious or scared to. It seemed no different now. But was her friend right? Since coming to Rising, Lora had questioned many of Ennis’s decisions, but perhaps she was right in this, to push, for it was plain to see how the Lowlands suffered, how it was only a matter of time until there was nothing left for Larn to take
When Kasia reentered the kitchen, Lora set about eating again. She forced the food down without tasting it, which really was a shame, as Kasia was a fine cook.
“You look tired,” Kasia noted. “Should I stay up with him tonight?”
“No, it’s all right. Thank you, though.”
Finishing her meal, Lora climbed the stairs. She found him asleep and so settled in one of the chairs by the fireplace. There weren’t any books to read, which left only knitting to keep her hands busy. And Lora despised knitting. The soft click clack of the knitting needles made a soothing rhythm, and before she knew it, her eyes drooped shut.
What seemed only a moment later, Lora’s heavy lids sprang open at the soft creak of the door. At first she worried Manek was trying to get up again, but then Ennis slipped into the room. Uneasiness overcame her.
“I can take over for a while,” Ennis said in a hoarse whisper, as if she’d been crying.
Lora nodded, standing to let Ennis take her chair. Before she sat, Lora put a hand on Ennis’s shoulder. “I had to redo his stitches.”
Ennis’s eyes grew wide.
“I know you’re angry with him, but for now, you must let him rest,” Lora whispered. Ennis wouldn’t look at her. “Once he’s healed, you can shout at each other all you want.”
A tear slipped from Ennis’s right eye, and she pawed at it furiously. “He hates me now. I didn’t mean for him to…”
Lora wrapped her arms around Ennis’s shoulders and squeezed. “I know you didn’t. It wasn’t your fault.” She looked Ennis in the eye and said, “It’s not your fault.”
She took a deep, shaky breath and leaned her head on Lora’s shoulder. “I don’t want to lose him, Lora.”
Dozens of things to say flooded Lora’s mind, but none of them came out. All she could do was assure her friend he’d survive the wound.
Ennis nodded, but they both knew it wasn’t his side she spoke of.




Forty-Four

In our earliest days, Themin spoke with those worthy to hear his words. The humans did revere these listeners and understood their word to be Themin’s. When Themin had imparted all the knowledge he dared share, he named Iriik the humans’ first king. Humbled, Iriik vowed to rule with wisdom and fairness. He led his people for fifty summers, and after him, his daughter, and after her, his grandson. Iriik’s Line stretched into an age, and people whispered if Iriik had himself been a god. But the gods knew better, and Themin did not bless Alaric, the last of the Line, with an heir. Instead, when Alaric lay dying, Anona accompanied her sister Tamea to his deathbed. “I am glad to see you,” he said to Tamea, “but I do not understand such a double blessing.” “I am not a blessing,” Anona told him, “but a reminder.” “Of what?” Alaric asked. “That only the gods are eternal. A man’s life must always end, just as a king’s reign. Your lives, your rule, your ages will come and go, for that is the way of mortality. It is your nature, one that is beautiful and final. I am here to ensure you and your people understand this,
so
that when they see me next, they shall know why I’ve come.”

—Anona and the End of the First Age




The silk sleeves were slippery against Adena’s skin, and the sensation made her stomach curdle. She’d lived in silk most of her life, but somehow the slick, gauzy feel of it now only deepened her anguish. It was a luxurious, soft cage she wore. She found herself picking at the hem of that sleeve, wishing for a frayed end, a loose thread, but finding none.
Adena watched them bear Larn’s war treasures in through the great doors, flooding the hall, and she began to wonder if there was no end to it. Surely there was nothing left in the Highlands anymore.
Gold and silks and silver and furs dripped from the Midlands’ first family. Larn sat regal as any king, a crown creasing his forehead with a red indentation. Myrah, his wife, and Verian, his eldest son, sat close by, all of them in Midland red.
And then there was Adena. Little, gaunt. A wisp of what she’d been, dressed in pale blue silk behind Larn’s left shoulder. The little stool in the corner was her throne.
There were new women, of course. These war treasures stood against one wall, almost enough to cover the whole eastern face. Some shivered, staring at their feet. Others gazed about furtively through their lashes, eyeing the gathered Midland lords and ladies with calculation. There were so many of them, and Adena knew they’d keep Larn well pleased.
The last laden page struggled through the door, bearing a trunk almost as big as he was, and for a moment the great hall was silent. Fractures of colored sunlight filtered through the stained glass, bathing the hall of treasures in ethereal light, making the gems and swords and armor and gold glitter.
Larn gazed down at it from his dais, his yellowed teeth bared in a ferocious smile. He rose slowly, as if the sight of his boon compelled him to his feet. He flung his arms wide and laughed one booming laugh. “Is this not the treasure of a king?”
Great cheers echoed through the hall, making Adena flinch. Her room was always so quiet, so solemn; the noise of the hall, the keen faces and twinkling treasure all overwhelmed her broken heart. From the corner of her eye she spied Gaetien stealing glances at her.
Her Moon Boy came back from Dannawey a man. At least, the boyish fire in his eyes had been snuffed. Something had hardened in him. She was careful not to catch his gaze, but she marked it when his stole to her. Her heart beat louder in her chest each time, and for a moment, just a moment, she let herself hope.
Her body was failing her. Some mornings Adena wondered if there was more blood coughed onto her pillowcase than there was left in her body. It came thicker now, in warm, gooey clumps that clung to her back teeth. She was always tired, her features too defined. When the women came to make her presentable, like they had that very morning, they wore masks over their noses. They used cosmetics on her; rogue for her lips and paint for her face, anything to make her look less like the walking dead. Adena never looked at herself in the glass, before or after their ministrations, and the women had stopped bringing it at all.
She knew it had to be soon now; she couldn’t afford much longer. She felt it in the very core of her heart, deep down where she still allowed herself to feel. It had been a dark winter with little light or hope, not since her outburst at Gaetien. He’d avoided her until marching with Larn to the north, and he’d taken all Adena’s hopes with him.
But now, now perhaps…
A steady procession of warlords and chieftains and strongmen bowed low to Larn, heaping praise upon him as if he alone broke the gates of Dannawey. Adena tried to imagine what Dannawey looked like now, but she couldn’t see the great city, almost as old as the gods themselves, as a ruin. Even now, a year after her capture, she still couldn’t picture Highcrest a ruin.
Highcrest. Something deep within her chest throbbed at the name, and she turned her thoughts away. Memories had no place in her heart anymore.
When the procession was done and Larn’s pride suitably stroked, the Lord of the Midlands stood again to regard his prizes. His eyes fairly shone with pleasure and greed.
“I thank you for your loyalty and your strength. Today we stand on the edge of a new age. The Highlands—” he waved a hand “—their time’s at an end. It is we who will take our place in the histories. Today, the Midlands is no longer a land of refugees, but a kingdom. My kingdom. Dannawey is the Midlands’, and even now the Highlands shrinks and cowers. Only the De’lan stands in our way. King Dunstan is weak, and I will break him. What was his will be mine. I will show him what it is to be a king of kings.”
A wave of nausea hit Adena as the Midlanders applauded. She gritted her teeth, telling herself that wherever Adren Dunstan was, he was not weak, nor broken. These Midlanders were creatures of the plains and eastern hills beyond. They’d forgotten Highland ways and Highland knowledge. They didn’t know the De’lan like a Highlander. The De’lan was Adain’s great love, and he wouldn’t see it conquered. She found pleasure then at the thought of Larn and all his smiling lords being swept up in the great river, cast along its wicked current, borne out to sea.
“But we’ll speak of our conquest of the Highlands later—for now, let’s enjoy the bounty I brought you!” And with another wave of his hand, Larn began distributing his wealth. This trunk went to Lord Harvad; that armor went to Lord Achan. A dozen cases of gold he bestowed upon the people of Scallya, even pressing a gleaming coin into Gaetien’s palm. Two sets of silver plate he gifted to the Sacred Houses of Scallya, asking for thirty days of prayers for him and his Line in return. A chest of jewels and bolts of silk brocade he gave his wife, which Myrah accepted with a demure lowering of her eyes. To Verian he gave a sword with a hilt and scabbard studded in jewels and a band of gold to wear round his head to mark him as a Prince of the Midlands. And when it was done, half the treasure had been claimed and borne away, leaving the rest for Larn and his already gilded coffers.
The King of the Midlands was nothing short of mirthful as he drained his second cup of wine, watching his kingdom’s newly anointed nobles mill about his great hall, comparing bounties. Whether it was the gaiety of the nobles or Larn’s own content smile, Verian felt it safe to step forward and address his lord father.
Approaching from where he’d drifted off to with his own group of young lordlings, Verian bowed low to Larn, the furred hem of his cape brushing the flagstones.
“My lord father,” he began, drawing Larn’s mildly amused eye, “Dea has smiled on you and our land. You are good to share your wealth, and we here know the Midlands would be nothing without you.”
“Ten minutes with a crown and he already talks with a silver-tongue,” Larn said, earning himself chuckles from the other nobles.
Verian smiled too, though his eyes were sharp. “The Midlands has never seen such glory. But I’m a warmonger at heart, Father, as you have raised me to be.”
Larn quirked an eyebrow but didn’t interrupt his son, content to watch.
“When will the Midlands punish those who have betrayed her?”
A hush swept all corners of the hall, the nobles whispering amongst themselves.
“It seems my son’s developed a taste for leathers and grime. He’d have us on the battlefield rather than in finery.”
Verian flushed but stood his ground.
Leaning forward, Larn rested his elbows on his knees, touching steepled fingers to his nose as he thought a moment. “You speak of Manek,” he said finally.
“I accuse Manek,” Verian agreed. “He’s a traitor, Father. I saw it with my own eyes. But you’ve yet to condemn him.”
At this, Larn eased back into his throne leisurely, and Adena knew Verian had unwittingly invited a lesson he didn’t want. Larn was toying with his son. He was always amusing himself at the expense of others, as if he himself were a god and lives were his playthings. Perhaps that’s why Myrah tried never to catch his eye.
If Adena had a heart anymore capable of pity, she would’ve felt a twinge of it for Verian. He hadn’t learned as his mother had. He stood there, a prince before his king, begging to be taken seriously, to be a man in his father’s eyes. But Larn, a master with his chess pieces, wasn’t moved by his son’s desires.
“Tell me,” Larn said, “if I charge Manek with treason, what then? What shall I do? He stands at the heart of his people, people who love him and hate me. What can I do to him? It’s a delicate chain I hold the Lowlands by and accusing Manek of treason may just break it.”
Color mottled Verian’s neck and cheeks, making him look like the boy he was rather than the man he was trying to be. “Father,” Verian said, and Adena thought he tried hard not to stamp his foot, “he betrayed you. He must die.”
“Of course, he must die,” Larn said with a wave of his hand, as if a life meant nothing. An ugly, wicked smile overtook his face, and he leaned forward in his throne to say, “But that doesn’t mean he can’t be useful.”
Verian blinked. “Father?”
Larn flexed his fingers like a puppet master. “What is it, do you think, that Manek fears most?”
“I…”
“Manek fears I’ll come to the Lowlands like I did ten years ago. He fears what I’ll do if he has nothing to give me. Whether or not Manek betrayed me doesn’t matter.” He held up a hand against Verian’s protests. “Dorran!”
Larn’s seneschal sauntered to the dais, throwing a turkey leg into the great fire pit and wiping his greasy hands on the sides of his tunic. “Yes, my lord?”
“You’ll accompany my son to the Lowlands, where you’ll command Manek and his men into the Mountain Lands. Landon’s been causing trouble along the borderlands and I’d have him dealt with. You see, Verian, two problems can have one solution. Manek will conquer the Mountain Lands for me, proving his loyalty, and he’ll die doing it.”
Dorran smiled smugly, the same look he wore whenever he tormented the serving maids. But Verian seemed skeptical, a small frown hovering on his brow.
“And what if he refuses?” he asked.
“If he refuses, bring him to me, in as many pieces as it takes. Then I’ll pass judgment on your charges.”
With a loud clap, Dorran merrily made from the room to begin preparations. Verian bowed low again, dissolving back into the crowd of nobles. Larn held up his goblet, which Gaetien obediently filled, though his gaze darted to Adena.
This time she met it, her eyes wide. She flicked them up to the roof, then back at him. Their signal. Come to me tonight.
She held her breath. Gaetien deftly topped off the goblet and stepped back. For a moment, Adena couldn’t see him around Larn’s throne, but then he leaned back, catching her eyes again. He nodded.
A flutter of hope beat in her chest like a moth caught between two hands. Perhaps it was base of her, maybe even cruel, to wish war upon a whole land. But her heart had no room for guilt or conscience, only her greedy hope of escape. It gnawed her from the inside, filling her with a need that coursed hot and heavy in her limbs. If the Midlands went to war, she would escape. If the Midlanders went south, so would she.




Forty-Five

In the days of old, we Highlanders had a good king. Eirian Gilcriss, Fourteenth of his Line, first son of a first son, King of Kings, listener of Themin, ruled for forty winters. But Tamea takes all. What we could not know was how close upon her heels Dea would follow. King Gilcriss left behind two sons. We thought this a blessing, but it was to be our curse. Caedmon Gilcriss, Fifteenth of his Line, first son of a first son, became our King of Kings. But he would not listen to Themin, for it was Dea who filled his heart. We Highlanders suffered by his hand. When our suffering seemed too great to bear, his brother, Dunstan Gilcriss heeded our call. He was not blessed by the gods, but by the people. Our hearts were blasphemous, for we held him dear. We followed him into battle; we disrupted the order; we killed our king. And chose another.

—from Chronicles of the Highland Wars




Ennis hurried into the great house, out of the chill of the crisp late-autumn morning. All around Rising, trees changed color, the otherwise green hills blanketed in amber, red, and yellow. She’d only ever seen such a sight at Bramden, her mother’s home, as most of the northern Highlands, including Highcrest and Ells, was either mountains, moors, or forests of cedar and pine.
Shaking the dew from her cloak, she spread it carefully across the back of a chair close to the roaring fire in the hall.
Kasia bustled in from the kitchen bearing a tray that made Ennis’s stomach rumble. Giving her a knowing grin, Kasia handed over one of the rolls, fresh from the oven.
Manek’s mother had taken the temporary additions of Ennis and Lora to her household in stride, even giving them a room once Lora felt Manek no longer needed to be watched over through the night. In fact, she’d been almost friendly of late, and Ennis was relieved. It was enough being at odds with Manek most hours of the day; having to contend with his mother too would’ve made her tear her hair out.
Thinking of Manek made the buttery roll taste bitter in her mouth, and just like that, all the good a stroll had done her mood was ruined. She tried not to let it show as Kasia placed the tray on the long table and began piling a few rolls into a wooden bowl.
“Would you mind taking these up?” Kasia asked. “Kierum and I were going to walk the wall this morning.”
“Of course.”
Before she could start up the stairs, Kasia laid a gentle hand on her arm and said, “The two of you have taken such good care of him. I hope you know how grateful we are.”
Unable to think of anything to say, Ennis forced herself to smile. What she wouldn’t give to have a prickly Kasia back, if only it meant Manek would be his old self too.
She met Lora at the top of the stairs.
“Oh, there you are, good,” she said. “I’m off to the Haven for more bandages—I forgot to tell you before you left.”
“Did the wound reopen?” Ennis asked, paling. Lora had taken the stitches out just yesterday, the knot of flesh finally smoothing into ugly welts and scar tissue. He’d been doing so well; in fact, Ennis thought their time in the great house was coming to an end. Now he just needed to regain his strength.
“Oh, no,” Lora said with a wave of her hand. “I just wanted to keep everything bound for a while to make sure it won’t open. It should ease the prickling he feels too.”
Ennis offered Lora one of the rolls, which she took hungrily and began down the stairs, chewing thoughtfully. Halfway down, she turned back to Ennis.
“Would you rather go instead?”
She smiled gratefully but shook her head. “No, it’s all right. It’s your turn for some fresh air. But could you bring a few books back from the Haven? I don’t care what it is—I’ll gladly read it.”
Lora mock bowed. “As you command, Lady Courtnay.”
Ennis waved her down the stairs. She watched her collect her cloak and leave the house, stalling.
Finally, there was nothing for it. She was standing aimlessly on the landing, letting the rolls go cold. Drawing herself up, Ennis walked down the hall and into Manek’s room.
She was surprised to see him out of bed. He stood by the window, morning sunlight bringing out the auburn tints in his brown hair and outlining his broad shoulders and back through the loose linen shirt he wore. He’d pulled on breeches but no boots, relieving her that he didn’t plan on going anywhere.
She told herself she shouldn’t stand there in the doorway staring at him; he’d surely heard her coming. But she let herself indulge, if only for a moment. She took in his straight stance, the firm set of his shoulders, and thanked every god she could think of for his swift recovery.
The need to hold him in her arms was strong, as it often was. To bury her face in the hollow between his shoulders and assure herself that he was well. But just as she always did now, she denied those wants, for he’d taken away that right, that intimacy. Thinking about it only worsened her mood.
Crossing the room, she set the bowl on his desk.
“Should you be up?”
“I’ll go mad if I stay in bed,” he said, not turning from the window.
Giving him her back, Ennis settled in the chair by the fire and pulled a ball of ugly brown yarn out of a little basket Kasia had given them. She could count on one hand the number of times she’d knitted before coming to Rising, but she and Lora had little else to do while they tended Manek. Since it was a joint effort, Ennis wasn’t sure what it was they were knitting. It looked like the world’s longest, ugliest scarf, but she figured it was too late to begin making it into something else. So she set about making it a little longer, determined not to let her misery show.
“You don’t have to watch me every moment of the day,” he said. “I’m on the mend now.”
“That’s for Lora to decide,” she replied coolly, not bothering to look up from the knitting. “Don’t worry—you’ll be rid of me soon enough. As you say, you’re on the mend.”
The words hurt to say, but she had some satisfaction when he sighed heavily. She didn’t tell him, of course, that she didn’t really need to be with him all day. If he was well enough to stand, then he could be left to his own devices for longer periods. But the truth was, seeing him hurt so badly, brought so close to death, made her want to be near him. Some part of her detested that she was hovering, but a larger part dreaded the thought of the wound getting infected again or opening up. She vividly remembered how it’d looked when he returned to Rising, like an angry red mouth sucking the life from him; it made her stomach threaten to heave.
She heard him trudge back to the bed, and from the corner of her eye, she watched him sit down on the edge, facing her. She couldn’t make herself look up, though, for fear of what she’d find. It was too early in the day to see him looking as if he couldn’t stand the sight of her.
“I’ve been looking at the wall,” he said finally.
She nodded, ignoring how her heartbeat quickened. Clenching her jaw, she refused to wait with bated breath for his approval.
“Ennis.”
When she lifted her gaze to his, she regarded him suspiciously.
“I never thanked you for finishing it, not as I should have.”
She raised her eyebrows expectantly.
“Thank you. It’s glorious. Truly, I can’t say how much it means to me. But…why? Why did you do it?”
She hoped her scowl conveyed how hurtful it was he even had to ask.
“Ennis, it can’t…” His gaze dropped to his hands. “It doesn’t change anything.”
“Why?” tore from her lips before she could stop it.
“I can’t.”
“But why, Manek?”
“You know why. My life would be forfeit. Larn would take the excuse to have my head.”
“But who would tell him?” she demanded, feeling she had to ask even as she heard the echo of this same argument they’d had before.
“I can’t take that risk. I can’t take any risk, don’t you understand? I don’t remember everything from the day after we took Dannawey, but I do remember the pain of the surgeon’s knife, and Larn’s face, looking down at me. Like I was prey. Like if I moved wrong, he’d devour me whole. You don’t know him, you don’t know what he’d do.”
He shook his head, refusing to look at her, an inscrutable crease between his eyes.
“You’re scared,” she realized.
“Of course, I’m scared!”
“Manek, that’s what he wants. That’s how he rules. If he keeps you in fear, he wins. You’ll never be free of him. And how long can the Lowlands survive? If you would—”
He sliced a hand through the air. “Enough. Enough of your advice. All I want, everything I’ve done is to keep the Lowlands safe. But you come and you push. You just keep pushing.”
Ennis let the monstrous scarf fall into her lap. She didn’t know what to do with her hands other than clutch her own arms, keeping herself still, keeping herself together.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered, then cleared her throat, not wanting to sound like a scared little girl when she spoke to him. “I’m sorry for what happened in Dannawey. I’m sorry for Colm and for your wound. I’d take it all away if I could. I’d make it better if…” She shook her head. She kept trying to make things better, but they never were. “I just wanted to help you. I wanted to help the Lowlands.”
“No, you want to avenge Highcrest through us.”
“You know me very little if you think that.”
“Ennis, you love the north. You love your home. Can you honestly say, if I freed you now, that you wouldn’t ride as fast and hard as you could for Highcrest? I’d never see you again.”
Jumping up, she tugged at the black ribbon around her neck. “This isn’t keeping me here. It’s just cloth. Hasn’t it occurred to you that maybe I stay for you? That the people I love are here, in Rising?”
“Your prince is in the north.”
“I don’t love Colm Dunstan! I love—” But she swallowed the words, not willing to let him have them, not now. “I’ve made a home here, Manek. At least, I’ve tried to. I want to defend it as much as you. I’ve watched one home burn before. Don’t hate me for not wanting to see another waste away to nothing.”
She abandoned the room, flew down the stairs, out of the house. She was always fleeing now, always running away from what he might say next. And she hated him for that.
When she met Lora on the path leading into town, she told her everything. Lora listened sympathetically, her brow furrowed.
“I’m a fool, Lora.”
“Perhaps,” she said gently, and smiled when Ennis shot her a sour look. “But he’s more the fool. Something has to be done before the Lowlands is beyond saving. You’re just the messenger of news he doesn’t want to hear.” Lora gave her hand an encouraging squeeze. “Take another walk. I’ll see to him—in fact, I’ve a mind to talk sense into him.”
Despite her tears, Ennis smiled. “All right, then. I’ll walk along the wall until I don’t feel like killing him.”
“Well, for now, spare him—if only for the excellent job I’ve done. When he’s well again, I don’t care what you do to him.”
“Fair enough.”
With another heartening squeeze of Lora’s hand, Ennis trudged towards the wall. She mounted the eastern stair, which took her up onto the stretch of wall that overlooked the narrow riverplain. Autumn would give way to winter soon, and a fine, cold mist rose off the Morroley.
Sometimes, when she looked at that Lowland river, she was struck with curiosity. Where would it take her, should she follow it east, into the foothills she saw growing from the horizon? Were there mountains in the Lowlands? How far away was this Kennick and his city of Wheatfield? She’d barely been outside the borders of Rising, and that fact sat uncomfortably in her mind. Her world had narrowed and threatened to shrink even more.
As she walked the ramparts, she stopped and greeted each of the women she recognized. Though the men were back, those women who’d volunteered for sentry duty still stood at their posts. She spotted some men here and there, as well as other walkers like her, but most along the wall were the sentries, their attention turned outward.
She was rather startled by one. Walking up to Kenna, she touched her shoulder gently. Kenna’s lips stretched upwards, but the gesture could hardly be called a true smile. Ennis’s heart broke all over again for Kenna; the loss of a child made Ennis’s own predicament feel paltry.
“How are you, Kenna?” she asked quietly.
Kenna shrugged. “Well enough. Couldn’t work up the gumption to get my ovens going, not with…” She sniffed. “Thought I’d take my turn here.”
“How’s Kellen?”
This was the wrong question; Kenna’s face contorted to hold in a sob. “He misses his brother,” she said and turned her face away.
Swallowing the lump in her throat, Ennis rubbed Kenna’s back. “Is there anything I can do?”
Kenna shook her head and dried her eyes. Shifting the bow she carried from one shoulder to the other, she wrapped an arm around Ennis in a hug. “Make sure Manek gets strong again. We’ll need him if we’re ever to be free of that Midland bastard.”
“Of course,” she said, hoping her voice didn’t sound as hollow as she felt.
Something to the north caught Kenna’s eye, and she frowned.
“What?” Ennis followed her gaze.
Emerging from the trees to the north, into the glade, was a band of men. And they weren’t Rising men.
As if her legs moved of their own accord, Ennis hurried along the wall, her eyes fixed on them. Then she saw the colors and knew.
Forty Midlanders rode right up to Rising’s gate, Larn’s banner billowing behind them. They settled just below where Kierum and Kasia stood. Ennis, with Kenna close behind, moved closer until she could hear what they said.
“I didn’t ride all the way here to talk to you, old man,” the Midland captain was saying. Ennis thought a moment and remembered his face from when he’d come in winter. Dorran. “Where’s Manek?”
As if summoned by name, Manek himself took the north stairs two at a time until he stood beside his father. Kierum let out a hiss and Kasia wailed, “You shouldn’t be up!” Ennis had to agree with her. Though the Midlanders couldn’t see it, he leaned heavily on the battlements, and even from where she stood, she could see a line of perspiration beading along his hairline. But all he offered his mother in explanation was, “I saw them from the house.” An unsaddled Oren stood gnawing grass down below.
“Still alive I see,” Dorran called up cheerily. “And you’ve been busy. How did this fine new wall of yours not come up in conversation?”
Manek scowled. “Your lord’s back in Scallya I take it?”
“That he is. Nothing compares to home, wouldn’t you say? As it were, it’s Lord Midland who’s sent us here.”
“You don’t say.”
Dorran clucked his tongue. “It’s been a long, dusty road, Manek. You’ll forgive me if I amuse myself.”
Manek’s lips had gone white with how hard he pursed them, keeping in whatever barb wanted to come out.
Dorran smirked. “Now, as I was saying, we’ve been kind enough to bring you Lord Midland’s next instructions.”
“What?”
At this Dorran grinned nastily. “He’s a task for you.”
“My son isn’t Larn’s errand boy,” Kierum spat.
Dorran lifted his eyebrows in mock surprise. “Isn’t he? And here I thought…” He waved his hand dismissively, and Ennis had the keen desire to spit at him.
“Tell us, then,” Manek said, putting a hand on Kierum’s shoulder. The old man looked about ready to fling himself off the wall at Dorran.
“As you should well remember, back in Dannawey, you had some rather serious charges brought against you,” Dorran said to Manek, taking obvious delight in ignoring Kierum.
“Accusations only,” said Manek, but already his expression darkened.
“I’m sure. Well, as you can imagine, Lord Midland’s been sorely troubled about the whole thing. You’ve put him in an unpleasant position, Manek. No one likes to call his son a liar.”
“What, are you dragging me to Scallya so that brat can lie to my face again?”
One of the Midlanders guided their horse to the front of the party, stopping beside Dorran. Looking down at the young man’s face, Ennis was struck by how much he looked like Larn. Same jaw, same eyes, same sneer. It disturbed her to think of Larn siring progeny.
“Sporting as that would be, no,” said Dorran. “Lord Midland’s thought of a way to resolve the matter without having to denounce Verian. And without making you go to Scallya, you’ll be happy to hear.”
“And what’s that?” Manek asked warily.
Ennis didn’t know if she’d seen anyone look as gleeful as Dorran did then. She was surprised he didn’t clap his hands. Even Larn’s son looked pleased, a smile as sharp as a knife slicing across his face.
“My father want to test your loyalty,” Larn’s son said.
“You’re to take your men and travel east, into the Mountain Lands. Landon’s lot has been harrying our borders, and Lord Midland wants the threat gone,” explained Dorran.
“And why should I march my men into the mountains with winter coming, to face a force more than double our size? Can your Lord Midland not defend his own borders?”
Dorran smiled. “Our Lord Midland considers it an excellent test of loyalty. Two birds, one stone, as they say.”
“And if I refuse?”
Dorran shrugged as if Manek had asked if he thought it might rain that evening.
Larn’s son answered for him, “Then your guilt’s plain enough.”
“I see.” Manek shifted his weight from foot to foot, peering thoughtfully down at the Midlanders.
Ennis’s breath hitched. He couldn’t honestly be considering it?—not after everything Rising had suffered. It was enough so many had been lost before the gates of Dannawey, but plague had felled so many of them here at home too. Rising had borne so much already; Ennis didn’t know if her people could bear more.
“Then tell your lord,” Manek was saying, “that I’ll consider it. In the spring. Not a day before.”
“It’ll be now,” Larn’s son said, his eyes flashing.
Dorran nodded. “We’re to accompany you. Make sure you don’t get lost in the mountains.”
“We did what Larn asked of us at Dannawey—we’ve barely been home more than a fortnight. I won’t ask it of my people.”
“Think what you’ll have to ask of them instead.”
Larn would brand Manek a traitor and seek retribution. Larn would come. Here. The thought of seeing Larn’s horrid face, with its ghastly scar and leering eyes, crushed the air from her chest. The fear was a cold pit in her stomach, and she understood then, understood why Manek fought her rather than Larn. It wouldn’t just be him, either, it would be all the Midlanders he could rally at his back, here, in beautiful little Rising, with only a wooden wall for protection.
She could only see his profile, but she watched Manek’s cheek tic, watched these thoughts and more cross his mind. Kierum saw too. Saw his son beginning to think this test of loyalty the lesser of two evils.
Faster than she thought possible for the older man with his bad leg, Kierum seized Kenna’s bow, ripping an arrow from her quiver. He’d nocked it in the time it took Ennis to draw a startled breath.
“You go back to that whoreson,” Kierum growled, “and tell him the Lowlands isn’t his to order about. We won’t die for him again.”
The smile on Dorran’s face turned to a sneer, a challenge in his eyes.
Manek clutched at Kierum’s arm. “Father, we—”
“I’ll not hear it, Manek!”
“I thought you were the warlord here, Manek,” Dorran pressed. “Not this senile old man.”
The sight of Manek’s back straightening and his shoulders squaring made Ennis take a relieved breath.
“I’m warlord thanks to my father. He served well, as have I. What Larn asks is unjust and cruel.”
Dorran shook his head. “Stupid.”
Larn’s son snarled up at Manek, “You’re a liar and a coward.”
“Don’t call my son such things,” Kierum said, turning the nocked arrow in the young man’s direction. “You go back to that murdering beast and tell him never to look south again.”
Manek’s eyes slid closed, a pained shadow crossing his face.
Larn’s son snorted with indignation. “Dea take you!” And turned his horse just in time to miss Kierum’s arrow. The others spurred their horses as Lowland arrows came raining down. For a moment, everything was a chaos of scurrying bodies and high-pitched whinnying. Finally, they broke away towards the tree line, Dorran in the lead. They left behind four bodies.
When the Midlanders had disappeared into the trees, Manek deflated. He sagged against the wall, and his father caught a shoulder, trying to bear some of his weight. Without thinking, Ennis rushed forward, taking his other arm.
“He needs to get back to the house,” Ennis said.
“I can walk,” he bit out, trying to shake off her hand.
So, Ennis let him go; instead, Kasia helped him down the steps. She looked briefly at Ennis before taking his arm and heading with him back toward the house, Manek balanced between her and Oren, with Kierum hobbling behind them.
Ennis stood there on the wall as morning gave way to afternoon, her arms wrapped around herself. Kenna stood with her silently, somehow knowing she couldn’t bear curiosity or pity.
Manek had been right. The Midlanders, Larn, would come, and it would be as terrible as he believed.
And it was all her fault.




Forty-Six

Let us not live in fear and discord; let us take one another into our hearts and forget the days of old. War is an easy thing. I have known it all my life. What I propose is something far more difficult. Many do not want peace, for they have no power there. They do not know how to live. Their time is over. Good people, my people, let us leave the dead to rest. Let us greet Anona and have her bear away this crumbling age. We do not need it, for I have something far greater in mind. I see a land full of the promises of our fathers and of our children, a land that is not one man’s but all of ours. I see a future of peace, prosperity, and brotherhood. And if it is not to be so, if we Highlanders must fight unto the last man, then I leave it to the gods to prove it to me.

—coronation speech of Dunstan Gilcriss, first King of the Dunstan Line




Adren watched as the great hall of the Highland House bustled with activity. Well, perhaps bustled was too cheery a word. People moved about, seeing to tasks and chores and orders, but few talked. There had been little to speak of since returning to Ells, for what could be said?
Still, it seemed that, despite little conversation, the people who had come to stay in the Highland House preferred to congregate together. Perhaps they found comfort in other faces. Perhaps, like Adren did, they saw demons of Dannawey in the shadows.
The great hall had always been a meeting place, cushioned chairs and sofas arranged around the hall’s three great hearths. Servants and nobles entered and left from one of the many adjacent rooms and staircases, flowing like blood to and from the castle’s heart.
The nearest hearth to him had only a few seated around it.
Arion Morn stared unseeing into the fire, his gaunt face heavily shadowed by the flames. His eyes were still sunken, but Adren noticed that his chin had been shaved of whiskers, and his hair was combed. He looked…well, not better, Adren knew it would be a long time, if at all, before Morn was better, but he at least looked cared for.
The reason for it sat in an armchair beside him.
To anyone else, Isla would have seemed focused on her book, laying open in her relaxed palms, but Adren knew otherwise. She hadn’t turned a page in over half an hour and watched Morn from the corner of her eye, waiting for any indication that he needed something. Adren knew they had spoken, knew that Isla was one of the few to coax anything from the deposed Lord of Dannawey.
In the time that they had been back at Ells, Adren knew Isla and Morn had grown close, perhaps even closer than they had been years ago. He couldn’t help wondering, watching them now, what would have happened had he not been so selfish, had he not stalled and prevaricated negotiating their marriage. All to keep Isla with him. Isla would have been Lady Dannawey. Isla would have—he shuddered at this thought—seen all the destruction one man could wreak.
Would the campaign have been any better with Isla there? Adren’s stomach turned with acidic bile at the thought of Isla seeing, witnessing all that had happened, but he couldn’t deny that she would have been an asset. She would have rationed food better, helped them make it a little longer. She would have more strictly quarantined the first sickened areas and let the plague take its course, callous as it might have seemed. She would have been strong for all of them, Morn especially, when it felt like all a man could do was bend and break under the weight.
Adren couldn’t blame Morn for breaking, though. He himself at times felt his heart stutter in his chest, and he wondered, was this it? Would his heart just stop? Sometimes it seemed like a mercy.
They had all been broken by Dannawey, and he feared, though safe in Ells, none would be able to fully heal. It was why he needed Isla now, more than ever.
Adren eased from his spot by one of the large leaded windows overlooking the mountains to the north, his body creaking as it transitioned upright. He’d never felt an old man before, had prided himself on his heartiness and stamina for years, but it seemed that time was catching up with him. He’d more gray in his hair now than brown, the cleaved lines under his eyes always present, always telling a story of weariness.
As he made his way towards Isla and Morn, he spotted a spark of movement across the hall. It wasn’t that everyone else moved slow, but Colm had taken up moving fast, with purpose, everywhere he went. He reminded Adren of a shark, always swimming, always on the hunt. There was a hungriness to him, a need. The boy Colm had been, the sweet boy who refused to whip his horse to make it run and put spiders outside and smiled at each person he passed, the boy Adren loved more than himself, more than his crown, was gone.
But Adren needed the man Colm had become, too.
He beckoned his son, who nodded and joined him, Isla, and Morn.
Colm took the chair furthest from the rest, his brooding eyes immediately finding the fire. The flames reflected there, making his eyes seem more like liquid heat than blue. Adren sat beside Morn, ignoring the twinge in his knee and thigh.
A little sigh of relief did escape him, though, at getting the weight off his right leg.
Isla closed the book she hadn’t been reading and looked at him with bright, expectant eyes.
“It’s time we all talked,” began Adren.
His children looked to him, and even Morn was tempted away from the crackling fire.
Adren had not come to his decision easily, had lost sleep over it and still felt the unease of it churning in his gut. But the Highlands needed more from him, from the Dunstans, if it was going to survive. If nothing else, Dannawey and Larn had shown Adren that. What were men’s traditions in the face of complete slaughter, annihilation?
“We cannot wait for spring to begin preparations.”
“Father…” Isla darted a glance at Morn, gently taking his hand in hers.
Adren pretended he didn’t see. He didn’t begrudge the comfort they found in each other. They had known each other so long and the pain was so great that Adren begrudged no one the comfort they could find. Lady Morn, when she wasn’t catatonic, didn’t seek comfort in her husband, and so Adren would let his daughter navigate this on her own. He had stepped in her path too many times.
“The Highlands took a blow that will take years to recover from. I intend to make sure we have the time we need. In a sennight, Colm and I will leave for King’s Cross and the east. We’ll visit every place we can, down to the smallest hamlet, to make sure they are prepared.”
He turned to Colm when he said, “And when we have made our way west, we’ll scout the High Mountains and see what can be done about Highcrest. I want everything north of the De’lan to remain in the Highlands. Highcrest is and always has been the key to this.”
Colm nodded, his frown fierce but a pleased grin tugging at his lips. It was the closest he got to smiling now.
“We’ll give them hell,” he said.
“Perhaps,” said Adren. “But you will listen and learn as we go. You will hear what all the lords and people have to say about their defenses. And then you and I shall decide on what is to be done, as my Master of War.”
Colm’s brows shot up his forehead, and for the first time in a long while, he wore neither frown nor sneer.
“Master of War…?” he repeated.
It was a high title, an honor bestowed by the king in times of need, when he required help governing and commanding the army. He believed Colm would make a fine one, with some tempering, and hoped now that he had a cause—the utter defeat of the Midlands—he would finally find purpose and take the time to listen and learn. It was all Adren thought he needed, just some instruction, and Colm would be magnificent. He had a winter to make it happen.
Adren nodded and clapped his son on the shoulder before turning to Isla. He smiled despite himself.
“While we’re gone, I leave the Highlands to you.”
Isla frowned. “You mean Ells.”
“No. You will sit on my throne while I am away…and when I am gone from this life. I have already signed the decree. You will be the Highland Queen, the one she needs and the one I will be proudest of.”
Isla blinked at him owlishly, the news striking her silent.
Adren watched Colm from the corner of his eye and was relieved when he nodded at Isla once her gaze turned to him. If anything, Colm seemed relieved. Adren knew he never wanted to be king, certainly not without Ennis Courtnay as his queen, and now he wouldn’t be. Colm was a defender, a shield—Isla would be the sword.
But Isla didn’t seem pleased with the news, a fierce frown creasing her brow. She opened her mouth, perhaps to question, perhaps to argue, but then Morn squeezed her hand.
She looked at him in surprise when he gathered both her hands in his and drew her closer, a little out of her seat.
“You will be a magnificent queen,” he said, and though his eyes were still dull with sadness, Adren knew his smile was genuine and only for Isla.
“Yes, you will,” agreed Adren. “Can I count on you, Morn, to give what aid she needs?”
Both Isla and Morn looked at him, Morn hurrying to agree that he would do whatever he could for the future queen, while Isla considered him. He didn’t think his maneuvers were subtle, at least not to his clever daughter, and finally, she nodded. Taking the gift he offered to sweeten the large task he asked of her.
He needed her here. The Highlands needed her. But he would give her time with and access to those she loved.
“Good,” Adren said. “Today, we make safe what we can. Tomorrow, we take back what was stolen.” And he clasped Morn’s shoulder, hoping the young man understood that Adren would spend his life making right the wrongs that had befallen him, Highcrest, and all of the Highlands since Larn was allowed across their borders.
If it was the last thing he did, he would see the end of Larn of the Midlands.
And his dog, Manek of the Lowlands.




Forty-Seven

Though her siblings often took lovers from the mortal realm, Tamea remained true to Elak. The Host did deride her for sealing him in her sacred tree, but Tamea knew that when the stars did recall the gods to their place in the heavenly sky, Tamea would remain in her tree, with Elak.

—Tamea and Elak




Manek slumped onto his bed, dejected. Each morning, he estimated how much closer Dorran was to Scallya, how much closer he was to delivering his news. A sennight, give or take a day, before Larn knew. The real question—the one that felt like a blow straight to his gut—was how fast Larn would decide to invade. Would he wait out the winter? Could Manek dare to hope so? Could he gamble on such a hope? He drove himself mad asking these questions over and over again, but with his side still prickly and healing, he’d little else to occupy himself with.
His mother bustled in, bearing a tray of food and humming under her breath. She clucked at his appearance. Unkempt hair, unshaven chin, bleary eyes.
“You didn’t sleep last night.”
There was no point to lying. “Nor the night before.”
“Manek, you must rest.”
“All I’ve been good for is resting.”
“You must rest and get well again, what with…” She cleared her throat.
Hot anger bubbled inside him, but he smothered it, as he had for days now. What good would it do him? His father had never listened to him before and he hadn’t listened then. No, Manek wouldn’t have asked his men to march to the Mountain Lands, but still, he perhaps could have thought of a different plan, one that didn’t involve shooting at Larn’s son and thereby inviting an invasion.
But none of that mattered anymore.
Manek sighed. “I’ll need a writ made.”
“Will anyone come?”
“Hopefully. Those who can, at least.” Drawing in a long, fortifying breath, he asked, “Is Lora here? I’ll need the writs made and sent as soon as possible.”
Kasia shook her head. “No, but Ennis is downstairs.”
“Oh.”
Kasia pulled the chair away from his desk and placed it before of him. Once settled, his mother took one of his hands in both her own. “Manek, I’m starting to wonder if you should do as she asks.”
“What?”
“I’m not saying I like the idea—I’m not even saying I like her all that much. But we’re a long way from the Midlands. If it’d give you some happiness, then I just don’t understand why you can’t free her. Last winter, I would’ve sworn to Ceralia herself how you felt about her, and after everything she’s done for us—”
“Can’t I go one day without being reminded what she’s done?”
Kasia frowned at him, pinning him in place. “I didn’t raise you to be ungrateful.”
“I’m not ungrateful,” he argued. “I know what she’s done for me—for Rising. But the fact is, I can’t ever repay her.”
“You could—”
“It still wouldn’t be enough. Nothing I ever do will make me deserve her.”
Kasia’s face eased then, and he found this understanding glint in her eye more troubling than her frown. She leaned forward to pat his face.
“I’m not going to get into an argument about deserving—you’re my son and I’m biased. I will say that she doesn’t see such things. She’s chosen you, Manek. So, you’d best decide what to do about it.” Standing, Kasia straightened out her skirts. “Now, I’m going to go downstairs and send her up to you. I’ll have your father round up some men to take the writs the instant the ink’s dry. When you’ve finished, try to sort all this out between you. And, Tamea take you, be civil.”
And with that, his mother left him feeling about twelve years old.
He stood, pushed the chair back to the desk, sat back down. Clenched and unclenched his fists as he waited.
He heard Ennis’s footsteps down the hall, and then she was there, her demeanor begrudging and expression guarded. She entered the room warily.
“You asked for me?”
He nodded; for one desperate moment, he couldn’t make his mouth work. “I need summons written up.”
“Ah.” Something sharp flitted across her eyes, but it was gone as quickly as it’d come. With efficient, precise movements, Ennis pulled the chair back and began preparing all she’d need on the desk.
He watched her silently, his gut twisting with dread. The fact was, Manek had severely overestimated his ability, and resolve, to drive her away. Being cold was one thing; making his feelings match his actions was quite another. The only way to tamp down his anger at his father was to douse any and all anger with resignation, and that included the bitterness he’d felt as he bled from the Midlands to the Lowlands, not knowing if he’d live to see home but sure that it’d been her advice to blame for this. All that was left was his longing for her, a sharp tugging below his ribs he’d long grown accustomed to, and the dread of not knowing what to do.
He’d be a liar if he said he hadn’t thought of freeing her, especially now. What did it matter if she was freed? Larn was coming anyway. He let himself indulge in that fantasy more than he should, often when he couldn’t sleep at night, envisioning what a life would be like with her in it, truly in it.
But could he take that risk? Could he free her when he still felt in his gut there was a chance she’d take the first opportunity to flee north? Could he free her if there was still a chance to salvage the situation with Larn?
He didn’t know. And he hated not knowing.
Manek had lived his adult life knowing he’d lay down his life for Larn on the battlefield somewhere north, had comforted himself with the thought that it would protect his home and his people. The Lowlands may not have chosen him, but he would be worthy of her trust. But then Ennis came and she insisted and pushed and prodded, making him look up, making him see what else could be.
But he didn’t know how to make these things so. He didn’t know what the future held anymore, other than fire and destruction and death, so much death, all for nothing.
Ennis cleared her throat, ready for him.
It took Manek a moment to collect his thoughts. She was looking at him now and he had to give himself a little shake.
“I’ll need six of these.”
“I thought you had a dozen or more towns like Rising in the Lowlands.”
“Most aren’t strong enough to help us anymore.” She grimaced, and he answered with his own. “Write that Larn’s decided to invade—we expect him here at Rising by the solstice. I’m not sure what sort of force he’ll bring, but whatever it is, we can’t hope to face it alone. Ask that they send as many as they can. Tell them the Lowlands must band together against Larn if we want to stand any chance against him.”
She nodded along as he spoke, and when he finished, the only sound was her scratching away at the parchment. Once she had the last word down, she set her quill in the inkwell and read him what she’d written.
“That’ll do,” he said. “I’d like a special one written for Kennick too.”
“The horse trader.”
“More or less.”
“I thought he was only your trade partner.”
“We’ll find out. Tell him that Larn’s coming, we expect by the solstice. Tell him that he ordered us to march into the Mountain Lands to attack the clans there—say that I suspect if Larn’s got his eye on the Mountain Lands, it won’t be long until he pushes further south into the Meadowlands. Say if Kennick will come to our aid, I’ll consider us allies, with all that implies. I’d come to his aid against Landon. I’d be interested in trading more than just horses.”
“Do you think he’ll come?” she asked as she wrote.
“I hope so. Themin knows I’d happily take just his horses.”
“I should like to see these warhorses in action. You keep singing their praises, yet all Oren ever does is eat.”
“He can have more than one talent.”
She laughed at that, her warm eyes turning to him. The full force of her smile hit him, and all the air fled his lungs. As he stared, her own eyes widened, and she jerked back to the desk, setting herself to finishing Kennick’s letter.
When she read it back to him, there was no emotion in her voice. It hurt to listen to, and he barely heard what she said before he nodded his approval.
With that, she set about making five copies of the first writ.
He watched absently as her hand glided across the page, undulating with different letters. His eyes drifted up her arm to her shoulder. Followed the curve of her collarbone to her neck, gracefully arched over her writing. Ennis held herself so confidently, her movements so fluid. She was lovely.
He couldn’t help that his thoughts strayed from the coming battle, seeking shelter in the memory of how it’d felt to have Ennis in his bed, the heat of her, her body pressed to his, skin-to-skin.
“Was that everything?”
It took him a moment to register she’d spoken and even longer to shift his gaze from her mouth—with its bowed upper lip and uneven dimples around the edges; Tamea take him, she had lovely dimples—to her eyes. He knew she saw, even with only a small smirch of color on her cheeks as proof.
“Yes,” he said finally, his voice hoarse.
Damn it all, where was his control? He’d kept her away so far, why not a little longer?
The silence stretched. Ennis focused on cleaning the quill and blotting the drying ink. Manek, on the other hand, was at the full mercy of the awkwardness as the moments drew longer. He resisted fidgeting.
He said the only thing that came to mind, the thing that would make her angry and perhaps rekindle it in him as well. “I suppose you’re pleased. You’ll have your battle,” he said, and immediately wished he hadn’t.
“Gods,” she swore.
It was Manek’s turn to raise his brows.
“I won’t do this again. I’m sorry for what’s happened. I’m sorry it’s come to this. I’ve said all I can,” she said, glaring as she turned in the chair to face him. “What do I have to do, Manek?”
His elbows resting on his knees, he scrubbed his hands over his face, hiding it from her. “Nothing,” he said into his hands, feeling the warm echo of it on his palms. “You’ve done enough.”
He hadn’t said it with malice, hadn’t really known how he meant it at all, but Ennis took it as a blow.
Something like a gasp escaped her lips. She stood, the chair scraping against the wooden floorboards, and Manek had a moment of clarity—yes, here it was, she would leave, leave as she always did now when she spoke to him. He’d driven her away, and from the devastation in her eyes, he knew it would be for good.
But when he’d finally found the words to do it, he couldn’t bear the consequence.
She turned from him, biting the inside of her cheek. She only got two steps; he only let her get that far before he couldn’t bear it.
He caught her wrist, stopping her, entreating without words that she stay.
“I didn’t mean it like that,” he said, voice thick.
“Then what did you mean?” she whispered.
He didn’t know, but “Not that.”
She met his gaze, searching, and he was relieved when her shoulders eased. She didn’t come to him, but she didn’t leave either. Standing before him, she took him in, and Manek had the thought that she was inspecting him, that she could see into the very heart of him, down to the dregs.
“I know it’s easier to fight me than Larn. I…I just wish you would let me fight him with you. We could be allies, Manek.”
“I don’t want to fight with you,” he admitted.
“Then don’t.”
It was easier than he thought, easy to let his anger and bitterness fade to the back of his mind. It was so hard to keep his anger, hard to keep it at bay but also to keep it at all. What had it gotten him? It was easy to want her near, and, with a little tug, pull her closer.
She stepped between his knees, standing over him. Slowly, she lifted a hand to his face, tracing his brow before running it through his hair. He shuddered at the light scrape of her nails, the comforting warmth and pressure of her hand on his head.
Without thinking, without caring, only needing, he leaned forward, at first lightly touching his forehead to the center of her chest. He felt the breath she took and released, a little sigh he desperately hoped was content. She toyed with the end of a lock of his hair, letting the natural curl wrap around her finger, before she combed her hand through it again and pulled him closer, deeper into her.
And he went willingly, so, so willingly, his own sigh, of relief, of contentment, rushing out.
She held him like that for long moments, and Manek soaked up the comfort of it, letting it ease the ache in his chest, using it to bolster his nerve.
“Everything is going wrong,” he finally said, his words a little muffled in her dress. “I don’t want to ask my men to fight again, not backed into a corner and standing between Larn and their families. I’ve been trying so hard to keep him away from here, but nothing I do…I don’t know what to do, Ennis. I don’t know how to fix this.”
“Sometimes you can’t fix it. Sometimes you must replace it.”
He shook his head against her sternum and wrapped an arm around her hips, pulling her as close as he could without making her topple on top of him.
“You don’t understand. My father doesn’t understand. You don’t know him, you don’t know what he’s capable of.”
“He razed my home, Manek. I think I know—”
“Your sister, the one he claimed, she’s alive.” He looked up at her, eyes bright, needing her to understand what they’d welcomed into the Lowlands. “I saw her when I went to Scallya in spring,” he said, and he told her of the gauntness of her sister, of the wasted look of her. How no light shone from her eyes, the fight drained from her. Larn did that, he insisted, was cruel enough to do that to not just one person but many. And he hated how the light seemed to die from Ennis’s own eyes, hated that he used her sister to try to make her understand.
She wouldn’t look at him for a long time, her unseeing gaze trained around his throat.
Manek worried he’d gone too far, and a part of him knew he had, but he was desperate to make her see. Perhaps he needed to feel as if he didn’t just say things into a void.
“I know,” she said, so quietly he barely heard. “I know what you say is true. I know he’s killed my sister, even if she yet lives. I…sometimes I dream of him, that look on his face when he stood over me, holding me by my hair. I feel the burn of it on my scalp sometimes. I don’t want him to come here, Manek. I don’t. But he is.”
Manek winced. He knew that, of course he knew that, but sometimes he wished that his own will in avoiding it would be enough to make it so.
“But, Manek,” she held his face between her hands, closing off any escape from her eyes as she said, “that means you—we must fight. You don’t have to do this alone.”
“I don’t want anyone to suffer.”
“I know you don’t, and I don’t either. But this is their lives and homes too. I know what you must have gone through at Dannawey was a nightmare, but we lived through our own here. The plague took almost everything. These people fought it with everything they had. They’re not going to let Larn take what little they have left. Don’t ask them to hand it over without a fight—don’t ask them to stand by while Larn consumes everything like a slow plague.”
“You would fight? For Rising?”
“Yes. It’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. I want what’s beyond Larn and the battle he brings. I want a life again, Manek. I want one for you, too. But you have to want it for yourself. You have to think of a future beyond dying on a battlefield when and where someone else commands. You told me you wanted to lead the Lowlands to something better. But you must see that better future yourself first.”
“I’ve rarely thought beyond dying for Larn,” he said. “But you make me want to dream of such a life, to hope for more. It’s why you scare me.”
She smiled sadly. “But you have to dream, Manek. If you think you’re doomed, the people will think so too. You must be strong for them. But let me carry it with you. I’ll stand with you if you let me. I’ll help you and fight for you and build a home and city with you.” She traced his lips, a slight frown creasing her fair brows. “That is, if you can forgive me.”
His breath caught in his throat, and that ache began to return in his chest.
“I’m the one who should be asking forgiveness,” he said, ashamed that he needed to, ashamed that she felt the need to ask it of him. Everything had begun to spin out of control, but it wasn’t her fault. She had tried to help him, but she couldn’t predict how others would act.
“Manek…”
“I can never undo Highcrest, can never give you your father and sisters back. Because of me, you’ve been torn away from everything you knew and loved.”
“No,” she said. “You helped me find purpose again. I love you because you’re kind and good. Because you made me feel that even though my life changed when Highcrest was taken, it wasn’t ruined. You gave me a chance. You gave me a home. With you.”
He shook his head, eyes bright with misery. “But I took away your home.”
“I know what you did. And I know why.” She held his chin when she said, “I forgive you. I think it’s time you forgive yourself. For everything. Highcrest wasn’t your fault. Larn isn’t your fault.”
Her words struck the center of him. How could she know him so? How could she put words to thoughts he scarcely understood himself? She saw him for what he was—he couldn’t hide from her. She saw everything.
And he loved her for it. So much. More than he should—more than he could measure. That single truth made his ears ring. He loved her. Gods, he loved her.
He took her hand in his and guided it to his side, where even now his newly healed skin prickled under layers of bandage.
“And this isn’t your fault.”
Her lips parted, and she looked from him to their joined hands at his side.
“If you can forgive me all that, I can forgive too.”
She blinked tears from her eyes before wrapping her arms around his neck.
He pulled her down to him, eager to rediscover her feel, her taste. She made a little gasp against his lips and he swallowed it, her breath, her. She eased her body against his, and just like that, Manek remembered how well they fit together, how well matched they were. The lines of their bodies aligned, fell into place, and it felt as though everything else did too.
A growl escaped him, all his pain and love and need conveyed in one little sound. She was everything he remembered, everything he wanted. Her mouth was warm and soft against his, and she tasted of mist and apples and sunshine.
Tamea take him, he wanted her—more than anything he’d ever wanted. He wanted her for his own. Without knowing it, he’d given her a vital part of himself. And he wanted her to have it. He wanted her to have everything.
It took him long moments, always drawn back to the warmth and sweetness of her, but finally Manek pulled himself away. Her hair had fallen around them like a golden curtain, her lips swollen pink from his kiss. He smiled and drew her hair behind her ear then kissed the place just below it.
“I need forgiveness for one more thing,” he said.
“I thought we’d gotten past forgiving,” she laughed.
“Almost.”
With one arm around her, he leaned towards his nightstand and plucked a small cheese knife from the plate his mother had left.
“Hold still,” he said, but needn’t have worried, for he’d stunned her into silence.
The ribbon around her neck was threadbare and put up little resistance as he ran it between the knife and pad of his thumb. It gave with a soft thwick, and then he presented it to her, leaving behind a line of white skin where it had hidden her neck from the sun.
She was so still, and he took her hand and put the ribbon in it.
“Ennis—”
But she sprang up and was across the room in a heartbeat, casting the ribbon into the fire. The little scrap hissed and smoked before catching and quickly burning to nothing.
Manek stood and made towards her slowly, but Ennis turned to him just as quick as she’d dashed away. She flung herself back into his arms and he caught her, a grateful whoosh of air filling his lungs.
He wrapped himself around her, could feel their heartbeats everywhere, in his palms, his chest, his ears, his toes. She clung to him, trembling, before turning her face to his and beaming.
“This is how we start,” he said after kissing her ear. “But you must promise, Larn can’t see you. If there’s a chance to avert the battle, I’ll take it. And I don’t want him seeing you, I don’t know what he’d do.”
“I don’t want to see him,” she agreed. “Now, do you want to talk about Larn more or will you kiss me and make up for all the time we’ve wasted?”
Who was he to refuse her?
He kissed her, Ennis Courtnay, his woman, and for the first time in moons, perhaps years, didn’t feel like Mithria herself bore down on his shoulders. There were hands there to help him bear the weight, and Manek knew he couldn’t let this go, could never drive her away again.
Ennis, and the life they could have, was worth fighting for. And she would help him protect the land and people he loved.
“Stay with me,” he said between kisses. “Come here, to the great house.”
“I’m already half living here anyway,” she laughed.
“Not half. Always. With me.”
She smiled as he kissed her knuckles, palms, wrists. “I’ll get my things.”
“Hurry.”
“And Lora too?”
“Yes. I’ll free her too. It’s the least I can do.”
She leaned up on her toes to kiss him. “You’re a good man. I’ll be right back.”
And she dashed from the room in a flurry of skirts and golden hair, but this time there was no slamming door, no ache in Manek’s chest as he watched her leave. He smiled as he listened to her eager footsteps hurrying down the stairs, knowing that the faster she went, the faster she returned to him.
But she didn’t. Ennis didn’t return. Not that day or night. Not the next. Not at all.




Forty-Eight

Angry at what his brother had done to the mortals, Ma’an entrapped Ean in one of his mountains. Ean raged against his rocky tomb, but his Brother Mountain would not free him. Finally, Ean calmed his heart and soothed his rage. Master of the southern wind, Ean whispered into the hearts of the mortals, promising untold riches in the mountain where he sat buried. The humans, not knowing who spoke to them in their dreams, eagerly mined the mountain. They dug until finally, a great cavern opened up around them. A shaft of sunlight slanted through the cave door, and out stepped Ean, his violet eyes gleaming. In one bound he was gone, free of his brother, and Ma’an did rage that Ean had used the very greed he planted in the mortals’ hearts to free himself.

—Ean and the Mountain




Larn sprang to his feet with such force that his heavy wooden throne scraped and screeched against the flagstones.
“What?” he cried, making Adena wince.
Were it not for Larn’s face turning a dangerous beet red, Adena would’ve found dark pleasure in the scene playing out before her. Today’s assembly had been interrupted, nobles pushed unceremoniously aside, as Dorran and Verian clambered into the great hall, their clothes dusty and rumpled, their hair windblown, their faces grim. The prince had shifted his weight from foot to foot, wary, petulant, as Dorran explained to Larn that he’d lost the Lowlands.
“You were given two instructions. Send Manek into the Mountain Lands or bring him to me!” Larn boomed. “You say he’s refused, yet here you stand. Without him.”
“Father, they’ve built a wall—” Verian tried.
“A what?”
“A wall.” This from Dorran, who looked almost as petrified as Verian. “They must’ve been working on it this past year. Circles the whole town and has a fortified gate on the north end.”
Larn snorted. “You mean to say you let some twigs stop you from bringing Manek to me?”
“It’s well built, we couldn’t—”
Larn took the two steps down from the dais so fast Verian couldn’t even retreat before the back of Larn’s hand slapped across his face, making the hall ring.
Larn’s nostrils flared, his face still that dangerous color somewhere between red and purple, but Verian kept talking. Adena clenched her own jaw tight, as if she could force his mouth closed.
“They fired on us, there was nothing—”
Adena didn’t know if Larn actually heard Verian, but when his son’s mouth began moving, a black snarl escaped his twisted lips, and his sword came clanging from its sheath. Eyes burning with rage, Larn bared the sword at Verian.
Larn swung, missing his son’s chest only because he faltered when Myrah jumped to her feet and screamed, “Larn, no!” 
He sucked in a wild breath, glowered at his son, and swung again. The blow landed on the side of Dorran’s neck, half-severing his head from his shoulders. Dorran gasped, the sound gurgling in his ruined throat, and he slumped to the flagstones, choking on the blood running down his exposed windpipe.
Larn shook, his sword clattering to the ground, and a pace away, Verian quivered, realizing how close he’d come to death.
Adena held her breath along with the nobles, waiting. But where the Midlanders’ eyes filled with fear, anticipation flickered deep in Adena’s chest. It was coming. Soon, soon, soon.
When his face had settled into a muted pink, Larn pointed a bloody finger at Verian and snarled, “We’ll see how well this wall protects the Lowlands. Summon Scallya’s army. I don’t want to see your face again until they’re ready to march.”
Verian scurried from the hall without a word, leaving Larn’s shocked nobility to stare at their new king. He turned his snarl on them, shouting, “The next time I see you, you’d better be ready for war. Now OUT!”
The crowd shuddered as one and scrambled to get out, away from Larn. They nearly trampled each other in their haste, the great doors at the end of the hall creaking as people shoved them open.
Larn pivoted on his heel, and for a moment, his eyes locked with Adena’s. In that small, dark place in her heart where she could still feel, Adena shivered. It was only his eyes on her, but it felt like his hands, heavy, coarse, prodding her up and down.
But then his eyes flicked to Myrah, and Adena let herself sigh in relief. Larn strode to his wife, grabbed her arm, and dragged her away.
And then it was just Adena in the hall.
Adena, and Gaetien.
She could feel his gaze on her. Slowly, she rose from her stool and followed him into a servants’ corridor, careful not to meet his eye. She had to time this right; she had to gauge his reaction correctly. For that, she needed the quiet of her cage.
A guard met them at Adena’s door. He unlocked it and held it open for her. As the door closed behind her, Adena looked over her shoulder at Gaetien. He nodded.
She was sitting on her bed when the trapdoor scraped open and Gaetien’s head appeared from beneath the floor. His face was carefully neutral as he climbed up into the dark room. He placed the obligatory tray of food on the foot of her bed, but she didn’t reach for it, instead searching his face for some promising clue.
Carefully, slowly, Adena stood, stepped to him, placed a hand on his chest.
“Gaetien…do you still love me?”
He flinched but didn’t back away.
“I need your help.”
“Adena…”
“This could be my only chance,” she whispered.
“Why not wait until he’s gone? There won’t be any soldiers about to—”
“I can’t stay in Scallya. He’ll find me. You know he will. Someone will notice. I have to disappear.”
“But where?”
“The Lowlands,” she breathed, and he stilled. “No, please, listen to me. I must march with them to the Lowlands. My sisters are there.”
“Adena, it’s dangerous.”
She quelled the surge of rage, and to stop herself from throttling him, she filled her fists with the front of his shirt. “I have to find them, Gaetien. I’ll need them when…”
He didn’t say anything, just stood there looking down at her for a long time. Though he’d only been gone the better part of a year, Gaetien looked different to Adena. His eyes especially seemed older, rimmed with fine lines that seemed premature. He clenched his jaw now, and she could always see the tendons in his neck when he did, pushing against the skin as if wanting free of it. His hands, so steady before, now had a perpetual shake.
The sun dipped below the horizon before he spoke again.
“I have to think on it.”
Adena took a sharp breath, but he was already moving away.
“Gaetien, please—”
“I’ll be back.”
And the trapdoor clicked shut.
She balled her hands into fists and bit the inside of her cheek until it bled, anything to keep from letting out a howl of frustration. How could he have to think about it? Adena had done nothing but think about it for days, sennights, eternity. There was nothing else but this.
She began pacing the width of the room, back and forth, back and forth, until the stars shone coldly down on the world with their unfeeling light. She cursed them too, cursed them for seeing her and doing nothing. How could the stars condemn her so? What had she ever done? What were her crimes, compared to Larn’s, to Gaetien’s?
A curse spun from her lips. The litany was her companion, her bedfellow, and it rolled from her tongue as easily as her own name. “Deceiver see me. Deceiver hear me. Curse Larn; curse his house, his fields, his blood. May he know what I have known. I give myself to you as payment, and I will greet you with a smile. Deceiver see me. Deceiver hear me…”
She repeated herself again and again through the night, pacing, back and forth, back and forth. The silk of her dress whispered malicious murmurs in her ear as she walked. The food Gaetien brought grew cold, hard, congealed, and Adena’s stomach curdled each time she caught a whiff of the bread and stew.
Finally, her weak body failed her, and she retreated to the bed. Curled around herself, her lips formed silent words, repeating her curse. The day came and passed, the noises of Scallya preparing for war flitting through her barred windows. But she didn’t care to see. The army would leave in a few days; her last chance was slipping through her fingers.
Night fell again, the stars ever silent. At first, she thought she was just imagining the click of the lock. She was too weary to tell if it was the trapdoor or main door. Did it matter?
“Adena.”
Slowly she sat up, her voice raw. “Mm?”
Gaetien stood just outside the trapdoor, a bundle in his hands. His face was a riot of anxiety and excitement and fear. And slowly, slowly, Adena’s was too.
He crossed to her hurriedly, unfurling a threadbare dress that smelled of wood smoke.
“He hasn’t come here has he?” Gaetien asked as he laid out the dress and a headscarf.
“No.”
He nodded, almost looking agitated when Adena didn’t move.
“It’s my sister Lyda’s,” he said, nodding at the clothes. “I can get you through the kitchens if you’re dressed in these. Lyda’s waiting for us at home.”
Finally, understanding seeped into her, just enough to get her moving. She tore at the silks, felt them ripping, giving way. When Gaetien moved to help, she let him.
She threw on the old dress, slipping it over her thin chemise. Next came the headscarf. She tried to get as much of her golden hair underneath. Lastly, Gaetien put a pair of worn shoes on the floor in front of her. The soles were wooden, and she grimaced as her toe found a splinter.
It didn’t matter. She was ready.
Adena nodded at Gaetien, and silently they slipped through the trapdoor onto the ladder below. Her blood felt feverish, her pulse wild as she climbed down and followed Gaetien through the maze of servants’ corridors.
She smelled the kitchen long before they reached it. It was a great rectangle of a room, cast in long red shadows from the massive cooking hearths set in one wall. A polished table took up the whole middle, various vegetables and meats laid out in some phase of being chopped, cut, or skewered. The air tanged with blood and cinnamon and rosemary.
It was late, but still a few kitchen maids scuttled about, a pair of pages sat sharing a cup of ale, and Cook kept a watchful eye over the simmering pot hung above the fire. Gaetien kept himself between the others and Adena, using his body to obscure their view of her as the pair cautiously crossed the room.
Without looking up from the hearth, Cook said, “Make yourself useful, Gaetien, and take the scraps to the pigs on your way out.”
“Yes, sir,” Gaetien mumbled, filling his hands with vegetable peels and knuckle bones.
Instinctively, Adena did the same, trying to look busy. They were nearly to the door before she received her first curious look, but it was only one of the pages, and then they were outside in the night air.
Adena hadn’t been outside in a year, and the shock of fresh air nearly made her stumble. The air assaulted her wet lungs, and she had to stop and cough, a light breeze cutting through the borrowed dress she wore. A shiver of cold and weariness and delight lanced through her.
She had to trot to catch up with Gaetien, who threw his scraps into a trough just inside a pigpen. Adena mimicked him, finding the snorting pigs charming.
She lifted her face to smile at him, but his nervous eyes roved the courtyard around them, searching for dangers. His shoulders tense, Gaetien wordlessly led the way to the far side of the courtyard. He nodded tersely at two guards posted at a small gate cut into the castle wall.
Adena kept her eyes demurely on the stones beneath her feet as they passed through the gate, not reacting when the guards’ lewd jokes followed her out into Scallya. In truth, she barely heard them, having to focus on putting one foot in front of the other. Her heart raced, seemingly drawing the blood from her lungs and spreading it to her flaming cheeks and trembling fingertips.
The closeted alleyways Gaetien led her down threatened to overwhelm her senses. The stones were thick and cold, dripping from a misty rain. Dogs chased scurrying rats across pools of human excrement. The scrape of her wooden-soled shoes seemed deafening to Adena’s ears. She fought the rising panic, keeping her eyes on Gaetien’s back.
He moved quickly, carefully, like a panther through the brush, and she followed dutifully, hoping his home was close. She heard bawdy laughter explode from a building nearby, and Gaetien’s shoulders tensed. They waited at the mouth of the alley, watching a drunk man slump along the wall of a tavern and come to rest on his backside with an unceremonious thump. The harlot with him quickly divested him of his coin purse and left him laughing in the street.
“Come on. It’s just up ahead.”
Adena didn’t know how Gaetien ever slept with so much noise just outside his door.
They slipped up the street to a ramshackle door that Gaetien opened, waved her through, and closed all in one movement. Inside was a single room with a sooty hearth on the far side, two cots laid against the north and east walls, and a chair resting before the hearth. A young woman sat in that chair, but she swept to her feet at the sound of the door opening.
Lyda looked very much like her brother, Adena thought. Same coppery curls, same brownish skin dotted with freckles. Lyda should have been softer looking with her rounded, feminine cheeks, but instead, she seemed to Adena to be sharper. She knew Lyda to be the younger sibling, but her eyes held a wariness that Adena had seen throughout the matrons of the Highcrestan court. She had learned Lyda’s past in small snatches from Gaetien, knew she’d once walked the streets to support them. Gaetien had taken the position in Larn’s kitchens to get her off the streets.
The young women stood assessing each other as Gaetien set about locking them inside. Finally, Lyda took Adena by the hands and drew her close to the modest fire, then gently pushed her down into the chair. Her large brown eyes raked across Adena’s face, now lit by the firelight.
“You’ve not eaten,” she said, throwing her brother a hard look. Lyda pressed a cold heel of bread into Adena’s hand. “Eat. You won’t get far on an empty stomach.”
Adena did as she was told, content to catch her breath. When she felt a cough itching her throat, she did her best to keep it in.
Lyda put her hands on her hips. “I hope you’ve got a plan to get her out of the city.”
Adena swallowed hard, the bread scraping against her throat on its way down. “I’ll go to the Lowlands with the army.”
“And how d’you think you’ll do that? You’re too skinny to be a camp follower—besides, someone might recognize you.”
“I’ll enlist. They’re taking new recruits, yes?”
Lyda and Gaetien exchanged a look.
“Yes,” Gaetien said slowly. “You might pass for a boy. But they won’t be taking just anyone.”
“I remember how to use a sword.”
“You could try getting on with the supply caravan,” Lyda suggested. “They won’t expect the cooks to be good fighters. D’you know how to cook?”
“No.”
“I do,” said Gaetien. “She’ll stick with me. We’ll do all right. They don’t eat fancy on campaign.”
Adena’s eyes flicked to Gaetien. “You don’t have to come with me.”
“Yes, I do.” He opened his mouth to say something else, but instead he closed it with a click and shuffled his feet.
After looking between the two of them, Lyda shook her head and said, “I think it’s daft, but she needs to get out of Scallya. The Lowlands’ as good a place as any, I s’pose.”
“She thinks her sisters are down there.”
Lyda turned to her, eyebrows raised. “You think they’re in Rising?”
“Yes.”
“But they could be…” Gaetien didn’t have to finish; dead or worse was implied.
But Gaetien didn’t know Ennis, and Adena didn’t know how to explain to him how she knew, deep down inside of her, that Ennis was all right, was waiting for her.
“Then we’ll get on the supply caravan,” Lyda said after a moment. “But Adena will need to become a boy.” She looked her up and down, saw how her face had lost its feminine softness and how her breasts were barely more than nubs of flesh on her chest, and said, “It shouldn’t be too hard. I’ll have to cut your hair. Could probably sell it for a few extra coins.”
Adena only nodded.
“Gaetien will go tomorrow and get us enlisted. You’ll stay hidden in here until you absolutely have to leave; the less people see you, the better.”
Again, Adena nodded, satisfied to leave Lyda in charge. She’d just met her, but the young woman, with her steely brown eyes, seemed competent. Adena supposed she had to be, to have survived the streets.
Lyda sent Gaetien back into the night to procure some boy’s clothes that would fit Adena, for his scant extras were much too big. When they were alone, Lyda began turning Adena into a boy. She gave Adena’s shoulder a comforting squeeze before setting her scissors on the Courtnay mane.
The scissors snip, snipped, Lyda’s hands gentle on her head. Adena didn’t know how she did it, but Lyda exuded comfort. Not a motherly comfort; she was too sharp for that. But somehow, Adena felt safe in this young woman’s warm, strong hands.
Adena closed her eyes, let the rhythmic snips and the cool air against her neck lull her. She was so very tired. She was coming down off the excitement of her escape, she knew, but the weariness seemed rooted in her bones, her very marrow.
Which was why she had to leave. Now. She had to get to Ennis before the blood consumed her. She had to hold her sister in her arms one more time before she let go of this life. She just needed a little more time. 




Forty-Nine

Ma’an was often jealous of his brothers’ oceans and rivers, wondering why their domains should be so vast. Finally, one day, his jealousy became too much and he blocked the Great North River from where it met the sea. Balan and Adain demanded Ma’an move, but their Brother Mountain refused. Balan and Adain fought Ma’an, raising their waters to try and scale the mountains, but each time Ma’an reached into the earth and pulled his spires closer to the sky. Balan sent his waves to crash against the mountains again and again, but Adain, clever Adain, let the water seep into the mountains. His rivers sunk below the earth, carving channels and caverns. And beneath the mountains, the water turned brackish, for the brothers had found each other once again.

—The River Always Meets the Sea




In the long stretches Manek had lain in bed waiting for his skin to seal shut, he thought of little else other than saddling Oren and escaping. He longed to wade into the icy Morroley and feel its slick stones beneath his feet. To walk into the forest and lose himself in trees so tall surely it was Mithria herself who’d put them there. To ride out into the surrounding farms and run his fingers through good Lowland wheat. To mount that glorious wall’s ramparts and walk its catwalk, taking in the view.
But not anymore. Not since Ennis had left three days ago and never returned. As the days wore on, he felt something far more painful than his healing wound breaking across his chest. The bodily hurt he could understand and manage—it was tangible. But this new ache festered far deeper than muscle or bone.
Perhaps she’d fled to the north after all. She’d been so sure of him when she’d left, her eyes warm and kiss warmer, but perhaps it had been an act. Perhaps she’d gotten to the Haven and realized her luck. Perhaps she was even now out of his reach.
He chased the suspicion away, ashamed and angry at himself. But still the doubt whispered in his ear, driving him to his wit’s end. Why had she not come back to him? Each day he told himself she must have a reason, and every day, desperation and dread sucked at his innards, keeping him immobile. If he didn’t go down to the Haven, there was a chance she was still there—but if he went, he’d know for sure, one way or the other. The fear of her not being there trapped him in a safe unknowing.
But Manek hated not to know.
“The butter, Manek, please,” said Kasia, hand out expectantly.
Manek dutifully passed the small butter dish, listening to his parents’ morning chatter with only half an ear. That was, until a name caught his ear.
“It is odd,” Kasia agreed to something Kierum said. “I haven’t seen either of them in several days. Ennis or Lora. Ennis I suppose I could understand, but Lora? She’s been so dutiful.”
Manek stopped chewing, swallowing the tasteless mouthful of sausage so he could say, “Lora hasn’t been here.”
“Yes, dear, we know. It’s odd is what we’re saying,” said Kasia, shooting him a small frown for obviously not paying attention.
They were both gone. To the north? Would Lora have gone too?
Pausing only long enough to shove his feet into boots, Manek ignored the surprised looks his parents gave him.
“And where are you going in such a rush?” Kasia asked.
“To the Haven,” he said as he strode towards the door.
Kasia raised an eyebrow, but Kierum just grunted, “Good.”
The door shut behind him, cutting off his mother’s protest that he put on something more substantial than the linen shirt on his back.
One of the stable boys helped him saddle Oren, halving the time it took. It still wasn’t fast enough, and the moment Oren was ready, Manek jumped up and drove his heels in, no matter how his side prickled.
He heard people call out greetings as he rode past, but he didn’t stop. When the Haven finally came into view, his pulse began drumming in his ear.
What struck him first was that none of the Sisters were outside; usually there was at least one tending the garden or praying before the outdoor altar. The Haven stood deceptively quiet. Had they all left? His mouth went dry.
But no, there was a voice from inside. Shouting. He frowned, directing Oren to the eastern side.
Yes, there was definitely shouting. Most of it seemed to be coming from the front room on the second level. With a start, he realized it was Ennis shouting.
“Ennis!” he called in a voice that was much surer than he felt.
The Haven fell silent. He could hear the blood rushing in his ears.
And then there she was in the window, looking down at him with surprise and relief. He wore an expression to match.
When he’d recovered from the giddy shock of seeing her there, Manek took a moment to regard Ennis. Her golden hair was unplaited and tumbling haphazardly down her back. Her eyes seemed sunken and creased, as if she hadn’t slept, and her face looked sallow and wan, as if she hadn’t eaten. Her hands were red and raw, her voice hoarse when she said, “What’s taken you?”
He smiled to hide the growing unease bubbling in his chest. Something was wrong. He wasn’t sure what, but it made hot, angry things flit through his mind to think she was in danger.
Misunderstanding his silence, she said, “You thought I’d gone.”
Trying to swallow the lump in his throat, he said, “I was starting to fear it, yes.”
She frowned. “I wouldn’t abandoned you. I gave you my word.”
“Then what—?”
“Now that I’m free, Renata’s graciously decided to lock me up!” She spat the last part over her shoulder.
Manek’s face fell. “What?”
“Since she won’t be my Lady Sister anymore, she’s decided instead to be my jailer. I’ve been locked in here three days.” Her voice fell quiet then, so only he could hear when she said, “I would’ve come to you otherwise.”
“I know.” Dismounting, he added, “I’m coming up,” and crossed to the front of the Haven, his frustration and annoyance and immense relief quickening his steps.
When he tried the door, he found it locked. Huffing, he banged his hand on it for a good long minute. He could hear raised voices on the other side somewhere, but still the door remained closed.
He sucked in a breath and apologized to his wound. But just as he stepped back to kick the door in, it flew open, a flushed Lora on the other side.
She blew a strand of bedraggled hair off her face. “This’s quite the mess,” she said, beckoning him in.
Behind her, two Sisters retreated up the corridor. When he crossed the threshold, he noticed Lora’s disheveled dress; it was slightly out of place, a sleeve ripped. Three angry red welts on her shoulder looked suspiciously like fingernails…as if she’d fought her way to the door to let him in.
He looked at her in surprise, but she only shook her head, waving for him to hurry and follow her down the corridor.
“Renata’s out of her senses over this,” she told him as they walked. “She says Ennis won’t come out or eat until she sees reason and takes her vows.”
“And the others just went along?”
“They’re terrified of her,” she said, beginning up the stairs. “I’ve managed to hoist her some water and bread at night, though. She asked me to go to you this morning, but they’ve kept me in the Haven and threatened to lock me up with her.” By the time she finished the painfully odd tale, they’d almost reached the end of the hallway on the second floor.
All the Sisters were there, clustered around the last door on the left. Renata stood at their center, a defiant gleam in her eyes as she watched Lora and Manek approach. Manek met her gaze with a glare, clasping his hands behind his back to keep his temper in check.
“Really, Lora, it isn’t enough you keep encouraging her—now you’ve let him intrude on something that doesn’t concern him,” hissed Renata.
“Ennis concerns me a great deal,” he said, trying to keep his voice even. He didn’t want to force the key from Renata, wherever it was. But he would if he had to.
“I’ve warned you before to let Ennis Courtnay alone. You’ve only caused trouble for yourselves and this Haven.”
“Like I give a damn!” came Ennis’s muffled cry from the other side of the door.
“She’s an impetuous child who needs the firm, guiding hand of the Mother,” Renata said, her icy blue eyes trained on the door.
“The Mother’s, or yours?” Lora said.
Renata turned up her lip, and Lora lifted her chin.
“You will let Ennis out now, Sister,” Manek said. “You’ve gone too far.”
“You cannot command me in my own Haven! You go too far.”
“Ennis is free now. She can go wherever and do whatever she likes—you’ve no say over her.”
Renata sneered at him. “Yes, you’ve freed her. To be your whore. How very kind of you.”
“She’s free now. She can do whatever she likes,” he repeated through gritted teeth. “But mark me, she’ll be no one’s whore. She’s a respected woman in Rising—perhaps you’d understand that if you ever left this Haven.”
“Don’t pretend you haven’t freed her because you want her.”
“Of course I want her,” he spat back. “I want her for my wife.”
There were a few audible gasps from the Sisters, and from the corner of his eye, he spied Lora’s exasperated, if pleased, smirk. The room on the other side of the door had fallen silent too, until he heard Ennis say, “Truly?”
“Let her out of there, so I can ask her properly.”
Renata sneered, but it was Ennis’s sister Irina who stepped forward, her eyes wild. “You can’t marry her!”
His eyebrows rose in surprise, and beside him, he heard all the air escape Lora as she hissed, “Irina!”
“She can’t marry him. She’s already taken her vows. And once a woman’s done so, she can never take a man.”
“What!” Manek and Lora cried at the same time.
The banging on the other side of the door began again in earnest. “Irina! You know that’s a lie!” He heard a particularly loud thud and thought Ennis must be kicking at the door now too. “Manek, she’s lying! She’s lying! I wouldn’t—”
“It’s true,” Renata said, her face slipping into a cool, even mask. “She’s taken her vows. You can’t have her.”
Under Renata’s steely gaze, each of the Sisters stepped forward to confirm what Renata said, letting Irina slip back into the group with a downcast, guilty face. When it was Lora’s turn to speak, Renata fixed her with a hard stare.
But Lora shook her head in disgust. “How dare you?”
“After everything I’ve done for you, Lora, you’re still loyal to her?”
“I am grateful, Sister,” Lora said, her voice threatening to break with anger. “But this isn’t right. You rule the Haven in your name, not Ceralia’s. This Haven isn’t a kingdom, and you aren’t its queen. I won’t stand for it anymore.”
“Wretch.”
Manek took a step forward, his hands still clenched behind him. “Sister, I’ll only ask you once more.” When Renata’s nostrils flared in defiance, he continued, “Rising is grateful to you for what you do, but they’re loyal to me. And to Ennis. If they know she’s here against her will, they’ll gladly help me tear this Haven down to get her.”
“You’d desecrate a Sacred House?” she said in alarm.
“Yes. Plank by plank if I have to.”
He met her gaze, unflinching. He didn’t know what Renata saw there, but something finally made her turn to the door.
“She’s taken her vows,” she said again, even as she slowly worked the key into the lock. “If you take her, the two of you will be damned in the Mother’s eyes. There’s no peace for blasphemes.”
“We’ll see.”
She snorted as the key struck home. The moment the door unlocked, Ennis wrenched it open, shoulders thrown back in indignation.
“Damn you,” was all she spared Renata, striding out the door to Manek and Lora. Her face was hard and unyielding, but the corner of her mouth twitched up when he caught her gaze. It was all he could do not to pull her close and clutch her to him, so great was his need to touch her.
“Ennis, wait!”
Her head snapped around to glare over her shoulder at her sister.
Irina stepped forward, wringing her hands. “Sister, you can’t marry him. All he’s done—”
Ennis’s mouth twisted, the air around them vibrating with her rage. “These are your sisters. Don’t you remember? You chose them over me.” But even though her voice was cold and unfeeling, a tear fell.
Ennis slipped her hand into Manek’s and he gave it a squeeze, hoping to convey in that small exertion of pressure that he would carry this for her if she wanted, anything to dry her tears.
Lora caught Ennis’s eye, and the two women exchanged small looks that must have been a whole language between them. Manek stood by as they silently spoke, longing for the day that he and Ennis could communicate so. One day.
Ennis sighed. He gave up her hand reluctantly when she turned around, sized up the Sisters, and closed the distance between her and Irina.
Manek was a little shocked when she threw her arms around her sister.
“I’m sorry, Irina. I’m sorry our paths must diverge.” She leaned back and wiped away Irina’s tears. “But this isn’t the life for me. Please try to understand that.”
Irina’s watery eyes sharpened, and she pulled herself up taller, a flash of indignation pursing her lips.
“Like you did mine?” she whispered.
Ennis’s mouth fell open, but nothing came out.
Irina shook her head. “Go.”
Ennis stood there another moment, staring at her sister, before turning away. She marched down the hallway, leaving Manek and Lora to share a look between them before following in her wake.
It wasn’t until they were outside again that Ennis finally stopped, raising her face to the sun. She stood still like that, a slight breeze tugging her hair, and Manek felt a new pain, not in his side but just to the left of the center of his chest. Gods, she was beautiful.
He fetched Oren, giving Ennis a moment, and then pulled a knife from his boot.
“Lora,” he said to get her attention.
She turned to him to look on in astonishment as he stepped to her and cut the ribbon from her neck.
Lora gaped at him, fingers tracing the base of her neck. “I’m—?”
He nodded. “It’s the least I can do.”
Ennis slipped an arm around his waist, and he turned to meet her. It was a small kiss, almost shy, but he took it gratefully. When she pulled back, her eyes had dried of tears and instead sparkled in the morning sun, making Manek breathe a little easier.
“Did you mean what you said?” she murmured against his mouth.
“Yes.” He searched her face before asking, “Will you?”
She quirked an eyebrow. “Will I what?”
Lora made an exasperated sound.
“Will you marry me?”
She leaned back slightly and tapped her lower lip. He would’ve laughed if his insides weren’t twisted into knots.
“Yes,” she said. She would’ve said more, no doubt tease him again, but he covered her mouth with his. She staggered back a step and laughed, throwing her arms around his neck.
After he’d kissed her soundly, or at least soundly enough for the middle of the road, she drew back a breath.
“Manek, do you love me?”
“Of course, I do!”
“You don’t have to look so shocked,” she said with that infernal grin. “You’ve just never said.”
“I haven’t?”
“No.”
He touched his forehead to hers. “I love you, Ennis Courtnay. All that I am and will ever be is yours.”
She let out a shuddering breath, the color rising in her face. “There,” she said, “that wasn’t so hard.” Suddenly her eyes went wide. “But what about Rising? Will they want me?”
“I wasn’t lying when I said you’re well respected here. What you did with the wall…everyone I’ve talked to has sung your praises.”
Lora appeared from the other side of Oren. When she’d drifted away he couldn’t say, but his ears reddened to realize he’d forgotten about her.
“Perhaps it’d be best to stay with Highland tradition,” she said. “Ennis is well thought of, but there are some who’ll see it as a warprize trying to rise above her station. Hurrying through marriage vows will only make them talk.”
“And what’s Highland tradition?”
“A Highland marriage is the union of two houses. Therefore, betrothed aren’t to live together before marrying,” explained Lora. “Ennis staying out of the great house until you’re married would discourage some from thinking she just did it to be freed.”
“Mm,” Ennis hummed in agreement.
When she looked up at him expectantly, he begrudgingly nodded. “All right. But I won’t pretend that I like it.”
“That makes two of us,” she said.
“But where will we stay?” said Lora.
“Kenna and Taryn might be able to take us.”
“I’ve a better idea.”
Ennis and Lora peered at him.
“There’s a small house, not far from my parents’. It belonged to one of the midwives, but she died when the plague came.” At the mention of the plague, both women’s faces turned ashen, so he hastily continued. “She’d no family, and here, if the land has no family claimant, it goes to the chieftain. That’d be my father. You could have it.”
Ennis smiled. “That would do nicely!”
“Lora,” he said, “you asked me once if we had a physician here in Rising.”
“Yes.”
“If you’re still willing, I’d like you to take the house as payment for your continued care of my family and any of those who come to you. Many people go to the Haven, but I know some preferred old Selric, when he was alive, and I understand women tend to ask for the midwives. I’ll introduce you to them.”
Lora’s face brightened with a smile and happy tears. She took one of his hands in hers and squeezed. “I will. Thank you!”
“Should I show it to you?”
She nodded eagerly, and so Manek took Oren’s reins in one hand and Ennis’s hand in the other and led them back towards the great house. Rather than walking up the path to his own front door, though, they caught another that veered around the base of the hill, finally curving along and widening into a narrow lane in front of some of the nicest homes in Rising. These were the few daub and wattle houses in town, all their doors painted some shade of green. He brought them to the first house in the row, with a sea-green door.
Lora opened the door, revealing a cavernous front room. A cold hearth sat on the north wall, the mantle above it blanketed in dust. The floorboards creaked underfoot as Lora stepped further into the house, Manek and Ennis following behind. A large table took up much of the space, six mismatched chairs surrounding it. The room was musty and a little spicy from the moldering herbs the old midwife had hung to dry from the rafters.
Lora made a sound of delight, running her hands over an old rocking chair placed before the hearth. She made two laps around the room before delving deeper into the house. There were two more rooms and a storeroom in the back.
Ennis leaned into him and whispered, “Thank you.”
He drew his wife-to-be nearer. “How long are you going to make me wait?’”
She considered while he touched the dimple her smirk made in her cheek.
“Well?”
“No more than three sennights.”
He groaned, which only made her grin. She leaned up to whisper that houses weren’t joined until the wedding in the Highlands, but the tradition didn’t necessarily apply to bodies.
He groaned again, but before he could hustle her back out the door and up the hill to the great house and his room, she laughed and reminded him, “You’ll need to announce the marriage.” 
“I can ride through the streets right now and call it out.”
“They’ll think you’re drunk.”
“And?”
She swatted him. “It won’t help any.”
“Fine,” he sighed, making sure he looked just as put upon as he felt. “But I insist you both come back with me to the great house for a meal. You must eat and this house’s larders haven’t seen food since summer. And we’ll need to tell my parents.”
If she felt any trepidation about telling Kasia their news, she didn’t show it. Instead, she smiled and said, “I’m ready.”
“Good.” And he drew her to him again and kissed her, barely hearing the sounds of Lora gleefully exploring her new house.




Fifty

Ean searched far and wide for a way to break his curse. Rarely did he heed summons from the Heavenly Host, instead wandering an unforgiving land of sand and rock that matched his arid soul. He disappeared for a hundred years until, finally, the Heavenly Mother rode the clouds down to his desert. She looked far and wide until, one day, she found the Deceiver in the bottom of a great red canyon. “Why are you here?” he asked the Mother. “I do not like to see you suffer, my son.” He laughed at that. “Then break my curse.” “I cannot. Only you can.” “How?” She put a serene hand on his shoulder, no matter how his skin burned to the touch. “You know the answer to that.” Ean’s mouth twisted with rage, and he fled Ceralia, disappearing for another hundred years. For Ean did not know the answer and feared he never would.

—from Sufferings of the Lost Son







The night, just like every night since Waurin’s return, was a quiet one. The somnolent fire crackled lazily in the hearth, wrapping the hall in warm amber shadows. Elodie had long since gone to sleep, content at least that she’d filled everyone’s bellies.
It seemed that, the more distant Waurin became, the more Elodie tried to feed him. Perhaps she needed to fill him with something if it couldn’t be comfort or love.
Essa sat across the table from Waurin, a half-finished game of Kingsman’s Bluff spread between them. She pretended to consider her next move when really she considered Waurin. He and his chair sat perpendicular to the table and Essa, his gaze on the fire except for the brief moments he spent making his moves. They were careless, and Essa could’ve won three turns ago.
She hadn’t. She was determined to make this last.
Why, she couldn’t quite say. It was the same every night, Waurin gazing despondently into the fire, refusing most of the companionship Elodie and Essa offered. He wanted to be near them, yes, wanted to listen to them talk and work and share meals with them, but his brooding, hovering presence dampened their spirits, and she knew Waurin felt their unease, knew it made him tense and sadder, and so the cycle continued. Essa was getting sick of it.
She couldn’t say that aloud, oh no. Couldn’t point out the obvious fact that Waurin was hurting inside, festering, but he would let no one near enough to lance and bandage him up. So Essa had given herself the task of doing what she could, of distracting him, drawing him out of himself; even just getting him to talk was a minor victory.
Essa finally found a way to give him an opening that wasn’t too obvious and moved her piece.
“Your turn,” she said.
He didn’t even grunt in acknowledgement.
She glanced up at his silent visage, so different from how she remembered him. Smile lines no longer bracketed his mouth; instead, heavy lines of worry and pain ran like canyons across his cheeks and forehead, making him seem much older than he was. Perhaps the worst of it was that his cheeriness had left him, snuffed out like a candle.
Essa was determined to be the flint that reignited his flame, even in some small way, but she was beginning to despair herself. It had been sennights since he returned yet she’d seen little improvement.
But she had no other choice. She had to help him how she could, for if she didn’t, what then? Would he waste away to nothingness, just waiting for the next battle? Essa didn’t know if Waurin would survive another campaign, didn’t know if he even wanted to, and she saw that same fear lurking in Elodie’s eyes.
“Waurin,” she called softly.
He finally stirred in his chair, looking over at her with bleary eyes, as if he’d just awoken. He blinked at her before making a humming sound in his throat and glancing at the gameboard.
Essa held her breath when she saw him frown, his eyes lingering on the pieces far longer than he had before.
Waurin let his head fall against the chair back with a soft thump after moving a piece in the one way that made it almost impossible for him not to lose in the next turn.
“You’re letting me win,” he grumbled.
Essa snorted. “Hardly. I’m letting you stay in the game is all.”
“Who said I wanted to stay in the game?”
“You didn’t say you didn’t want to play.”
“Didn’t say I wanted to, either.”
“So you’d rather just stare into the fire all night? What’s so interesting about it?”
Waurin scowled at her, something she’d never seen him do before. She wasn’t scared of him, but the unfamiliar expression, so foreign on his face, made her uneasy.
“You don’t…” He grunted and turned away.
“I don’t what? Understand?” She stood, her chair scraping against the flagstones. She worried for a moment it might wake Elodie, but Essa was too angry to care much. Instead, she marched around the table so that she was directly in front of Waurin, hands on her hips.
There had been a time, what seemed like so long ago, when she would never have been angry with him, only sweet. She’d gone to such pains to hide her feelings, her hurts, that sometimes she’d fooled even herself into thinking she hadn’t any. It had been a good plan and served her well, but the Waurin that had come back didn’t want her sweetness and smiles. They’d only earned her his apathy.
She’d been soft with him before, but now perhaps she needed to be hard.
“What don’t I understand? The horror of sacking a city? Of watching homes go up in flames? Of life as I know it ending?”
Waurin continued to scowl but said nothing.
Essa grabbed the chair beside him, turned it about, and plopped into it, facing the hearth.
They sat like that in silence for a long while, the tension crackling along with the fire, until Waurin finally sighed and said, “What are you doing?”
“Glaring into the fire. I thought that was obvious. Since you seem to think it’s so grand, I’ll let it solve my problems, too.”
“You’re being ridiculous.”
She shot him a pointed look from the corner of her eye.
Waurin grumbled again, turning away from both her and the fire to instead regard the gameboard. It was the most attention he’d given it in sennights.
“I’m allowed time to grieve, Essa,” he finally sighed.
“Of course you are,” Essa agreed, somewhat startled by his words and hushed tone.
“The fire’s soothing, I suppose.”
She peered at it before agreeing again. Essa turned in her chair and curled her legs under her, trying to get comfortable, trying to show that she was ready for whatever he had to say. She’d sat like this with her sisters many times, discussing all manner of things as the harbor below slowly darkened, sometimes reflecting the night sky and making their city seem infinite, drifting amongst the stars.
“I can see that,” she said about the fire, “but you’re wrong that I don’t understand. I do.”
Waurin grimaced. “I wish you didn’t.”
“It’s far past the time for wishing. But thank you. I think one day I’ll see Highcrest again.” She gave him a sad smile when his eyes cut to hers. “Now, will you tell me about your troubles? I’d like to think we’re still friends.”
Waurin swallowed hard, not looking at her. “I think I’ve burdened you enough, Essa,” he said, levelling her with a look that told her in no uncertain terms what he really meant.
Perhaps that was true. For all that Essa had grown tired of her games and lies, she still bore anger deep in the heart of her. Sometimes she feared it was what drove her, what warmed her from the inside out, and without it, she would simply cease to be. Perhaps the feelings had been deadened by seasons of work and loneliness, but they were there nonetheless.
Still, “It’s good to speak of your feelings, to let the truths out,” she said. For as much as she didn’t like Carmetheon or fish or the sea, she couldn’t blame Waurin for her fate, at least not anymore. He was a game piece to be dragged around the board by Larn, like so many were now, and she didn’t want to see him suffer more.
Waurin looked at her with incredulity, and Essa didn’t like it one bit.
“And what of your truths, Essa?” he asked softly. “If I asked, would you actually tell me now?”
It was Essa’s turn to swallow hard, and she said, too late, that, “I don’t know what you mean.”
“Do you think I don’t see?” He turned to her then, eyes roaming her face, but Essa didn’t know what he searched for or if he’d find it. He leaned towards her and Essa held her breath. “I’m not blind, Essa. I know how much you hate it here, hate the life and everything else that’s been forced on you. I know you know of the pain I feel. The difference is, I don’t hide it behind smiles.”
She didn’t like this, not at all.
“No, you just sit here and brood,” she snapped.
“Perhaps that’s what I need to do.”
“Perhaps smiling is what I needed to do.”
He considered her a moment, his ruddy blond brows pulled down into two matching bird wings on a downstroke.
“Perhaps it is,” he said, though she didn’t think it was truly to her. Then he sighed, gaze dropping to his hands. “I’m sorry if you felt you needed to do that, Essa. I never meant for…”
Essa shrugged, though her arms had drawn around her to hold herself tight. “You wouldn’t have wanted a weepy, sad warprize.”
His brows turned into bird wings on an upstroke then, as if she’d truly surprised him. “What in Themin’s name are you talking about?”
“What else could I do?” she huffed. “My survival, especially in the early days, depended on staying in your good graces. How was I to do that without smiles? I did what I had to do; I gave you what you wanted.”
“You have no idea what I want,” he said in almost a growl.
For the first time since he’d returned, his eyes glowed with real and figurative fire. He looked about the table, quickly grabbing up a cheese knife. Before Essa could even squeak in surprise, he’d cut the slave ribbon from her neck. He cast it into the fire as she watched.
“Will that make you happy? Gods, Essa, what else will it take?”
“That’s not fair!” she cried, though she couldn’t help stroking her fingertips along the base of her neck, feeling the skin there. “You’ve said since the beginning that you couldn’t free me. What…what’s changed?”
“Nothing. Everything.” Waurin ran an agitated hand through his hair, making it stand on end, and for all her anger and irritation at everything said tonight, Essa was a little comforted by the familiar gesture.
Waurin leaned into her space, hands clasped on the arms of her chair. She knew he wouldn’t harm her, knew he would do nothing without permission, but after sennights of a deadened Waurin, this revitalized Waurin, this man looking her in the eye and confronting her about her lies made her lean back in a startled squirm.
“I’m tired of fighting,” Waurin said lowly, eyes barely blinking as he kept hers captive, “I’m tired of fighting for Larn. I don’t want to fight with you, either. I just want you, Essa. If that’s weepy and sad, I want it. If it’s smiles and brightness and laughter, I want it. I want to give you a home here. I want to make you happy. What will make you happy, Essa?”
Her mouth opened and closed like a fish, nothing coming out.
But when his gaze flicked to her lips, she couldn’t help looking at his too. Oh, she’d wondered what it would be like to kiss him. Many times. Essa was no innocent and had had grand plans for how she’d seduce Waurin if and when needed, but this was different. This was…
“What is it you want?” he whispered.
What do I want? Her heart seized in her chest. She didn’t—
“Sir!”
With a furious bang, one of the hall doors crashed open, revealing a drenched Par.
Waurin quickly straightened, moving away from Essa as Par hurried over, pulling a sealed parchment from his jerkin.
“What is it?” Elodie called from the gallery above before flying down the stairs, her bare feet poking out from underneath her billowing nightgown.
“Riders from Rising,” Par explained breathlessly, taking the parchment back from Waurin when his hands were dry enough.
“And?” Waurin asked as Par’s eyes flew across the page.
“It’s from Lord Manek. Midlanders came not a fortnight ago and told him that, as a test of loyalty, he and the Lowlands will march into the Mountain Lands and conquer the tribes there for Larn.”
“Gods,” Waurin swore, scrubbing a hand over his face.
“Tell me he said no,” Elodie said.
Par grimaced. “He refused. But Larn’s going to invade by the solstice, he’s sure of it. He asks for aid.”
Waurin sighed, leaning over to splay his hands on the table in front of him. There was a tic next to his right eye as he thought, and Essa watched him. She was having a hard time catching up to the development, still pinned in her chair even though Waurin’s arms, and eyes, no longer kept her there. It was as though she swam through her thoughts, fighting to the surface for clarity.
It came with one thought, the realization that her sisters were in Rising. Where Larn threatened to be.
“Of course we’ll go,” Waurin said.
Elodie’s face contorted with pain. She put her hand over her mouth, as if she had to physically hold words back.
“The question is if we can make it in time,” Waurin was saying, voice low. “The solstice is a generous estimate.”
“Why?” Essa asked.
Waurin’s gaze was heavy when it fell on her, and she almost wished she hadn’t spoken. His calm concealed whirring thoughts; a swift current beneath still waters.
“Because Larn’s spiteful. He’ll come fast.”
He shifted his attention back to Par, sending him off to fetch maps, and Essa was glad of it. Salt pounced onto her lap, and she dug her fingers into his black fur. He turned curious yellow eyes on her, but she hadn’t any answers for him.
When Par returned, he unfurled a great vellum map. He and Waurin each took a side, weighing the corners down with the stone game pieces.
Still holding Salt, Essa rose and edged towards the map. “Could you make it in time?”
Par glared at her from under his lashes, which she was used to, but when she glanced at him, she realized that it was her neck he stared at. Her neck, where the ribbon used to be. She wanted to be smug about it, to flaunt it before Par, but the shock of it was still too new and they spoke of far too dire circumstances. 
“Perhaps,” Waurin said. “If we move like hell.”
Putting Salt over one shoulder, Essa traced the Lowland coastline. “And what if you sailed?”
“We aren’t a navy,” Par snapped.
“But surely you know the waters well.”
“It’d be faster,” Waurin said slowly, his eyes following the coast. “At least, with a good wind. We could easily collect men from the coastal towns as we go.”
“But what about the Oltaraani?” said Par.
Waurin grunted, frowning.
“The who?” asked Essa.
“The Oltaraani,” Par repeated, sneering at her as much as he dared in front of Waurin. “Hostile tribes along the southern coasts.”
“And?”
“And, their stronghold, Tiernay, sits at the mouth of the Morroley River—the river we’d have to navigate to get to Rising by water.” Par sat back on his heels in triumph. “Overland is much surer.”
Waurin was silent throughout this exchange, and both she and Par looked to him to settle the matter. He didn’t seem to notice, just stood there thinking. When he finally drew in a long breath, Essa squared her shoulders.
“We don’t have the luxury of surety,” Waurin said. “Sailing’s a sennight quicker. We’ll bring valuables with us; maybe we can buy our way upriver.”
Essa nodded when he looked at her, an odd contentment blooming in her that he’d taken her advice, had listened to her.
“Ceralia bless us and Balan guide us, we might just make it in time.” Pointing at Par, Waurin said, “You show Manek’s rider somewhere to sleep and then take the south side of town. I’ll take the north. I want everyone up, ready to shove off in three days.”
“Three days!” Elodie croaked.
“Even with a good wind the whole way, we might not beat Larn there. There’s no time to spare.” When he saw what truly troubled his mother, Waurin put a hand on her shoulder. “I don’t like it either, but Manek would come if it was us. I won’t abandon him. I’m tired of Larn, and I’m glad we’ll finish it, one way or the other.”
This did nothing to ease the pain in Elodie’s face and Essa’s chest, but Waurin seemed unable to offer more comforting words. He nodded at Par, who took off like a loosed arrow back out into the rain.
Essa watched him make to follow Par, to rally his men for yet another battle. Perhaps it was because she was looking for it, but she saw when his shoulders slumped, when the realization that battle, whether it was a welcome chance to end everything or not, would soon be his fate again settled over him.
“Waurin,” she called softly, putting Salt down on the table, walking towards him, needing to make it better but not knowing how.
He turned back to her and watched her come, his face carefully neutral.
It had been so brief, almost painful to bear, but Essa already missed the direct fierceness he’d shown her only minutes ago. Like a lantern that had been turned down, Waurin had drawn back into himself. As much as she hated seeing him suffer, seeing him distant and quiet when he’d once been so full of life, what she hated most was getting glimpses of more, of something else and then having it taken away. She didn’t need Waurin to be what he’d been, she just needed him to be alive.
Was that…was this how he felt when he caught glimpses of her true feelings? When she’d slipped up or told too much truth, did he learn to crave such moments?
The thought made Essa breathless.
She’d come to him now, had crossed the ten paces so quickly and yet it felt like it took a lifetime. She still didn’t know what she would say, and her heart beat rapidly in her chest, drumming in her ears so loud, surely Waurin could hear too.
He said nothing, just waited, and Essa both thanked and hated him for it.
What do I want?
She didn’t want him to go. She didn’t want him to leave her. But she didn’t want Manek, Rising, and her sisters facing Larn alone. She wanted more time with Waurin. She wanted to see her sisters.
“I want to go with you.”
He held her gaze, not with the fire of before but no less intense. She let him search, gave him the time to find what he needed.
“All right then,” he said.
He took her hands in his and squeezed, and Essa took what comfort she could. She had a little time now. She could only hope it would be enough.




Fifty-One

Dea was as beautiful as she was terrifying, and everywhere she turned her face, the earth did tremble. Everywhere, that was, except the mountains. For in Dea, Ma’an saw the same molten heart as his own. He was not afraid of her, and she was not afraid of him. And so, the Mountain bowed to Chaos and took her to his bed. Each time the Destroyer came to the Stone-Bearer, their union made the earth shake and tremble and weep, and the mortals were reminded just how terrible their wrath was.

—Why the Earth Shakes




It began with the northern farmers. Fleeing their farmsteads, hundreds of families hurried south into the Lowland heartland, carrying the news of invasion. They amassed people as they went, led by women who had come to see Rising’s wall built, and Ennis made good on her promise to them. For sennights, the north gate stood open like arms to welcome the families. They poured in, until Rising was swollen with anxious faces.  
Three days after the last northern farmers escaped to Rising, Larn followed in their wake. Two thousand Midlanders, two thousand horses. A sea of black-armored bodies, waiting to descend on Rising like Dea herself.
That day, a day which threatened to rob Ennis of yet another life, she stood atop the battlements and watched the Midlanders make camp. There were so many, and the smell of horseflesh assaulted her nostrils even here. Their camps were orderly, their ranks flush. The bodies moving to and fro seemed a blight on the landscape, an unnatural blemish on an otherwise green land. It was what Manek had dreaded, had fought so hard to prevent, and Ennis had to keep herself from imagining flames eating through the wall, devouring all of Rising as her new home crumbled around her.
But just as her heart began to stutter in panic, Manek’s hand slipped around hers. He stood beside her, his eyes sharp, almost gold in the afternoon sun.
“It could be worse,” he said, surprising her.
She didn’t answer him, fearing he was lying, only trying to reassure her.
“We’ve had reports by bird—this isn’t the main force. Just the cavalry. He’s outpaced Verian and the main army by three or four days.”
“It’s a sad day when two thousand cavalry is the good news.”
He tried to smile but couldn’t quite manage it. She squeezed his hand, and together they stood on the battlements, the sound of Rising readying itself at their backs.
More than three thousand souls clustered behind Rising’s wall. Everywhere she looked, Ennis saw tight, weary faces. Children wept silently; youth looked like old men. They all knew—this wall would not hold forever, not with two thousand Midlanders, soon to be five thousand, just outside. Intent on burning everything.
Manek had twelve-hundred fighting men available and hoped to recruit at least three hundred more in the next few days. It would almost be even odds. Were it not for the two thousand horses. Were it not for three thousand more Midlanders just days away.
It struck Ennis later as she sat with Manek and his parents over a quiet dinner—they couldn’t win. That truth sank into her flesh, down to the very marrow of her bones. They couldn’t win.
Manek spoke of stalling for time. Few reinforcements had arrived from the other Lowland towns, but he hoped they might still come. Ennis wasn’t sure if he said these things to reassure them or himself. He knew such tactics were a double-edged sword. Stalling gave Verian and the main army time to catch up, and if they did, Rising was lost. But Manek thought they had little choice. He suspected Larn would wait to attack; he couldn’t know what awaited him behind Rising’s wall.
Manek was proven right the second day when a messenger came to the gate demanding to see him. Ennis hung back, out of sight, but still heard the Midlander say that Larn didn’t want to have to punish his Lowlands and would speak with Manek, to see if they could reach some agreement.
To Ennis’s surprise, Manek agreed.
“It’ll be useful,” he said as they walked back towards the great house. “Might as well see what numbers he thinks we have. He fears a fair fight—despises them.”
Ennis didn’t like it and said as much.
“I don’t either, but if we keep up the pretense, we’ll buy ourselves some time.”
“And Larn as well.”
Manek shrugged helplessly. “Hopefully we’ll know more after meeting him. I’ll hold council tonight to make plans.” He took her hand in his and said, “I’d like you to be there, too.”
“I’d planned on it.”
That made him grin. “Good. If it’s as I suspect, and Larn’s waiting for greater numbers, then tomorrow would be the best time to make our move, reinforcements or no.”
“You’d march out and meet him?”
“Yes. He’ll never be weaker than he is now. And if we do, then…” His thumb made absent circles over the back of her hand as he looked at her, deciding something. “Then I’d like you to oversee Rising’s defenses.”
She squared her jaw. She’d anticipated this, and while she knew it was a wise request, knew it was something she could do well, she still felt a pang of disappointment.
He saw this and more cross her face; she didn’t try to conceal it.
“You want to ride out with us.”
“With you. Yes.”
He held her gaze for a long, silent moment.
“I won’t abandon you.”
“You wouldn’t be,” he said, running his hand through her hair. “It’s you I want more than anyone at my back, protecting our home.”
She made a show of grumbling a little more but knew she couldn’t deny him this. She’d protect her new home and keep it safe.
“Who’ll go with you to meet him this afternoon?” she said.
“Taryn, Beon, a few other captains. I’ll take more if—” He blinked at her. “Ennis, I don’t want him to see you.”
Ennis didn’t particularly want to see Larn either, but that didn’t change that she wished to be by Manek’s side.
She sighed. “You’re asking quite a lot of me today.”
“I know,” he said, kissing her hair.
“I expect a full account when you return.”
“You’ll have it.”
“Good.” She stood on her toes so she could wrap her arms around his neck as she said, “And if you should happen to stab him during negotiations, well then, I’ll count this a very productive day.”
He laughed and gathered her to him, lifting her off her feet. “I’d no idea I was getting such a bloodthirsty wife.”
“And don’t you forget it.” She slanted her mouth down over his, and as she kissed him that morning, the fine winter mist still clinging to the ground around them, Ennis couldn’t help feeling it was a stolen moment.
When he set her down again, it was too soon. She left him at the base of the great house hill, catching the path leading to Lora’s cottage.
Lora was in the main room with two other women, arranging the supplies that’d been donated in preparation for the services she’d administer soon. Linen, gauze, witch hazel, willow bark, poppy milk, needles, twine, smooth and serrated knives, and a bone saw were some of the items arranged around the room.
Ennis had helped Lora move the large table from the center of the room earlier that morning, shoving it up against the southern wall. In its place were four long tables, spaced evenly apart, a stool with a wash basin standing beside each.
It struck Ennis as a grim reminder of what was to come.
Lora smiled at her in greeting, but her face was tired, her skin sallow and eyes sunken.
“You should rest for a while,” Ennis said low enough so only Lora would hear.
“There will be time later.”
“Still, it wouldn’t do for you to fall asleep on your patients,” she said, trying to keep her voice light.
But Lora wouldn’t hear of it, so Ennis her burden and helped with the work. With the other two women, one of them a midwife named Marika and the other Lora’s neighbor Sabella, they spent the better part of the morning converting the cottage into a healing house.
By midday, all was ready, and Marika and Sabella left with promises to return with more supplies.
Ennis waved Lora into the rocking chair as she stoked the fire and saw to lunch. She was already half asleep, her chin propped in her hand, when Ennis returned with a cold slice of meat pie.
They lunched in companionable silence, the fire crackling beside them, a welcome orange glow that made the room look a tad less somber.
That was, until Kenna came barreling through the door.
Leaping to her feet, Ennis croaked, “What it is? Manek?”
“Someone’s at the wall, asking for you.”
“For me?”
“Unless you know another Ennis Courtnay.”
Ennis and Lora shared a look.
“Who in the Midland camp would want me?”
“It could be a trap,” Lora said.
“That’s what the other sentries thought,” said Kenna. “We sent the boy away from the wall. But he keeps shouting for you, saying his name’s Adena.”
The blood drained from Ennis’s face as her mind tried to make sense of that name. It was almost a forgotten sound, ringing unfamiliar in her ears.
“I’ll go.”
Kenna glanced over Ennis’s shoulder at Lora then nodded. She led them to the southern stairs. Kenna set a meaningful pace, sentries making way for them on the catwalk.
As they walked, Ennis’s pulse thrummed in her ears. She was all at once too cold and too hot, her cheeks feverish but her hands numb. All she could think of was Adena, that night so long ago in Highcrest, her eyes wide with horror. At how Ennis had slapped her to quiet her in the stairwell. At seeing their father dead along the cobblestones. At being chosen by Larn. At knowing she would die a warprize.
A cluster of sentries hovered near the northern stairs. At Kenna’s bark, they moved away to make room for Ennis and Lora.
No one stood before the gate but pacing in the tall grass just out of an arrow’s range was a golden head. It was all Ennis needed.
“Keeps shouting for you, milady.”
“They could mean to lure you out.”
“Lord Manek said not to open the gate for any reason.”
“Open the gate,” she said.
The sentries looked amongst themselves, unsure, but after looking Ennis in the eye for a long moment, Kenna said, “Do as she says.”
She waited for three men to move aside the gate just enough for her and Lora to slip out. Feeling the sentries’ gazes on her, their fingers no doubt twitching at their bows, Ennis forced herself to stride quickly rather than run to Adena.
And it was Adena. Drawing closer only made her surer of it.
Adena’s hair had been cut and her chest bound, making her appear to all the world a boy. A scrawny, wobbly, underfed boy. Her lips were chapped, her skin sunburned and sticky with sweat. She swayed as if unsteady on her feet, a drop of blood bubbling at the corner of her mouth. When Ennis called out, almost wild eyes turned on her.
Adena looked from Ennis to Lora then back again, seemingly shocked into silence. Then something close to a smile flitted across her face, looking more like a grimace than anything else.
She began to teeter, and Ennis flew to her, catching her in her arms. Despite her gauntness, Adena was strong as she clutched Ennis, her pulse beating rapidly in her delicate neck.
She was so small, so thin, her face skeletal, her eyes dull except for a bright glint of panic. Her hands, always so beautiful, so delicate and precise, were broken, bloodied, calloused. She smelled of horses, men, and the road. But most especially of blood.
“Hello, lioness,” Adena said, her voice thick, almost a gurgle. “I’ve found you.”
Ennis let out a garbled sound, something between a sob and a shout, and cradled her sister close, chanting Adena’s name, stroking her hair, her cheeks, trying to comprehend who it was she held in her arms.
“Adena, you’re here, you’re—”
Adena clutched at her dress front. “You have to stop him.”
“We will, Adena, we’re going to fight and—”
She shook her head fiercely and laid her hand on Ennis’s cheek in a weak slap, more of a tap, but it silenced Ennis.
“No, you have to stop Manek.”
“Manek?” Ennis croaked. “What’re you talking about?”
“The Lowland warlord,” Adena hurried on, “the man who’ll meet Larn this afternoon—it’s an ambush. I heard the men talking, brought them their meals and heard them say they’d take him at the meeting. They’re—”
Adena convulsed, a thick, hacking cough drawing her into a ball, like the little bugs that rolled up when spotted. Ennis tried to hold her, keep her from spasming and hurting herself. Adena wheezed, spitting up clots of venous blood into the grass.
Adena’s knees buckled, and Ennis yelped as they fell.
“We’ve got to get her into Rising!” cried Ennis.
“No, listen,” Adena moaned through bouts of coughing. “It’s an ambush. Larn will take him, kill him. He wants to torture him in sight of the town, try to get them to surrender for his life.”
She gripped Ennis’s forearm and squeezed until it hurt. The sharp pain brought Ennis round from her panic, her thoughts and heartbeat wild from knowing Manek walked into a trap, to his very death. Adena’s grip, the bony strength of it, gave her fluttering thoughts a focus.
Adena fixed her with a gaze that was so intent it sent a shiver down Ennis’s spine. “You have to stop him from going,” she said, her voice not her own, deepened somehow.               “Manek can’t meet with Larn. He can’t die today. It will undo everything—” Adena lost herself in another coughing fit, and just as quickly as it had come, the fierceness of her gaze, her voice, was gone, leaving behind a weak, shuddering Adena who fought for her next breath.
“Shh,” Ennis soothed, trying to mop up the blood.
Lora hovered nearby, offering her apron when Ennis’s sleeve became soaked.
“I know Manek,” Ennis said softly, petting Adena’s hair, trying to calm her as tears streamed from her eyes and blood gushed between her teeth. “I’ll speak with him. We’ll stop Larn, I promise. But we have to get you into Rising.”
Adena groaned when Ennis and Lora tried to lift her. They had her in a wobbly stance when another cough hit her, sending her to her hands and knees. Ennis rubbed her back with shaking hands and was ready when she collapsed, drawing her near.
“It’s all right,” Ennis cajoled. “Lora can make you better.”
“We both knew it would kill me.”
Ennis’s throat clenched, but she forced herself to say, “You’re not going to die, Adena. We have you now.”
Adena looked up at Ennis with fathomless eyes, like a shifting sea. She smiled, a heartbreaking thing that may as well have been a blade, it cut Ennis so deeply. “This is how I wanted it, Ennis. To be in my sisters’ arms. I hoped I’d have more time. But to see you now…it’s enough. At least I could warn you.”
Ennis lost herself in a sob. Pain, sharp and hot, lanced through her chest, as if someone cut a knife through her, wicked and sure. She shook her head, denying Adena’s words, refusing what they said.
Adena touched a gentle hand to her head, and Ennis crushed it in her own. Another sad smile spread across Adena’s face, cutting Ennis to the quick.
Adena wrapped her fingers around Ennis’s hair and tugged lightly. “Will you do something for me, lioness?”
“Anything!”
“Don’t let him follow me to Mithria. Gut him,” she said, her eyes like iron, “and leave him for the crows.”
All the air in Ennis’s lungs escaped her in a violent hiss, but she managed to nod. Adena’s smile returned, and she looked happy, as if she’d just shown Ennis a new stitch pattern, not asked her to damn for eternity the soul of the man who’d tormented her.
Adena’s smile dissolved then into a confused frowned, and she clutched at Ennis. “I see her. She’s come for me after all. She…she says she’s been looking for me—she couldn’t find me until now,” she murmured.
Fear squeezed Ennis’s throat. “Who, love?”
Adena’s head lolled, a new, beatific smile overtaking her face. “Finally,” she said, and then was still.
Ennis heard Lora weeping behind her.
Heard but didn’t feel. Not immediately.
Not until she felt the life seep from Adena, her body limp, her eyes dull. An inhuman wail escaped Ennis. Tears ran hot tracks down her face, clogging her nose, seeping into her mouth. It was like drowning, like sinking down and never coming up again. 
The gods had given her back Manek but weren’t kind enough for more.
Her grief came hot and fast, tears soaking her skin and blotting out the sun. She wept for Adena, for the life they had had, and for the night that took it all away. She thought she’d never cry like this again, that she had nothing left in her to make tears so big, but they burned down her face. They felt like hot hands tracing her cheeks, blistering and heavy, pouring out as despair from her eyes to stream down her chin, neck, chest, to her heart, where they pooled and became anger. The feeling sat in her chest, gripping her heart and squeezing. Not enough air came in even though Ennis gasped for breath. She shook her head and wailed again, and then it was gone, the squeezing, but the fierce rage didn’t leave, only made her heart and head throb in time.
She slowly became aware of Lora calling her name. At first it was soft coos of sympathy, a gentle hand on her shoulder, but then those fingers were claws and Lora was screaming, shaking Ennis, her fear permeating the air.
Ennis pawed at her face, trying to clear her vision as Lora continued to shout.
“Get up, Ennis, we have to move, they’re coming!”
Her mind too slow to understand what she saw, Ennis watched as two groups of horsemen trotted towards one another. The gates of Rising closed behind Manek and his Lowlanders, and quickly they turned off the path and veered east, heading towards a slightly larger group of Midlanders, headed by Larn.
She and Lora, though hidden well in the tall grass and some distance away, were still close enough to know who approached Rising. That shorn head gleamed in the midday sun, the only one brazen enough to be uncovered.
She could distinguish little but that bare head and the impression of the slashing scar that bisected the left side of his face, yet it was enough. Knowing that he was so close, to poor Adena, to Rising, to Manek, was like the hammer stroke that drove the nail into place. Her mind returned as panic clutched her tight.
Ennis laid Adena down gently before jumping to her feet.
“Ennis—!” Lora made a grab for her hand and missed as she raced out of the grass, onto the path, and into the grass on the other side.
“It’s an ambush!” she called over her shoulder in explanation, Adena’s words ringing in her ears.
She shouted again and again as her feet crushed the grass beneath her. The tall stalks lashed her, and more than once she went down, unseen holes and debris catching at her toes. But she ran, ran faster than she thought possible, chasing down the groups who had come close, so close together.
Manek and his men had dismounted but stayed within range of the archers standing post at the wall, but it was a distant shot.
Larn said something, the words lost in the wind and grass, but she could hear the tone of it, the cadence, and her gut clenched. Manek took half a step forward.
“MANEK!” she screamed, chanting his name rather than breathing.
The back of the Lowland group turned their heads, hearing her cry, and a rustle went through them until finally, finally Manek turned.
She didn’t stop but did take a breath, used it to scream, “It’s an ambush! He’ll take you!”
The Lowlanders rumbled, watching her in surprise as she continued to barrel towards them. Manek took a step towards her.
“Ennis—”
“Manek, it’s—look out!”
In a cacophony of movement, the Midlanders rushed the Lowland group, shoving away Manek’s men as greedy hands reached for him. He struggled to free his sword of its scabbard, but arms held him fast and he was quickly separated from the rest with horseflesh.
Ennis screamed in outrage when they pushed him down to his knees, and though she didn’t know how, she put on a burst of speed, charging one of the men holding him down. She hit him full force and then went tumbling down in a heap of grunts and tangled limbs.
Dark spots danced at the edges of her vision, but Ennis was dead down. She rolled away, trying to find Manek in the fray. The man she’d knocked down lay beside her, groaning, and she wasted no time stealing his dagger.
It took her two tries to get her feet under her as the world titled. Breath sawed in and out of her chest as the skirmish raged around her, the Lowlanders trying to force their way to Manek while Larn and his men dragged him further away, out of the range of Rising’s archers.
Ennis rushed them again, but a man was ready for her this time. She used the dagger to slash him out of her way, kept slashing until she had a hand on Manek, was near enough to see him struggling against the haphazard bonds that had been slapped around him. She used the dagger to cut the ropes, with just enough time to press it into his hand before she was wrenched away.
Ennis yelped as hands, arms, bodies surrounded her in a crush. For a terrible moment, she was in Highcrest, at the foot of the Keep, bodies pushing, grabbing, groping at her, eclipsing everything, stealing all the air.
Men shouted and grunted, and the occasional echo of metal meeting reached her even within the hive of Midlanders pressed around her. Ropes came around her wrists and elbows and a hand tried to stray down her dress. She drove that one away with snapping teeth.
Someone jostled the mass surrounding her, and she tripped on her own feet, but the other bodies kept her upright.
“Ennis!” she heard Manek scream, “Ennis!”
She called his name, desperate to see, but shoulders and shields blocked her view. She kept screaming, screamed through the battle, screamed through them trying to gag her. She bit whatever hands were foolish enough to come near.
“Dea’s tits,” hissed Larn from behind her.
Ennis froze.
He glared at her as he rubbed her teeth marks from the meaty part of his hand. Within the safety of the circle of his men, he looked her up and down, his eyes catching on the bare skin at the base of her neck, still a little lighter than the rest.
“Ah,” he muttered, “things are starting to make more sense now.”
With a snap, the circle moved forward, forcing Ennis along with it. They made it a few paces before stopping, and finally Ennis realized that the fighting had stopped; the meadow was quiet again.
Two of Larn’s men parted, allowing him room to shove her just beyond them. He clamped a hand on her shoulder.
Twenty paces away, Manek fought to be free of Taryn’s great arms, a frenzied look gleaming in his eyes. His men had managed to drag him back to the safety of the archers, but she knew from that look that he hadn’t gone willingly without her. The dagger she’d shoved into his hand was still clutched in his fist, bloody with use. Blood trickled from his nose and lip, but otherwise he looked unharmed.
“This seems a bit of an impasse,” said Larn amiably, as if he’d come for a social visit.
Manek lurched forward, wrath twisting his mouth into a snarl, but Taryn held fast. Beon moved to the other side to hold Manek too before he could make it more than two steps.
“Such fire,” marveled Larn. “I didn’t think you were capable of it, to be honest.” His four-fingered hand moved from her shoulder up the curve of her neck in a terrible façade of a caress, his thumb lingering to rub circles on her skin along the line where the black slave ribbon had once been. “But perhaps you just needed a purpose all along. Is this the reason for all the trouble between us, Manek?”
Holding her by the nape, Larn forced them another half-step forward.
“I suppose this makes it easier, though. You for her.”
Taryn and Beon huffed with the strength needed to hold Manek back; he pulled against them, the tendons in his neck strung tighter than a bowstring.
“Manek,” she called, waiting a moment to see what Larn would do. When he only chuckled to himself, Ennis called Manek’s name again. Clarity returned slowly to his eyes, the bloodlust cooling, retreating back behind the considering expression she was so used to. Manek blinked and looked at her, really looked at her.
Now that she had his attention, Ennis said, “No, Manek. He’ll kill you, but torture you first, in front of Rising.”
The Lowlanders hissed and Taryn and Beon clutched Manek tighter.
“Well, well.” Larn’s grip hardened, his displeasure making his fingers tense, digging into her skin and bone, and her gave her a terrible shake by her neck. “And who told you that?”
An outraged sound ripped from Manek’s throat, but Ennis smiled a terrible smile, turning slightly to show Larn all her teeth.
“Adena Courtnay told me.”
Larn let out an astonished huff, the hot air of it curling against her cheek. Ennis shuddered.
“She disappeared,” said Larn.
“She outwitted you. She used her life to thwart you, and so will I.” She met his gaze, no matter how her insides squirmed with fear to do it. “You should have sent us to our father when you had the chance.”
“I’ve plenty of chances yet.” Larn looked across the empty, trampled meadow to Manek and smiled. “What will it be, Manek? Either I take you or I give her to my men.”
“Let me go,” Manek growled.
“No,” Taryn growled right back, absorbing a blow from Manek’s jostling shoulder.
“I said let me—”
“Manek, no!”
“Hold him!”
“Ennis—”
Manek struggled against both men as more came up from the ranks to hold him fast. She saw the determination burning in him, the need to sacrifice himself.
Ennis wriggled beneath Larn’s grip, trying to get free, knowing the only way to stop this was to take the choice away from Manek. He couldn’t let himself be taken; she wouldn’t let him. Larn gripped tighter and another man came up to help hold onto her. As she struggled against them and Manek fought his men, Larn stood there and laughed.
It took a moment for her to hear, over her struggling and the men’s shouting and Larn’s laughing, the great rumble shaking the ground, vibrating up her legs and hitting her ears in a din. The gates of Rising flew open and soldiers in orderly lines began to stream out, headed by a contingent of horsemen with Kierum at their center.
They rode hard and fast for the two groups. In the face of more opponents, Ennis felt the Midlanders shuffled backwards behind her. Larn cursed under his breath.
Kierum only reined in his horse when he stood almost between the two groups, and the two riders on either side of him aimed nocked arrows at the Midland group. The Midlanders stood their ground, including Larn, though he angled her in a way that she shielded him from some of the line of fire.
 “Is this how you conduct negotiations?” asked Kierum from his mount. Sitting up so high on a beastly Lowland warhorse, his mangled leg didn’t matter; he sat straight in the saddle, his hands easily holding the reins and his eyes surveying everything. Ennis glimpsed the warlord he’d once been, the one who earned the Lowlands’ loyalty and trust, the one who inspired his son to want even more.
“Far be it from me to waste an opportunity,” Larn replied.
“Indeed,” said Kierum, brow lifted in a significant arch. “Your time is up. Release the girl and go back to camp.”
“Your son’s obviously freed her. His life is forfeit to me by law, and so is hers.”
“You’re not in the Midlands,” said Kierum. “Now get on your horse and go.”
“I don’t fancy being shot in the back.”
“Leave the girl where she is, head back to camp, and you won’t be harmed. I’m a man of my word, unlike you.”             
“Look at you on that high horse,” laughed Larn. “All right, old man. I’ll leave this for tomorrow.”
With a quick flick of his hand, Larn sent his men into a careful retreat to their horses and shoved Ennis away from him into the empty space.
She staggered and stumbled, just catching herself from falling, before arms, different arms, welcome arms were around her.
Ennis collapsed against Manek’s chest, holding back a sob as he quickly pulled the ropes from around her.
“You’re all right, I have you, you’re all right,” he soothed, for her or himself she wasn’t sure, but she soaked up the comfort. She wanted to bury herself in him, sink into him until she wasn’t sure where one started and the other ended so she’d never have to let him go again.
His hands ran over her, at first in frantic butterfly touches, here and there and then gone again to another spot, checking her desperately for injury, but then eased into soothing strokes up and down her back and arms while a hand delved into her hair.
From behind her, she heard the whinnying of a horse, and Manek stiffened in her arms. She held him tighter, refusing to let go.
She looked up when she heard Larn sigh, saw that he’d mounted and looked on at them with a sneer. “All this for a woman, Manek? I thought you were smarter than that.”
“It’s not just for her. It’s for all my people. You should know, better than anyone, wanting to make a better life. You made the Midlands what it is today. I want the same for the Lowlands, even if I have to go through you to do it.”
He smiled nastily. “I hope for your sake whatever’s between her legs is worth dying for.”
“Go,” Kierum urged.
With one last hateful look, Larn wheeled his horse about and led the charge from the meadow back to the relative safety of camp. No Lowlander moved, not until the Midlanders were so far away that man was indistinguishable from horse and the sound of pounding hooves was lost to the wind.
Only then did shoulders slump in relief. Manek and Kierum exchanged nods over Ennis’s head.
In the quiet aftermath, Ennis felt herself begin to shake. Not from the ground quaking with men marching but something internal, something that twisted her insides and made her choke. Before she could stop it, large tears began rolling down her face.
She was able to haltingly tell him what had happened, how Adena had come to warn her and died in her arms.
“She saved me,” Manek murmured. “You both did. If she hadn’t…if you…”
Her chest felt hollowed out, bottomless. Manek held her to him, murmuring in her ear. She could barely hear the words over her sobs, but she clung to the sound of his voice, his hands warm and solid and anchoring on her back.
“L-Lora?” she asked frantically.
“She’s all right, she’s just over there.”
“Adena…”
Manek directed a few men to help Lora and bring Adena into Rising then picked Ennis up, cradling her against his chest, and took long strides back towards the gate. “Now we must do right by her. Send her to Mithria.” His words, heavy, swollen with grief, were those of one who’d already sent a sister to Mithria.
The breath she drew in cracked and wobbled, and Manek kissed her hair.
He walked the rest of the way in silence, only setting her down when they were within sight of the Haven. Ennis numbly watched Lora enter behind the man who carried Adena.
He held her while Ennis waited for anger to flush through her, to warm her blood and strengthen her resolve. But it didn’t come. Damn it all, why wouldn’t it come? She grasped at it, begged for it, but all she had was an ache that she’d hoped never to feel again after watching her city burn.
Manek wiped a tear away with his thumb, but another was there to take its place.
“Lay your sister to rest. There’ll be time enough for everything else.” He leaned in, and she sighed, welcoming his warm kiss. It was comfort and understanding in one act, and she let it go on for as long as she could.
“Manek.”
They looked up to see Kierum close by, still on his horse, waiting for Manek to join him and a group of men.
With a pained look, he nodded at his father and sighed, then held her head against his chest and buried his face in her hair. “I have to talk with them, but I don’t want to leave you.”
“I’m supposed to be at that meeting with you.”
Lifting her chin with a knuckle, he pressed a kiss to her forehead. “It can wait. Do what you can for her. I’ll find you after.”
“I’d rather go with you,” she said, feeling more tears coming.
“I know, love. I’d rather you come, too. But your sister needs you for now.”
Yes. She would do this for Adena. She would cross those delicate hands that had possessed such a gift to create. She would comb the golden hair that had always smelled like honeysuckle. She would wash the face that had laughed, wept, grimaced, but most of all smiled. She would send Adena to Mithria as she was. Gentle. Loving. A Courtnay, and her sister.
“Ennis…” Manek took her hand and kissed the palm. “Thank you for what you did. You saved me, probably Rising too. Thank your sister for me.”
She swallowed hard and nodded. It took a strength she wasn’t sure she had to walk away from Manek and into the Haven. She wanted nothing more than to throw herself into their cause, to lose herself in work. But he was right—her sister needed her now.
She followed the sound of Lora’s low voice to one of the front examining rooms.
Adena had been laid out on a table. The filthy man’s clothes had been cut away. Her wan, bony form stole the breath from Ennis’s lungs.
At the choked sound, Lora looked over her shoulder from where she stood at Adena’s side. There were others in the room, but it took Ennis’s beleaguered mind several moments to see them. Renata stood on the other side of the small room, looking at her through her lashes. And on Adena’s other side was Irina.
When she saw her, Irina wiped the glittering tears from her face. Slowly, she extended a hand towards Ennis.
The hollow place where her heart should’ve been said not to take it. She’d lost Irina already. Today she lost Adena, too. She didn’t know if she could bear to have Irina again for only today, to lose her with the new sun. But Irina was alive, and she was grateful for it.
Ennis took Irina’s hand and let her help her with all the things she’d promised herself she would do. They washed Adena. They coaxed away the cakes of blood. They combed her hair and crossed her cold hands over her chest.
The feel of Adena’s knobby hands in her own nearly made Ennis’s heart break all over again.
Before Adena was sewn into a white shroud, Irina slipped her into a nightgown. “So she won’t get cold,” Irina murmured as she buttoned her up to the neck. Soon, she was ready for her last sleep, and in the soft candlelight, Adena looked peaceful, her shorn hair clean, the lines smoothed from her face.
When Adena was blessed, the rites said, and Ennis finally found the end of her tears, an end that brought a numbness she was grateful for, she turned to Lora and whispered, “There’s something I must do. Will you help me?”




Fifty-Two

Though Ceralia could never fully forgive or understand Themin for turning to his first love, she found comfort in the only other soul who understood her. In the long hours of morning, Ceralia sat with Mithria as they watched the world grow, the lands flushed by spring rain. “We all have our parts in this world, hard as they may be to bear,” Ceralia would say. “Yes,” Mithria would reply. “And I’m happy I have a sister to share it with.”

—Mother Earth and Mother Rain




Lora walked with Ennis back to her cottage, a light fog from the river settling over Rising. An owl hooted from the nearby forest, and their boots crunched the frozen grass and dirt of the path. The blue-hued night left long, cold shadows across Lora’s face, and her breath came in little puffs.
Though she hoped there would be salvageable coals in the hearth, Lora knew the cold suited her mood. Her heart felt swollen in her chest, too full of sorrow to beat properly.
Of all the Courtnay sisters, Lora had known Adena the least, but that didn’t take away the years of watching her grow, watching her fill a room with her quiet grace. Lora shuddered to think of Adena’s life this last year, of what she’d endured.
Ennis walked silently beside her. Her eyes had dried, and she walked with purpose. Lora wanted to say something, wanted to offer some sort of comfort. She could feel the pain radiating from her like an errant pulse.
Yet there was something else in Ennis’s face too. The gears of her mind were beginning to work again. But her eyes betrayed nothing, so Lora contented herself to wait, not sure if she could trust her own voice yet.
The dark cottage greeted them sleepily, the floorboards cold. It seemed like it’d been days ago that they’d left with Kenna to the gate. In the hearth lay a bed of coals, which Lora set to work on with a small bellow, eager for something to occupy her hands.
She heard Ennis moving across the room, the sound of paper and fabric rustling, but Lora kept her eyes on the growing fire.
The fire crackled again after a few minutes of nursing, and before standing to stretch her cramped back, Lora added two logs. Pulling off her cloak, she looked over her shoulder.
Ennis had lain out something on the table, brown paper and string cast aside. The blue silk of a gown gleamed in the firelight, and Lora realized what it was. For days and days before the northern farmers came, Ennis had snuck away to work on a special project with Manek’s mother. Neither would say what it was, but Lora now ran appreciative eyes over their creation.
Ennis lifted her gaze from her wedding dress to finally look at Lora. Her lips rose into something like, but not quite, a smile.
“I doubt I’ll be getting a wedding after all. So I’d like to wear it now. Will you help me?”
“Of course.”
Lora drew Ennis close to the fire before working on the buttons of the green wool dress she’d brought with her from Kasia. Lora wore a very similar dress; it seemed green had been Anneka’s favorite color. However odd it was with a battle looming, she needed to walk up to the great house and thank Kasia herself for the three dresses she’d given Lora, precious artifacts of a daughter long gone. She hadn’t taken as much delight as Ennis in watching her Sisterly attire burn in the hearth, but she’d burned it nonetheless.
Ennis stepped out of the wool dress and into the gown, pooled at her feet. She slipped into it with efficient movements, pulling her hair over one shoulder so Lora could begin buttoning. It was quite a task, little buttons running from the small of Ennis’s back all the way up to the nape of her neck.
As she worked, Lora couldn’t help wondering how many times she and Ennis had done this for each other in the past. For balls, parties, outings, tournaments, presentations. She knew her friend’s body almost as well as her own, knew how her curls frizzed in the rain while Ennis’s fell limp, knew the splotchy red birthmark between Ennis’s shoulder blades.
“Do you remember Adena’s presentation day?” The words were out before she could think, and she immediately wished them back.
But to her relief, Ennis looked over her shoulder and smiled. “Yes. I remember Father having a fit when we were almost an hour late because Essa hid all my jewelry.”
“Didn’t we find them in a barrel of potatoes?”
“Exactly,” Ennis laughed. “The wildling stashed them there because she’s had Cook wrapped around her finger since she was three.”
“Your gown that day looked much like this one.”
“Yes.” The laughter ebbed, and Ennis’s shoulders sagged a little.
When Lora finished with the buttons and stepped to her side, she found Ennis’s face contorted, trying to hold in a sob.
“Ennis,” she said, rubbing her back, “you don’t have to do this.”
“Yes, I do.”
“No, you don’t. Manek understands.”
“This isn’t about Manek.”
Yes. Lora knew that. But it didn’t mean she couldn’t wish Ennis would give herself the time, the space to grieve.
Lora watched as Ennis drew all the pain and grief into herself, watched it harden and coalesce into a mask of calm resolve. It was unsettling, but strangely relieving. Ennis never gave in to grief; not with her father dead, her city taken. She’d kept Lora going on the long march to Rising, had coaxed her along, bitten at her heels when needed. Lora knew that if Ennis could square her shoulders and lift her chin as she did now, it was a good thing. It meant Ennis, at her core, would survive this.
“Should I do something with your hair?”
“Yes, thank you. But something quick. I’ve probably already missed most of the meeting.”
Ennis sat in a chair while Lora got to work, pulling and coiling her hair into a simple coif. “So you’re wearing this fine dress for his captains?” she asked.
She snorted. “Of course not. They just happen to be there. For now.”
“Ah. I see. So I shouldn’t expect you back tonight?”
Ennis sat up straighter, and her ears looked a little red. “Mostly likely not.” She shifted so she could look over her shoulder, but a disgruntled noise from Lora made her still. “Could you do something for me tomorrow morning?”
“Name it.”
“Could you go to Kenna’s and have her bring up my father’s breastplate and the bracelets?”
Lora’s fingers stilled. “Your father’s what?”
“Breastplate,” Ennis said, as if that explained anything. Lora poked her skull, wanting an explanation. “I may have spirited it away from the armory. Taryn agreed to modify it, and he gave the excess metal to Beon, who’s shaping it into two bracelets. To replace the ones I lost.”
“And one will go to Manek at the wedding?”
Ennis smiled. “Yes.”
Lora could only shake her head. “My, you’ve been busy with all your projects.”
“I’ve kept everything secret, especially from Manek.” She tilted her chin up to grin at her. “Will you help me tomorrow?”
“Consider it done,” Lora said, twisting the final strands of hair into place.
Running gentle fingers over the coif, Ennis stood and turned to face her.
“Do you think you’ll really fight?” Lora asked before she lost her nerve.
“I don’t know. Perhaps, if it comes to it.” She threw her arms around Lora’s shoulders, holding her tight. “And I’ll need you with me.”
“I’ll do everything I can tomorrow.”
“I know you will.” She pulled back and smiled. “You always do. And that’s why you, Lora Finnley, are the best of women and best of friends.” Ennis squeezed her hands, and Lora saw she struggled to maintain her smile as she said, “Thank you for being with me and Adena today. I don’t think I could’ve…”
Lora pulled her back into a fierce hug, wishing she could do more. Wishing Ennis found more comfort in others than in work. But that was who Ennis was, and though she forever found new ways to exasperate Lora, she wouldn’t change her for anything.
Ennis stepped away after a long moment, taking a fortifying breath, but Lora didn’t miss how it warbled. All she could do was watch as Ennis drew herself up, putting everything, her anger, her resolve, her strength, into place.
“Well, I’ll be off. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a dramatic entrance and I’m quite looking forward to it.”
“You always were one for dramatic entrances.”
“I’ve a flair for them, I admit.”
Lora rolled her eyes as Ennis, laughing, donned her cloak.
“Careful about the train,” Lora said. “I hear silk’s a nightmare to launder.”
Ennis stuck her tongue out in mock disgust, smiled affectionately, and then strode out into the night.
She left a cold space in her wake where her body had been, poised before the threshold. Lora found herself staring at it long after she left, the hiss of the fire finally pulling her back into herself.
Lora built up the fire and prepared for bed. She propped open the door to her room so some of the hearth’s warmth would seep in while she slept. By the time she reached her bed, the only thing she had the energy left to do was kick off her boots.
She shivered pulling the cold blankets around her, the hem of her dress still wet and muddy from the day. But sleep found her quickly, for she was under her own blankets, in her own bed, warmed by her own hearth in her own home. This place, this life was hers, and it bolstered her heart just enough to keep the despair that slunk in the shadows at bay.
In this house, she was someone she wanted to be. In this house, she understood what Ennis meant when she spoke of building a new life here. Lora had been content with the Sisters in the Haven, had known her place there and was grateful for all they’d done. But it wasn’t a life. It couldn’t offer opportunity or promise. But here…here she had something, even if she didn’t quite know what yet.
And tomorrow she’d fight. She wouldn’t don armor like Ennis or go marching out to battle like Manek. She’d leave the killing to others, for her business was to heal. She’d fight to keep her neighbors alive.
Tomorrow she’d fight. For her cottage, for her neighbors, for Ennis. For the life she had here and all the promise it brought.




Fifty-Three

This country has not been won by one, but by many. I sit here today because there were enough brave people across the Highlands who saw what I saw, who understood what I did—that the Highlands has paid the price for standing divided. Anona has come and gone with that age; let her have it. Today, we celebrate a union. Today, we are a nation. We fight together, we live together, we stand together.

—from the coronation speech of Adren Dunstan, King of the Highlands




“The numbers just aren’t here—if they weren’t on horses, maybe then, but…” The man shrugged helplessly.
Manek tugged a hand through his hair, his mood rapidly worsening. He knew the situation was grim, but to have such resignation written on his men’s faces very nearly choked off his feeble optimism.
The men ranged around the room were his captains and Kierum’s—those who’d fought with him in the skirmish this afternoon. A sickening feeling crept up Manek’s throat at the memory of seeing Larn holding Ennis, his men grasping, pulling, groping at her. Something had come over him at the sight, a fierce, raw savageness that eclipsed fury and demanded blood. He’d only ever felt something similar once before—when he held Anneka’s body in his arms, blood still gushing from the gouges she’d made in her own wrists. The thought of his sister, of Ennis’s, darkened his mood further.
He wanted this meeting over. They’d been cloistered in the hall for hours now. Night had descended on Rising, inky and cold, the stars veiled. For hours they’d fought over if they would fly their banners tomorrow. Manek knew they must march. They had to destroy as much of Larn’s force as they could before the main army arrived.
He’d said all this at least twice, and yet here they were, still arguing.
Manek was fraying around the edges. He needed to be with Ennis. He needed to be by her side when she covered her sister with earth. But he wasn’t. And he unraveled a little more.
Taryn noted his face and cleared his throat. “We haven’t much choice; he’s here and we must face him.”
“Yes, but where,” said Beon.
“It’d be daft to face him in the open field,” said Graeme, a bowman who sat further down the table, for the third time.
“We can’t let him close to the wall,” Taryn said.
“Even with iron pikes, it’d be near impossible to break his line, and Themin knows we’ve precious few of those. I say we give them hell from the wall,” Graeme replied.
“Rising isn’t Dannawey. Our wall won’t hold him all winter—not when Verian and the rest catch up.”
Grim faces and sunken eyes turned to him, and he met them. Manek knew that if Morn had marched out from behind his wall and attacked when they were weakest, he might still be Lord of Dannawey. This he told them, adding, “I know our numbers aren’t what we hoped, but the truth is, the Midlanders will never be weaker. The main army’s only a few days off. Larn wants us to hide behind our wall.”
He could see he still hadn’t convinced some, most importantly his father. Spying the sharp angle of Kierum’s shoulders from the corner of his eye, Manek knew everything hinged on what his otherwise quiet father would say.
“You all know the horrors of a siege. Bad as Dannawey was for us, I can only imagine what it was like for those behind her walls.”
Only the oldest here met his eye when he looked around the table. They’d been the few to stay behind in spring and didn’t understand what the rest had seen at Dannawey, what they had done.
“It was that bad?”
Manek’s eyes slid to his father. “Yes,” he said. “Highcrest was a mercy compared to Dannawey. The city ate itself alive before we took its bones.”
Kierum drew in a heavy breath. Long creases ran under his eyes, throwing shadows from the fire along the craggy planes of his weathered face.
“You were right to fear him,” Kierum said almost too quietly to hear. “I want the Lowlands out from under his thumb, but gods, the man is determined to watch us burn.”
“So we meet him in the field.” Manek gripped his father’s shoulder, trying to fortify Kierum just as Ennis had him. “Keep him out of Rising. I think it’d give us a fighting chance.” He met his father’s gaze and held it, willing him to understand just this once.
Kierum nodded slowly. “You were right about him. About the wall. And you’re right now.” Louder, to the men who pretended they hadn’t been listening in, he said, “We march. Let’s make sure as few of our people suffer as possible.”
Manek swallowed the victory without tasting it. The decision weighed on Kierum; he could almost see it pressing his shoulders down. He felt the same weight settle on his own chest.
A grim sort of determination encompassed the hall. It was decided. Tomorrow.
Manek looked up at the rustling of skirts. As if knowing she was what he needed then, there she was, conjured from the blue haze of night.
She stood tall in a finely cut gown that wasn’t quite Highland and wasn’t quite Lowland. Her skirts hugged her hips, flaring at the knee and rippling like water as she walked. And it was blue. Courtnay blue.
That’s who came to him now—Ennis Courtnay, Lady of Highcrest. Her shoulders thrown back, her chin raised as she crossed the hall. Her gray eyes fixed on him, and his breath hitched at the sight of her.
She approached with her best saunter, and watching her hips sway nearly made him forget everything else.
She held his gaze as she came. A small twitch at the corners of her mouth brought on a grin of his own. When she reached him, he took her hand and kissed the palm, needing to touch her, assure himself that she was safe. He’d known true terror today; even though he too had been captured, surrounded, bound, it was nothing compared to watching it happen to her.
She smiled at him, tracing one of his brows before resting a hand on his shoulder, light but firm. As if she too needed that physical connection between them.
Finally, he noticed how quiet the room had become. His wasn’t the only appreciative eye, but when he turned back towards them, the men dropped their eyes.
A few, however, had grown suddenly sullen with Ennis’s arrival. Before he could fully shift his mind away from Ennis and her hips, Haemon, a farrier and one of Kierum’s oldest friends, cleared his throat.
“Well, if I’d have known we were to dress so fine, I suppose I’d be late too!”
A few uneasy chuckles echoed in the hall.
He gritted his teeth so hard he could feel the muscle in his cheek flutter.
Ennis squeezed his shoulder as her sharp gaze turned on Haemon. “Not that you’d know much about dresses, Master Haemon—putting them on or taking them off—but I assure you, my appearance didn’t take long.”
Haemon huffed, his whiskers twitching. Manek did his best to bite back a smile.
“Why’s she here?” He directed this question at Kierum.
“Because I want her to be,” Manek said.
Haemon narrowed his eyes. “And why’s that?”
“For one, she’ll soon be my wife and your lady. Remember that the next time you open your mouth to speak to her. Second, I value her opinion, as you all should.” He glared at Haemon, silencing whatever interruption he’d planned. “And, Ennis will oversee Rising’s defenses.”
Haemon bristled. “Building a wall and defending it are two different—”
“What would you know of the wall?” Ennis asked, her voice still resolutely calm. “You’ve refused to have anything to do with it.”
“Ennis will oversee defenses,” Manek said again, “and lead those who stay behind.” He leaned forward in his seat, his elbows resting on the table. “She has as much right to be here as any of you.”
“Hear, hear,” Taryn said, prompting most of the others to nod their heads.
“Enough.” All looked to Kierum as he leaned forward. “Are we fighting Larn tomorrow or each other?”
Haemon had the decency to look abashed. “Forgive me, Kierum, but I just don’t see why I should trust her to protect my hearth.”
“Let her prove herself to you tomorrow, then,” said Kierum. “In the meantime, trust Manek. And me. We both trust her with our hearth.”
Manek turned to his father in surprise and caught his eye. Kierum lifted a brow before raising his eyes to Ennis. His mouth twitched ever so slightly in a smile. “They’re the future, after all.” Manek felt his jaw go slack. Kierum gave him a small nod, which Manek returned, his heart suddenly beating loud in his ears.
It was midnight by the time the final plans were lain. Every man who could be spared would march out tomorrow morning. Fifty pikemen would stand as the vanguard, armed with iron pikes, lances, and spears. Behind them, two hundred archers. Next came the cavalry; a meager three hundred compared to Larn’s. And then the foot soldiers. The women and a small unit of reserves would keep the town safe under Ennis’s command, should Larn try to attack it.
Kierum waved Manek back into his seat when he made to follow the men from the hall and see to the last preparations.
“I’ll do it. You stay. I suspect you’ve things to say.” And with that he left them alone in the hall.
Manek wasted no time, wrapping an arm around Ennis and tugging her into his lap. He gathered her up in his arms while she rested her head in the crook of his shoulder.
“Your sister…?”
She took a sharp breath, telling him without words she didn’t wish to speak of her sister. Not yet. So instead, Manek plucked at the blue skirts pooled around her. “I like this,” he said.
She hummed contentedly. “I thought you might. Your mother helped me make it.”
“My mother?”
She poked him between two ribs. “Yes, Kasia. I can’t say she likes me now, but she does seem…”
“Resigned?”
He got another poke for that.
He ran his hand up the length of her leg, the fabric whisper soft under his fingers. He stopped at her hip, unreasonably pleased to find she was holding her breath. “I don’t want you to go tonight. Highland tradition or no.”
She cradled his face, tracing one of his brows with her thumb. “I wasn’t going to. Not for anything.”
“Good.” And he dropped his head and kissed her, willing everything else to just fall away.
Sometime later, when he knew he must get out what he needed to tell her or risk never saying it, he drew her more firmly to him and said, “We must speak.”
She let out a small sigh and settled her head back onto his shoulder. “Yes.”
Rallying his resolve, he said, “If I die tomorrow, I want you to return to the Highlands.”
“What?”
“I’ve already told my mother. She’ll outfit you and any others who want to go north with enough supplies and a guide.”
“What makes you think I’d want to return?”
“What’ll be left for you here? Go home. Go anywhere you’ll be safe.”
“And what will you do if it’s me who dies?”
“It won’t.”
“It could be. So long as we’re discussing last wishes, I—”
“Ennis, it won’t be you.” It was easy enough to imagine his own death; he’d been doing so for years. But hers? No. He’d already danced with that fear today, and it wasn’t something he could bear again. “You’ll—”
She grabbed his chin and forced him to look at her. “Stop it. If you make me hear of you dying, then you’ll do the same for me. It’s only fair.”
For a moment, he thought about refusing. Finally, he sighed.
She nodded. “Should I die tomorrow, I want to be buried. No funeral pyre. Send me to Mithria facing north, so that no matter what, in a way I’ll see the Highlands again. Are you listening?” His eyes were clenched shut against the idea of sending her to Mithria, either on a pyre or in a grave. He nodded when she poked him. “Good, because this is the important part. Bury me beneath the wall.”
At this, his eyes flew open and he stared at her with parted lips.
“Bury me there, and when I meet Mithria, I’ll ask her to help me hold it up until the end of days.”
“You’d do that?”
“Yes. I’ve been trying to make you understand—you’re stuck with me.”
He touched his forehead to hers as she held him tight. For a long while, they held each other, the only sound the steady crackling of the fire in the hearth. And it was enough—more than enough. It had to be.
“All right then,” she said, her voice noticeably airier. “We’ve said our piece about death wishes.” She shifted in his lap, the movement nearly making him lose the ability to think. And from her smirk, she knew it too. Merciless as ever, she didn’t close the small distance between them, but rather said, “I think we should speak of what we’ll do if we win tomorrow.”
A twinge of hopelessness contracted in his chest at her words. He wasn’t sure if he could give the future too much thought, still afraid to hope, to want too much. But Ennis seemed intent, so he at least said, “You have an unhealthy love of planning.”
“Mm,” she hummed. “Though I’d argue unhealthy isn’t the right word.”
“Mm,” he said, mimicking her hum as he leaned down to kiss the corner of her mouth. “I do love it when you argue.”
She made an indignant sound, but she turned her face to his and again made him lose his train of thought.
“Manek,” she said after a moment.
He sighed, but she only cocked an expectant eyebrow at him. It was a look he’d come to recognize, one that told him she wasn’t to be defied.
“If we live tomorrow”—she made a face at his phrasing—“I plan to lock myself in a room with you for at least a sennight.”
Her grin was lopsided, exposing a dimple in her right cheek. From this he knew he was about to be toyed with.
“Ah, but which room?” she said. “That could make all the difference. I’m not about to spend a sennight in the stables.”
He gave her his most put upon look, but she only smiled and batted her eyelashes innocently. Merciless woman.
“Now, do you know what I want should all go well?”
He pretended to be offended. “You mean it’s something other than spending a sennight in bed with me?”
She blushed, and it was his turn to smirk.
“It’s similar,” she said. “I’d like to see the Lowlands—travel through the forest, see where the Morroley begins.”
He leaned back a little to see if she was joking, but she looked back at him earnestly, eagerly.
“Truly?”
She nodded. “I’ve travelled all across the Highlands. I’d like to see the Lowlands now—I’ve barely been outside Rising. And,” she leaned forward conspiratorially, “it’ll be just the two of us.”
She watched him carefully, trying to gauge his reaction. In truth, he quite loved the idea and hadn’t the words to describe how beautiful it sounded to him. So he settled for the next best thing—teasing her.
“I’m not sure you’d like going into the bush,” he said.
She huffed a little. “And why not?”
He shrugged.
“Are you suggesting I’m snobbish?”
“You did just scoff at staying in a stable.”
She huffed again, outraged and amused in equal measure. “They aren’t exactly the same.”
“No,” he conceded. “But surviving in the bush isn’t easy.”
Squaring her shoulders, she said, “A challenge if I ever heard one. And I do love a challenge.”
If he knew nothing else about her, it’d be that. Manek suspected she was challenging him now, and he smiled in its face. He did love her challenges. Taking her face in his hand, he turned it to his and pressed her lips gently with his. He coaxed them apart, satisfied when she sighed and touched a hand to the side of his neck. He could feel her heartbeat in her palm keeping time with his own pulse fluttering at the base of his throat.
“Is that a yes then?” she asked, breathless.
“Most definitely,” he said, threading his fingers into her hair and pulling her back to him. He wasn’t quite ready to quit the field.
“Will you marry me tomorrow?” she whispered against his lips.
“Tomorrow? But what about—”
“Tomorrow. And if we die, we’ll die each other’s. Not Larn’s, not Renata’s, each other’s.”
Again she left him without words, so he kissed her instead.
“Is that a yes then?” she said again, her amusement warm in her voice.
“Yes.”
She smiled, dazzling him, and then set about seducing him in earnest. He was already hopeless when she wasn’t trying hard. Merciless.
As her hand slipped into his shirt, sending gooseflesh up his neck, he wondered if they’d get away with having the wedding night right there in the hall. His patience had reached its humanly limit with her sitting there, beautiful, teasing, in his arms.
“Would you oppose having the wedding night sooner rather than later?”
“Gods, no. Besides,” she said with a wicked smile, “we have been practicing.”
A great heaving knock assailed the door, making the two of them start. Ennis blinked at him, a question forming on her lips. Irritation surged through Manek, and he’d half a mind to send whoever was at the door to the Southern Sands and back before disturbing them again.
The door banged open, and Ennis jumped as a man came striding in.
“No, no, don’t mind me, just here to…” Waurin stared at them, and they stared right back. An insufferably smug grin swept over Waurin’s face, making Ennis blush. “Ah. I can come back sometime it’s more convenient.”
“I can’t,” said someone behind him, trying to push their way forward.
A young woman sidestepped Waurin into the hall. Essa Courtnay glowed in the firelight, resplendent and wholly pleased with herself over the surprise. She put her hands on her hips and smiled with eyes only for her sister when she said, “Are you going to gawk at me from all the way over there, or can I embrace my sister?”
Ennis sprang up and rushed to Essa. They caught each other in their arms, a joyous cacophony of tears and greetings and golden hair.
Waurin and Manek smiled warmly to see it.
Giving the sisters a moment, Waurin strode over to Manek, who rose from his chair. They clasped hands and clapped shoulders. Manek wasn’t sure if he’d ever been so relieved to see Waurin and said as much.
“Don’t stop there,” Waurin said with a laugh. “I do like hearing my praises sung.”
Manek snorted, but if it were possible, he only grew fonder of Waurin. “How’d you come?”
“By sea,” Waurin said with a mischievous twinkle in his eye. “So our dear Lord Midland should be none the wiser. We laid anchor a quarter league downriver.”
“How many could you bring?”
Waurin’s grin grew smug again. “Eight hundred. Stopped at every coastal village from here to Carmetheon.”
His whole body fairly thrummed. He’d not only the reinforcements, the numbers his captains had so worried about, but even better—Larn knew nothing of them. Which meant that Manek wouldn’t have to play all the cards in his hand when they marched tomorrow.
“But Manek, I must tell you—we’d a hell of a time getting up the mouth of the Morroley.”
“I don’t doubt it. I’m sure Rick gave you a proper welcome.”
“That he did. We tried the southern fork, but it was too shallow—had to go back and fight our way up the north fork, else we would’ve been here days ago. We gave them hell, but I doubt they’ll spend long licking their wounds. I suspect they’ll be here themselves soon enough; they know where we were headed.”
Manek scrubbed a hand over his face, thinking. He wouldn’t let himself lose hope; Waurin here, now, was a true blessing and he wouldn’t waste it with worry. All he could do was use the resources available. And pray that Ceralia brought rain to swell the current of the Morroley for a few days.
Ennis cleared her throat, and Manek and Waurin looked over at the sisters. Their arms were linked, and Ennis had donned a cloak. He noted how the light in her eyes had dimmed, and he knew where they were going without her having to say, “We’ll be back soon. I’m taking Essa to the Haven.”
Manek nodded and the women left. Waurin quirked an eyebrow in question, and Manek quickly explained the day’s events.
When he finished, Waurin sighed, making his barrel of a chest expand even wider. “Damn,” he said, scuffing his boot along the floor. “Can’t imagine what she did to survive this long.”
Manek distracted himself from Ennis and what she and her sister must be doing by going over with Waurin the plans that’d been lain that evening.
“And how do we factor in?” Waurin asked.
“We’ll have the best advantage if we keep your presence secret as long as possible. Before dawn, you and five hundred of your men will go into the forest.” He was sure Larn had put scouts out there to hunt and bring wood, but he had faith Waurin’s men could deal with them well enough. “I’m still riding out. Once we’ve taken the center, you’ll come with your troops from the forest and take his right flank. With a little luck, we can force them to the river.”
“Is a reserve staying in Rising?”
“It’s made up of mostly women right now, but I think we can spare a hundred troops now. Especially since Rick might come calling.”
“Who’s in charge of them?”
“Ennis.”
Manek decided to ignore the smug look Waurin shot him.
“I saw that Essa’s been freed,” Manek said.
At that Waurin flushed, his gaze dropping to his boots. He cleared his throat, and Manek couldn’t help being amused at his bear of a friend blushing over a young woman half his size.
“Yes,” he said finally. “I saw that Ennis was too.”
“I’m marrying her tomorrow. Stand with me?”
Waurin’s eyebrows nearly disappeared into his hairline, but he laughed heartily and slapped Manek’s shoulder. “Holy hell! Who’d have thought?”
“What? That I’d get married or that I’d ask you to stand with me?”
“Either.”
They shared a long laugh at that, though Manek couldn’t help noticing Waurin said nothing, didn’t even allude to such a union with Essa. He knew that if Waurin didn’t bring the subject up himself, the time wasn’t right to speak of it. But he also knew, after spending the better part of a year on campaign with Waurin, that he thought of little else other than Essa.
Kierum soon returned to the hall, and after sharing the good news with his father, both about the reinforcements and marrying Ennis in the morning, they spent the next hour poring over Manek’s map.
“Do we know for certain how far away Verian is?” Waurin asked.
Manek tugged a hand through his hair. “At most three days. Which is why we’ll march as soon as we’re able tomorrow morning.”
“I don’t think marriage is so frightening that a man must run headlong into battle straight after,” Waurin said. “At least I hope not.”
Manek scoffed and Kierum watched their jesting with fondness.
“Your mother will be pleased,” Kierum said.
“Can you oversee it?” Manek asked.
Kierum waved his hand. “Of course. Let your mother and me see to everything. Now, I’d best go tell her. You know how she is about getting news with all possible speed.”
Kierum then said his farewells for the night and mounted the stairs.
“Is he riding out with you tomorrow?”
“Yes,” Manek said. “He wouldn’t hear of staying behind. I think he feels this’s his last chance to…”
Waurin rested his hand on Manek’s shoulder and squeezed. Manek told himself to be content—he’d had his father far longer than most; his father would even be there to see him married. He wouldn’t keep Kierum from the death his father thought he should have; since his leg was mangled, Kierum wasn’t quite the man, the warlord Manek remembered. In some small way, dying on the battlefield would be a way to redeem himself for not perishing with his men, much as it wasn’t his fault. Still, while he wished his father content, no part of him wanted to send Kierum to Mithria. Not yet.
Manek was stoking the fire when Ennis and Essa returned. He was a little surprised to see them, thinking they might stay with their sister at the Haven or even with Lora in her cottage. Still, as their eyes met across the table, he was relieved to see her.
Waurin cleared his throat. “Well, I’ll be off to see to my men. I’ll have them marching into the forest in an hour so they’ll be in position. But don’t you worry—I wouldn’t miss it tomorrow.”
Ennis turned to Essa and asked, “Should I make a room up for you?”
“No, that’s all right,” Essa said. “We’ve been at sea so long I’m honestly a little wobbly on land. But I’ll be back in the morning. I intend to do your hair.” Ennis grimaced playfully, and Essa stuck her tongue out. “Don’t you dare hide all the combs.”
After a long moment in her sister’s arms, Essa took the arm Waurin offered her and disappeared with him back out into the night. Manek thought their maneuvering a little unpolished, but if it meant Ennis was his for the night, he wasn’t going to complain.
The sleeves of her dress were crinkled and rumpled, as if she’d rolled them up. Dirt lined her fingernails, and though she smiled at him, it lacked a full spark.
“Well,” she said as she drew near, “is seems everyone else has made themselves scarce.”
“Very subtly, too.”
Ennis rolled her eyes. But as she stood before him at the hearth, half her face gleaming in the fire’s glow and the other cast in flickering shadows, her mouth came to rest in a solemn line.
“One thing,” she said, “and then I want a proper wedding night—one without mention or care of Larn.”
“I can do that.”
“He dies tomorrow. For Adena. For Anneka. Let it be done tomorrow. And Manek…” She wrapped her hands around either side of his neck and held his gaze as she told him, “Once he’s dead, leave him for the crows. He doesn’t deserve to be with Mithria.”
It was no small thing for a soul to be denied last rites and therefore peace with Mithria. To doom them to forever walk the earth a wraith. But then, peace wasn’t something Manek thought Larn worthy of.
“I promise,” he said.
Her gaze was steady as she looked up at him, the light from the fire turning her eyes the dusky blue of the sky just before sunset. Those eyes held such intelligence and wit, such mirth. They hardened and softened with just a flick, shifting between blues with her mood. He wished there was time enough to study her eyes, her lips, her face as he wanted to. Wished there were days, years to do it.
“Good.” Her eyes began to dance then, a slow play of light rising from within her that reached out and filled him too.
She took him by the hand and led him to the stairs, led him to the room that was his but could be theirs. He let her lead him to bed too, to a place that already was theirs, a place where tomorrow was an idea and today was a gift.




Fifty-Four

Themin wed Ceralia on his Seat far to the south in the Emerald Sea. The stars blessed their union and declared them King and Queen of Heaven, Father and Mother of the World. They pledged their love, their hearts, and exchanged tokens as proof. From moonbeams Ceralia fashioned a crown for Themin that rivaled even the stars’ shimmer. From the sunset Themin made Ceralia a mantle that was almost as lovely as she. And together, they vowed, “You are all that I am; you are where I begin, and where I end.”

—When the Sky King Wed




Ennis woke to the pale gold of dawn. Light shafted in through the window, fractals of dust shimmering like daytime stars. For a moment, she was loath to be awake. The horrors of yesterday, Adena’s wasted body, Larn’s four-fingered hand, were fresh in her mind.
But as she shifted slightly, she felt the solid, comforting weight of Manek’s arm draped over her waist, his fingers and his legs tangled with hers. And then she remembered other things. That yesterday had brought joy too. And today, today she would marry him.
When she turned slowly to look at Manek, she found him asleep. She greedily claimed those few stolen moments to look at him at rest, something she’d never seen before. She’d been too scared, too ready to flee the last time she woke in his arms and never took the time to see the beauty of him.
His dark hair, delightfully mussed, curled at the tips, especially behind the ears and at the nape of his neck. His brow, usually firmly set, even stern, was at ease, softly angled over dark eyelashes that lay gently against his cheekbones. At rest like this, there was a small dimple just left of his mouth. Easing forward, she kissed it, his stubble rasping against her lips.
She breathed him in, savoring the spicy male musk of him, and told herself to memorize all his lines, all the planes and curves and colors, just in case…just in case…
No. Damn Larn. It was her wedding day.
Manek slept still, and Ennis didn’t want to wake him, didn’t want to make him face today just yet. So she slipped quietly from the warmth of the bed and his arms and, shivering, began to dress as best she could without help.
When she sat to pull on a boot, she heard a soft groan behind her.
“You’re making a habit of sneaking off in the morning,” Manek said groggily.
She smiled despite herself. “I’ll not apologize for being up and excited for my own wedding day.”
He sighed, and one of his arms snaked around her middle, pulling her back into bed.
“We do have to get ready sometime today,” she reminded him.
He groaned again and pulled her further into the bed. “The sun isn’t even up.”
Giving in, she eased back down beside him, turning her face into his hair. “You’re impossible,” she muttered and felt him grin against her neck.
“Grant me a dying wish.”
She started to sit up. “If you’re going to be morbid—”
He held her fast. “You’re impossible,” he said with an impish frown. But after a moment a shadow fell over his eyes and he released her.
She watched, uneasiness gripping her stomach, as he sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed. When he straightened from gathering up his abandoned breeches, Ennis crawled across the bed and wrapped her arms about his neck, kissing the hollow between his shoulder blades.
“What wish?” she said.
He took a long breath, eyes straight ahead, avoiding hers.
“Manek.” She rested her chin on his shoulder.
“While I was at Dannawey,” he said finally, “when I could sleep, I sometimes dreamed.”
“Of what?”
“Of you. I wondered what it’d be like to wake up beside you. It…kept me going.”
Her arms tightened around him. “I’ll happily grant your wish. You just have to live today.”
“Just that.”
She tried her best to smile but couldn’t quite manage it—so she kissed him instead. He turned in her arms, his hands tracing her hip and waist and drawing her into the solid warmth of his body. When his tongue grazed her lips, seeking her own, she did smile.
“No, you’re impossible,” she said into his ear as he pushed her down onto the bed, his body warm and heavy on hers.
He’d soundly undone all the dressing she’d so carefully and quietly accomplished when a soft knock rasped against the bedroom door. She opened her mouth to answer, but he quickly covered it with his, tasting of urgency.
“Ennis?” she heard Essa say from the other side. “Are you awake?”
“Are we awake?”
“No.”
“No!” she called.
“Will you be awake soon?” Ennis could hear the smile in Essa’s voice. “Lora and a woman named Kenna are here for you.”
“Tell them I’ll be down in five—”
“Ten,” he said from the hollow of her throat.
“—ten minutes.”
Essa’s footsteps retreated back down the hallway, and Ennis swore she could hear her chuckling under her breath.
When she came down twenty minutes later, she did indeed find Lora and Kenna waiting for her in the hall, already full of people. Kenna wore a conspiratorially wicked smile as Ennis crossed to her, eyes on the enormous bundle lying at Kenna’s feet.
“There you are,” Essa said, weaving through the crowd. “We should discuss the difference between ten and twenty.” For her part, Essa looked fearsome, like Tamea herself. Her golden hair had been scraped back from her face and braided into a tight plait. A hard leather jerkin sat above the blue dress she wore, and leather gauntlets covered her forearms.
“Essa, my love, you know I’ve a very firm grasp of numbers.”
“That doesn’t—”
Ennis held up her hand. “I’ll not be argued with. It’s my wedding day.”
Lora rolled her eyes. “And how many times will you be reminding us today?”  
“She’s likely to tell the Midland whoresons outside it’s her wedding day.”
Chalking Essa’s suddenly colorful tongue up to a year with sailors, she replied with a serene smile, “If I thought it’d stop them from attacking, indeed, I’d tell them.”
Essa shook her head, but her eyes were bright with glee.
Quick movement caught Ennis’s eye, and she looked over Essa’s shoulder to see Kasia waving her hands at the four of them, shooing them into the kitchen.
Essa turned to see and smiled. “If there’s anything I’ve learned about your new mother-in-law these past twenty minutes, it’s that she isn’t to be disobeyed. Come on, I want to know why you look so pleased with yourself.”
Essa practically dragged her out of the hall into the warm kitchen, Lora and Kenna close behind.
Kasia’s planning was evident in the kitchen. Not only did she have several different kinds of breads and rolls baking or cooling—including honey rolls, which Ennis happily plundered—but also the clothes they’d spoken about.
Enveloped in the sweet, yeasty smell of baking bread, Lora helped her out of her fine blue gown and into a thick, sturdy quilted shirt of deep green and earthen colored breeches. The shirt fit tight, allowing Kenna and Essa to strap a gauntlet to either forearm.
Essa commanded her to sit at a high stool while she went about arranging her hair. Resigned to an aching hairline, sore neck, and a mildly surprised expression, Ennis busied herself with a second honey roll as Essa began mercilessly tugging.
While Essa worked, Kenna drew two circles of steel from her pocket and clasped them onto Ennis’s wrists. Her eyes wide, Ennis looked down at the scraps of metal Taryn and Beon had turned into marriage circlets. Her own, the more delicate, was like a bracelet, the fine, unadorned face gleaming in the soft light of the kitchen. Manek’s sat loosely on her left wrist, his a wider cuff. She beamed up at Kenna. “They’re beautiful.”
From the cracked open kitchen door, Ennis spied Manek when he came down the stairs. The moment he made the landing, Taryn came forward, helping him into his armor. When he stepped back, Manek was a warlord—the heavy leather of his boots shone; his armor, from his cuirass all the way down to his greaves, gleamed in the soft light of the hall; and the silver hilt of the sword strapped round his hip glittered, all of it making him look like Ean himself. The only skin left bared was his face and hands.
She tilted her head to keep him in sight has he moved further into the hall—only to have Essa lightly box her ear.
“Keep still,” she grumbled. “You can admire that man of yours when I’m finished.”
“He looks very fine, doesn’t he?” Ennis mused.
Kenna pointed a threatening finger at her. “You’re to admire only—it’d be a chore to get you ready a second time.”
Essa let out an unladylike snort of laughter, and Lora blushed all the way to the roots of her hair.
It was another few moments before Essa was satisfied with her work and finally stepped back. Essa had made three braids, twining them together into a thick, tight knot bound at the nape of her neck. As she feared, her hairline already prickled.
Kenna stepped forward with her father’s breastplate, now modified to fit her, and began buckling her in. She drew back when she was finished, looking Ennis up and down appraisingly.
“And?” Ennis said, suddenly self-conscious.
“You’re a fearsome bride,” Kenna said, grinning with approval. “Now, I’ll go tell them you’re ready.”
When Kenna slipped out, Ennis turned to Essa.
She said, “Wearing this, it’s like Father’s here.”
Essa raised her chin, though her eyes glistened. “He is here. I think Father would’ve liked Manek.”
“No, he wouldn’t.”
“Not at first, on principle. But they would’ve gotten on,” Essa said. “And that’s something.”
“I wish he was here,” Ennis found herself saying. She cleared her throat to keep the tears at bay. “But, I’m thankful my sisters are.”
Lora fanned herself. “Don’t you start.”
“Let’s do this properly,” Essa said. She stood tall as she recited the first of the Highland marriage rites. “Daughter of earth and sky, you are blessed this day. Mithria smiles upon you and Ceralia blesses you. You woke as two; you will sleep as one. Go now and be joined.” And she leaned forward to kiss both Ennis’s cheeks and forehead; one for Mithria, one for Ceralia, and one of her herself.
Essa nodded, eyes still watery, and left the kitchen with Lora.
The hall was silent when Ennis walked in. The great table had been pushed against the far wall to accommodate the crowd of people who hurried forward as one when they saw her. Eager, merry faces gawked at her. She recognized some but not all, and self-consciousness throbbed through her again, her breeches leaving little to the imagination.
But then there he was, just ahead. A smile broke across his face at the sight of her, his eyes dancing. For his part, he was altogether too dashing, and she felt herself flush from head to toe.
Kierum stood at Manek’s side, ready, as chieftain, to lead the ceremony. She spied Waurin and Taryn over Manek’s shoulder, and Kasia, Kenna, and Kellen sat in chairs nearby, Kasia’s cheeks already damp.
Manek reached out and took her hands in his. She looked down at them; calloused, rather square, warm. And dear. So dear. She marveled that the simple sight of his hands could stir such strong feelings of want and affection.
With a glint in his eye that was somehow both rueful and merry, Kierum began.
He asked Themin and Ceralia to bless the marriage and smile upon the family newly made today. Kierum spoke of the joining of two people, two hearts and souls. Ennis and Manek both promised in their time to be true, loyal, and forgiving, to forsake all others and love each other even with their dying breaths.
“And now let us show this promise you have made to each other. May it be proof to all others, god and man.”
Kenna came forward, handing Kierum a small bowl of brown, mushy paste. Manek went first, dipping his thumb into the henna.
“One for your mother and father,” he said gently, pressing his thumb to the cool breastplate just where her right collarbone lay beneath.
She felt tears pricking at her eyes, but she held them back with a smile.
He repeated the action on her left side. “And one for me, your husband. Let Themin, His Host, and His People know you evermore as mine.”
Now it was Ennis’s turn to dip a thumb into the paste and press it to his own armor, on the left side of his chest, just above the heart.
“One for me, your wife,” she said. “Let Ceralia, Her Host, and Her People know you evermore as mine.”
There was one last rite for Kierum to administer, but before he did, he nodded at her and winked. She didn’t know how he knew, but she probably had Kasia to thank.
Ennis’s smile turned almost shy as she drew her hands out from Manek’s and unclasped the left cuff. Reclaiming Manek’s right hand, she slipped it on and closed the clasp, as relieved as Taryn must be that it fit perfectly.
When she looked up, she met Manek’s gaze. His eyes shone like molten gold as his fingers laced with hers.
“May these bind us to each other,” she said in place of the Highland priest who wasn’t there to. “And may these remind all those on Mithria’s green earth that we walk through this life together.”
“And I, the gods, and everyone here say it is so,” Kierum finished.
“We say it is so!” chorused through the hall.
And Manek pulled her close and kissed her, making it so.




Fifty-Five

Let not a woman shrink back from the prospect of battle—instead, let her meet it with a strong arm and bared teeth. A woman has just as much a place in this world as any man. So let her fight for this world and let her win it.

—Adelaide Morland Dunstan, former Queen of the Highlands




“Here. I want you to take it. You’re already wearing his armor.” Ennis looked from the gold-hilted sword Manek held out to her, a sun emblazoned across the pommel, to his face. He was trying to keep his smile light, as if handing over her father’s sword was a small matter.
She took the sword, sheathed in its ruby-encrusted scabbard, willing her hands not to shake. Running her thumb over that little sun, Ennis couldn’t bear to meet Manek’s gaze. How could she tell him what this meant? How could she tell him she’d trade this sword, this armor in a heartbeat if only he’d come back to her?
So she didn’t tell him, only lifted her chin and tried to match his smile.
Her horse, a dapple-gray brute that Manek assured her was a horse, shifted beneath her, making her knee press into Manek’s. He’d said the warhorse—whom he called Coro, but Ennis thought to call Brute—was one of Kennick’s and would be the picture of obedience, grace, and loyalty. As Coro the Brute tried to nip at Oren’s ear, she wasn’t so sure.
Ennis heard Manek sigh, and then his hand slipped around hers. It was time, she knew that, but still she held onto his hand. She wanted to be graceful in front of her new people, gathered in the streets of Rising, faces turned up to the great house. She wanted to put on a brave face for them after only being introduced moments ago as the new Lady Rising and commander of the defenses. But it was harder than she remembered.
Keeping her chin up, she listened without hearing as Manek called for the men to march out. The ground began to shake as nearly two thousand Lowlanders spilled out of Rising’s gate.
Manek’s fingers tightened around hers, and she leaned over to meet him halfway. His kiss was quick, as if he didn’t dare linger.
“I love you,” he said.
“And I love you. Come back to me.”
He nodded grimly. It wasn’t a promise, and a knife of worry began working deep into Ennis’s gut as she watched him spur Oren, Kierum at his side and their captains falling in behind them.
Ennis remained on the hilltop in front of the great house, unable to move but desperately wanting to ride out. She knew her place was here, but something fleeting kept nagging at the back of her head. It was like trying to grasp at a dream had the night before, only slippery images and feelings left behind.
She watched his head as long as she could, imagining she could see it even as he passed through the gate.
What was left behind were a reserve unit of one hundred men and over four hundred of her brave women, those who’d built the wall and would see to its defense. They looked up at her now, ready.
Clutching her father’s sword tight, Ennis nodded at her own captains. Sabella she sent with a hundred to the south stairs, the reserves she sent to the west, Kenna to the east, and Ennis, with Essa, would have the north. To Lora she gave command of the six healing houses already prepared. Kasia oversaw everyone else, including those children whose parents would fight.
Swinging up onto the palfrey she’d been loaned, Lora waved at Ennis and went to the nearest healing house at a trot.
Securing their father’s sword on the saddle, she held out her hand and helped Essa climb onto Coro behind her.
When Ennis took up a bundle from Kasia and directed Coro towards the northeast, Essa put her chin on Ennis’s shoulder and asked, “Where are we going?”
“Something I must see to.”
Essa rolled her eyes at her vagueness but otherwise rode amenably with her. She only spoke up when they neared their destination. “Isn’t this where…?”
Ennis let Coro trot up to the Haven. The Sisters were busy readying for the work they would soon be doing. Cots had been erected outside, overflow for less critical patients. The garden was barren, stripped of any useful greenery and no doubt ground into all manner of powders and poultices.
One by one, the Sisters noticed them and stopped what they were doing, glaring up at Ennis. From the Haven, Irina came laden with bundled supplies. She almost gasped when she saw Ennis and Essa.
Renata came outside behind Irina and, seeing Ennis, huffed. “What are you doing here?”
Ignoring her, Ennis dismounted with her bundle and headed towards Irina. Her sister watched warily, her eyes red and puffy from a night of crying. Perhaps Irina would send her away, refusing her offering, but they had both lost and regained a sister yesterday. As they had shoveled Lowland dirt over Adena, Ennis realized that other things should be buried too. She’d already lost one sister; she didn’t have to lose a second.
Setting the bundle on the ground, Ennis unrolled the cloth to reveal a handful of swords. The metal gleamed in the morning light, but none of the Sisters moved to take one.
“What’s this?” scoffed Renata.
It was on the tip of her tongue to ask Renata if she’d forgotten what swords were, but she swallowed the jibe down. She wasn’t here for Renata.
“Extra weapons. Use them to defend yourselves. If it comes to that.”
“Mother Ceralia will protect us,” spat Renata. “Just as she’ll condemn you for your blasphemy. Those,” she jabbed a finger at Manek’s thumbprints, painting her breastplate, “are just lies.”
She swiped at the marks as if to rub them away, but Ennis caught her wrist and squeezed.
While Renata grimaced and groaned, Ennis said, “The only lies are yours. I pity you that you can’t tell the difference anymore.”
She released Renata, turning to Irina to say, “But the day is bigger than all of us. If the Midlanders breach the wall, they’ll destroy Rising. They won’t care that you’re Sisters. So defend yourselves, defend those in your care, and live to serve another day.”
Reaching out, she touched Irina’s hand, clutching the bundles in her arms tight.
“Please,” she whispered. “Keep yourself safe.”
Irina took a long breath, looking down at the swords then Essa, who’d dismounted and stood just behind Ennis.
“We’ll fight for our Haven. If it comes to that.” She shot Ennis a stern look, one that had been the bane of Ennis’s childhood. “But it shouldn’t come to that.”
“Yes, sister,” Ennis said as she’d always done to Irina’s demands.
Irina tenderly touched Essa’s cheek. “Keep the wildling safe.”
“Always.”
Irina nodded. “Go then. And may the Mother watch over you.”
Ennis and Essa said their goodbyes and remounted Coro. Ennis spurred him towards the north gate, ignoring the twinging in her heart. It had never been easy between her and Irina and it never would, but Ennis needed time. That was one of the many things she fought for this day—time, for her and Irina, for her and Manek, for Rising, for the Lowlands, and the Highlands too. They all needed more of it.
By the time they reached the gate, the army had passed through, leaving behind trampled earth and half a town. They’d broken into formation and begun walking down the slight slope into the meadow. Over their spears, pikes, and lances, Ennis saw the Midland hordes springing into motion.
With a terse nod from Ennis, five women set about closing the gate while seven others waited nearby with a skinned log to barricade themselves in. The log fell into place with a solid thunk, the sound driving a sharp pain between Ennis’s ribs.
A woman took Coro’s reins as Ennis and Essa slid from the warhorse onto the third step. Taking the stairs two at a time, they mounted the battlements.
For a moment, Ennis was atop her balcony in Highcrest again, watching her city burn. For a moment, the black hordes were there to take everything and more from her again. But just a moment. It was all she’d give herself.
The world was quiet save for the sound of marching. Boots slapped the muddy earth, chasing away the chirps of birds, the wind through the trees, even the roar of the river. Her world eclipsed to just that sound.
The Lowland line was neat and orderly, as if it had sprung directly from Manek’s mind. A third of the cavalry rode in front, Manek and Kierum at the center. Three columns rode and marched behind, the left and right made up of pikemen, archers, and infantry.
The middle column was a mass of horses and riders, moving behind the center, ready to push through the Midland lines, to crack Larn’s army in two. If all went as Manek hoped, he, the cavalry, and the right infantry column would take the right half and drive them into the river while Waurin, his hidden troops, and the left infantry column dispatched the remaining half.
She winced when the armies began trotting towards each other, but she wouldn’t turn away. Not when they charged. Not even when they met. Awful as it was. Just as a felled tree falls—branches snapping, timber shaking, roots cracking—so did the armies meet, spears snapping, shields shaking, and bodies cracking. It was something she never wanted to see again.
Essa gripped her hand, and Ennis crushed it in hers. She kept her eyes trained on Manek and the center, watched as they drove forward, the armies crashing together like waves of horseflesh. She dared not blink, dared not look away.
Her breath caught in her throat when she lost him. Oren reared, colliding with a Midland horse and rider. She saw the glint of Manek’s sword, saw his helmeted head, and then he was gone.
Shouts rang in her ears, so loud, so near that it couldn’t be from the battle.
Essa’s nails dug into her arm, drawing her attention away from the battle, away from Manek. Her sister’s eyes were wide, so impossibly blue, and she realized Essa was telling her to look south.
Ennis hurried along the catwalk, nearly jogging by the time she reached Kenna at the eastern staircase. Kenna needn’t have pointed. Smoke rose from the south, and Ennis watched as the prow of a ship cut through the river.
Oltaraani poured from the river and the southern trees.
“Those bastards are burning our ships,” Essa hissed.
Ennis turned on her heel, making towards the north stairs where Coro was tethered. “We have to make them attack us.”
“What?” Kenna said at the same time Essa said, “Why wouldn’t they?”
“We’ve got to make them contend with us, rather than attack the men from behind,” Ennis said. “Anything to get their attention—arrows, mud, rocks, whatever makes them attack us.”
“Done. I know enough Olt to insult their manhood. Always does the trick.”
And then Kenna was hurrying back to her post, leaving Ennis and Essa to fly down the catwalk. Ennis shouted as she went, a call to arms.
When they reached the north stairs, Ennis left Essa behind to oversee preparations as she leapt onto Coro. She took off at a gallop, rallying her women. Twenty took position behind the gate to bolster and barricade it with their own bodies. Neat lines of women with arrows, shields, tar, and buckets made towards the stairs. Children were hurried into houses closest to the center of town.
Lora emerged from one of the healing houses and caught Ennis’s eye.
“Be ready,” she said, and Lora nodded, her eyes bright and undaunted.
Astride Coro, Ennis made a full circuit of Rising, those in her command moving with determined efficiency. Because the catwalk was narrow, evenly spaced groups of women stood at the ready with their supplies of weapons, tar, and water at pulleys that would hoist up whatever those on the catwalk needed. Extra ladders had been placed to supplement the four staircases.
By the time Ennis returned to the north stair, the first arrows had already been fired by Sabella’s unit along the south. Quickly tying Coro up beneath the catwalk, which offered him some protection, Ennis sprang up the steps, taking the bow and quiver Essa handed her.
“You mustn’t let them reach either the gate or the meadow,” Ennis told her archers as she navigated the catwalk, Essa on her heels. “There are teams every thirty yards if you run out of arrows. If Oltaraani get close enough, tar them. They mustn’t get in and they mustn’t get to the meadow.” Ennis repeated those words until they became a chant.
She and Essa had barely taken their own positions, near where her unit abutted Kenna’s, when calls came down the line. With a quick word to the archer next to her, she and Essa hurried down the catwalk.
Smoke and tar burned acrid in the air, and the whiz of arrows cut through the shouts and cries coming from the southeast. Blood made the catwalk slick, and Ennis had to slow her pace as the wounded were hurried down the ladders. Pockets of battlement were left open, and Ennis called down to teams stationed below to send up reinforcements.
When she and Essa found Kenna near the southeast bend, they plugged the hole around her and nocked arrows. Hundreds of Oltaraani swarmed below, the ground strewn with bodies and the wall already painted in tar. It was a last resort, but if needed, they could set fire to the tar and keep the Oltaraani back that way. For a time.
“Brought their whole damn fleet!” Kenna said, blood oozing from her cheek where an arrow had grazed her.
When she looked at the river, Ennis saw ships cluttering the Morroley, so many they bridged the shores.
“How many is that?” she asked.
“At least thirty ships.”
Cursing, Ennis ground her heel into the wood, ignoring the ache in her shoulders and sting in her fingers. She was only a series of movements, nock, draw, aim, fire. Nock, draw, aim, fire. Again, again.
“Milady!” caught her ear from down the line, and Ennis stepped back after firing. A woman hurried up to her. “They’re coming through the trees to the southwestern flank.”
“Oltaraani from the south, Midlanders from the north,” Kenna said.
“Boxing us in,” Essa growled.
Ennis made herself think. They had the advantage for now, but it wouldn’t be long before the Oltaraani took to the trees. Even from where she stood along the southeastern face, she was in range from the nearest grove. If the Oltaraani pressed, they could come up to meet them, maybe even force Rising’s reserves to amass along the southwest, leaving the rest vulnerable. And she couldn’t afford to let the north and the gate be weakened.
“It’s all well and good to shoot at them like ducks from here,” Essa said, “but how long can we hold?”
“I certainly don’t mind it,” said Kenna, hitting an Oltaraan trying to scale a tree to her right.
“They’ll stretch us too thin,” said Ennis, mostly to herself. Looking down at the sea of Oltaraani, their hair shorn close to their scalp, the upper half of their faces painted black, she wondered if Rick was here himself.
He’d seen an opportunity to eliminate his northern enemies and took it, though he couldn’t have known what exactly he’d be leading his men into. If Ennis had had the stomach to, she would’ve admired his gusto.
Admired, but would never forgive.
“They’re stretched too,” Essa said while she retrieved a fresh quiver, “along the whole southern face.”
Yes, and almost double our number. “It’s just a matter to see who breaks first.”
“Volley!”
The three women ducked and pressed their backs to the battlements, arrows arching overhead.
“DOWN!” Ennis yelled to the teams below.
She heard thunks as arrows found shields and flesh. When the last of the Oltaraani arrows had struck the ground or a target, Ennis ordered the archers back up.
Kenna caught her eye and gave Ennis a grim look as they began their own volley. “Should we light the tar?”
“No,” Ennis said. She wasn’t quite that desperate yet. “Though…” Fire wouldn’t be so bad.
With a whistle, a bucket of tar was sent up, and a woman came by with a torch. Dunking an arrow into the tar then touching it to the torch, Ennis aimed for the grove of trees the Oltaraani were trying to claim, despite bodies cluttered around the trunks. A branch caught fire, the flittering green leaves bursting into flame.
“Tell them to set fire to the nearest trees,” Ennis instructed the woman carrying the torch.
The woman hurried off, but Kenna frowned. “Burn the forest?”
“Not all. And it’ll grow back.”
“Will it be enough?”
Ennis gritted her teeth. That, she didn’t know. It would certainly distract them for a time. But deter them?
Watching the flames lick up the tree, a thought struck Ennis. She turned her gaze to the river, to all those fine Oltaraani ships bobbing in the river.
“They do love their ships,” she said.
Kenna shook her head. “We can’t hit them from here.”
“No, but—”
“I’ll go,” Essa said, beginning to sling her bow across her back before Ennis could protest. “We owe them for burning ours.”
“No, it was my idea. I’ll go.”
“Don’t be daft. You said you’d protect Rising—”
“Essa—”
“—so protect it.”
Ennis huffed, knowing they hadn’t time to argue. “Fine. But take a dozen with you. And horses—you’ll never make it on foot.”
Essa turned, but before she left, Ennis grabbed her arm and said, “And so help me, wildling, you’d better get back quick. Else you’ll never hear the end of it.”
Essa winked. “I know you aren’t one for idle threats.” And then was gone.
Ennis took up her post again, losing herself in the movements of firing her bow, letting it consume her. She wasn’t anything other than an arm and an arrow. Nock, draw, aim, fire.
The grove of trees to the southwest flickered with orange flame, the heat scorching their cheeks even here. As she took a moment to shake out her cramping wrists, Ennis glanced over her shoulder. Trees to the south and west were alight too. Good.
Before long, movement out of the corner of her eye drew her attention, and Ennis turned her head to see the first Oltaraani ship engulfed in flame. The air around the ships was riddled with arrows aflame, aimed at sails and decks. Essa and her unit rode along the shore like hellions, their horses moving as fast as their arrows.
And the Oltaraani saw, too.
A great howl went up from them, and those at the rear began falling back to the river. Without their ships, there was no easy escape from Rising.
“Retreat now. Retreat,” Ennis told Essa under her breath.
And she did—but not before setting thirteen ships ablaze. Riding atop a bay gelding, Essa looked like Adelaide the Great, first wife of Dunstan Gilcriss. She and her women fled the lion’s share of the Oltaraani army, which fell back to try and make safe the remaining ships.
Ennis let herself have a triumphant shout.
Kenna clapped her shoulder, and the women shared a smile.
“Should teach those bastards to—”
Kenna frowned, her mouth falling slack, as an arrow embedded deep into her chest. She staggered back, eyes wide, and Ennis grabbed for her. But didn’t catch. Kenna reeled back, over the rail, off the catwalk, onto the ground below with a crack that reverberated in Ennis’s skull long afterward.
“No, no, no!”
She didn’t realize it was her screaming until hands came around her, drawing her away from the edge of the catwalk.
“Milady, please—”
“It’s no use, she’s—”
“They need more archers at the south wall—”
“Two healing houses are already full—”
Noise, noise, noise.
Ennis closed her eyes but only saw Kenna’s eyes looking at her, open wide in surprise. Her knees threatened to buckle.
She reached out a hand and at least three others grasped at it, helping her up.
Ennis took up her bow again. Looked at the women around her. Called for a volley to drive those whoresons back. And they did. Again and again, they drove them from the wall, back to their ships.
On their third retreat to the river, the Oltaraani remained there, licking their wounds. Less than two hours after it’d begun, the Oltaraani siege had been routed.




Fifty-Six

There is nothing so beautifully final, so chaotically pleasing as war.

—Eldric Farlan, instigator of the Second Farlan Revolt



Sweat glistened on Oren’s shivering flanks as Manek whirled him about, avoiding collision with a Midland rider. The clang of steel set his ears ringing as their swords clashed instead. The Midlander was bigger, but Manek was the better horseman. Guiding Oren with his legs, Manek outmaneuvered the Midlander, caught him mid-strike underneath the arm.
He turned to his next opponent. Struck. Rode. Struck again.
Soon he saw the problem; their line was broken.
He pulled a horn from the saddle, calling to reform the line. The infantry had the easiest time; the cavalry was too entrenched within Midland lines to reconnect.
When he had some semblance of a line at his back once again, Manek gave the order and they marched, shield-bearers at the front, archers and pikemen behind. They advanced on the Midlanders, horses bucking and whinnying.
The armies ebbed and surged like the tide, pushing, retreating, crashing. Somewhere on the third advance, Manek lost his helmet. His sword arm shook with fatigue, and sweat dripped down his back, making the tunic beneath his armor cling to his skin.
No matter how hard they struck, the Midland army wouldn’t be split, instead retreating until they could reform their own line, always just outpacing the Lowlanders on foot. Already the meadow lay strewn with bodies of men and horses, making each advance and repel slower, more difficult. And there was little worse for morale than summiting piles of the dead.
They hadn’t broken the army, but Manek couldn’t wait any longer. Finding the nearest bannerman, he took up Rising’s gold standard and waved it overhead at the forest.
Lowlanders came running from the trees with a great cry. As soon as his men saw them coming, Manek’s troops gave a cry of their own and pushed forward again.
The Midland army had just time enough to swing its right flank to meet the incoming force. Manek caught sight of Waurin’s ruddy blond head before he disappeared amongst the horseflesh.
He’d played all his cards now. Nothing left to do but hack their way through.
Manek switched sword hands, turned Oren towards the heart of the Midland army, and rode.
The air was thick with smoke and sweat and blood, and Manek could feel the cold winter sun prickling across the back of his neck. Oren nearly lost his footing more than once in the sloppy, bloody mud pits bubbling across the meadow.
He tried not to feel, tried to reduce himself to a series of motions. The carnage made Manek never want to see again, men reduced to nothing more than lumps of red flesh, their bodies gouged, disemboweled, desecrated. But the noise was worse. Hacking, splashing, clanging, shouting, groaning, sobbing.
Manek’s head snapped around in time to see Taryn stagger back, his body curling around the spear driven deep into his chest. A howl filled his ears, and as Taryn slumped to his knees, Manek realized it was him making that tortured sound, as if it were his own chest impaled.
“Taryn!”
The swordsmith’s eyes were distant as they looked up, but Manek caught them, turned Oren in Taryn’s direction. Taryn shook his head before the battle swallowed him, hiding him from Manek.
His body was going cold. The battle fury that overtook him in the beginning, making his vision red and hands strong as iron, was seeping out, like Taryn’s lifeblood.
He didn’t need a survey of the battlefield to know where they stood.
The battle had fractured, no distinguishable lines anymore. Midland riders corralled Lowland foot soldiers, bunching them together for easy slaughter. Larn’s right flank had almost completely surrounded Waurin’s troops, leaving them nowhere to go but forward.
Manek’s gaze flicked to the heart of the Midland army where that red banner flapped gently in the breeze. The black eagle emblazoned across the center looked poised to strike, yet the standard, and the lord beneath, remained still, watching rather than participating.
Manek cursed to see that Larn just sat there, atop his horse, watching the battle like he might a court ball.
Something beyond rage knotted at the base of his stomach. Damn him. If he was going to slaughter them all, Manek would make damn sure Larn at least got his own hands bloody doing it.
In the fray, Manek caught his father’s eye and jerked his chin in Larn’s direction.
Kierum nodded and began calling out to those around him. Manek did likewise, finding one of his captains on horseback and a dozen pikemen.
They couldn’t crack the Midland army. They’d have to settle for Larn instead.
For a moment, Manek thought perhaps there was some luck left; their momentum gained in the push forward, Lowlanders falling in behind him or to his flank. He and Kierum’s small forces met near the center, falling upon the front lines of Larn’s guard.
He saw Larn’s eyes glitter from behind the solid wall of horses and men. With a nod, Larn sent his guard to meet them, and before Manek could warn his men, they were encircled by Midland riders, spears up, drawing inward, pushing them together.
Manek squeezed his legs, trying to get Oren under control before he trampled the Lowlander next to him. As Oren pranced, Manek saw how completely they were trapped. The battle beyond was lost to the black-clad bodies pressing forward, but Manek didn’t have to see to know no help could come.
He caught sight of Larn’s head, without a helmet as always, his shorn scalp gleaming with sweat in the afternoon sun.
Manek sucked in a breath. Held it.
And kicked Oren so hard he sprang forward, charging, galloping.
Bodies moved to intercept him. He ducked to avoid a spear. Parried a sword.
But he couldn’t get away from the last man. He rushed Manek’s flank, sending Oren skittering to the side.
Another body jumped between the two of them, and a shrill whinny erupted. Blood spattered across Oren’s neck, a lance protruding from the head of the white horse beside him. The dead horse shuddered, the body giving, but not before another blow landed on the rider.
Manek swung Oren about in time to see Kierum grunt as a sword arced above him and drove deep into his shoulder. A bright splash of red gushed from Kierum’s neck, his teeth painfully white against his grime-splattered face, bared in a growl.
Kierum tumbled to the ground, his dead horse giving out beneath him, but he dragged the Midlander down with him. They landed with a shout of metal and breaking bones, but through the noise he heard Kierum shout, “Go, Manek!”
Burying all the pain and grief into a place just below his fifth rib, Manek wheeled Oren again. They bound over his father, Kierum’s dead horse, and the Midlander, too. They landed in a small, nearly unblemished circle of meadow, Larn at its center.
Larn’s face broke into something between a smile and a sneer. “This is all very noble, what you’ve done here today,” Larn said, unsheathing his sword with an unnecessary flourish. Even here, he needed to be a showman.
Manek didn’t need the display; his own tired body told him he’d have to fight smart, not rely on strength.
“What do you suppose will happen when Verian—”
Manek drove his heels into Oren and they rushed Larn and his smaller mount.
Larn let out a hiss as their swords met above them. Manek dropped the reins, pulled the dagger from his boot, and jabbed at Larn all in one swift motion. Larn deflected it just in time, and the dagger cut across his breastplate with a terrible screech instead.
Manek’s dagger flew from his hand, but he used the momentum, grabbed Larn’s arm, almost pulled him out of the saddle. Larn swiped his sword at Manek, forcing him back.
Cursing, Manek gulped in air, the effort of trying to heave the large, armored Larn leaving him worse than winded.
It was Larn’s turn to charge, and Manek guided Oren with his legs, the reins dangling uselessly from Oren’s bridle. The horses danced around that circle of grass, kicking up dirt. Smaller weapons clattered to the ground, another of Manek’s daggers, one of Larn’s, and an axe Larn pulled from the back of his saddle, before Manek finally found a square of Larn’s chest with his boot and threw all his strength behind the kick.
Larn tumbled to the ground, his mail crunching in the dirt. He let out an outraged howl and was on his feet again before Manek could turn Oren, his face so red it verged on purple.
Oren bucked when Larn caught hold of one of the reins, his hooves striking out but missing Larn. Manek gripped the saddle’s horn as tight as he could with his free hand, his other holding his sword aloft, anticipating the blow.
And it came. But he couldn’t deflect it well enough, felt it slice into his left arm.
Having the blade wrenched back out felt worse than the initial slash. The cold air stung his fresh wound almost as badly as the sword had, and Manek felt his hold on the horn loosening.
The next blow he did parry, but it forced him from the saddle. Manek managed to hit the ground on one knee and a foot; he was up in a stride, whirling back around to face Larn.
He saw only that purple face. Not Larn’s sword. But he felt it, slicing across the left side of his face. Manek cried out, his eye on fire, blinded with blood. He staggered back, got his sword up, just managed to keep from being run through.
The ground spun for an awful moment. He pressed a hand to his face, wondering if the eye would fall free should he let go. Everything spun worse at the thought.
He drew in a breath, let go of his face. For now, his eye stayed put, but he couldn’t see out of it.
And Larn knew it. He rushed Manek from his left, sending him staggering again. Another moment and dirt flew into his face, blinding him.
Manek slashed unseeing, felt his sword connect with Larn’s, and his body moved from memory. He twisted their swords up, swiveled, planted his feet, forced Larn back. Just long enough to swipe a hand across his face.
The edge of his vision was rimmed in tears as he blinked out dirt and blood, but he could see the murky form of Larn stalking not far off. He was doing something, pulling something away from a dead man on the ground, but Manek couldn’t quite make it out.
Larn came at him hard, wielding his sword in one hand and an iron pike in the other. Manek knew he was being forced back, but there wasn’t time to look.
His strength was failing, blood running down his arm into his glove, making his grip slippery. Blood and sweat stung his eye and ran into his mouth, making him choke.
His heel scraped against something as he stepped back, and Manek knew the trap was sprung. Damn it all, if he could see what it—
Larn swung his sword wide, and when Manek threw up his own to catch it, the shaft of the pike caught him viciously against the side, sending him stumbling. He couldn’t catch his balance, knew it, tried to make the most of it. He struck at Larn’s undefended gut, felt a twinge of triumph when Larn hissed in pain.
His impact with the ground was hard and knocked the air from his lungs. Black dots swam at the edge of his limited vision.
A swift kick had him on his back before he could think, and then something narrow and sharp caught him under the shoulder plate, driving down just below the right collarbone. His eyes opened wide in pained astonishment, saw the pike standing straight up, anchored by his flesh. He tried to roll away, but the pike had gone all the way through, was caught in the ground beneath him, pinning him.
He cried out in rage. It couldn’t end like this! Yes, he knew he’d die today, had felt it deep in some core part of himself upon waking. He’d wondered if it was the gods’ way of readying a man for death, to send such premonitions. So he’d done the only thing he could—made love to and married his bride, his heart, and made peace with it. But damn it all, it couldn’t be like this!
Yes, he was to die. But he had to take Larn with him. He’d promised her.
When he felt his sword kicked from his hand, he wrapped his other around the pike to pull it out and use it instead.
A heavy foot stomped on his chest. Manek gasped in pain when, rather than pull out the pike, Larn dug it in deeper.
A thundering laugh crashed over Manek, and when he looked up, he saw triumph written in the lines of Larn’s face.
Hopelessly pinned, he tried to steady himself when he realized this would be a slow death.
The battle craze had left Larn, his eyes clear and smug as he leaned over Manek, his hand on the pike, pushing it further, further down.
Manek kicked, trying to unseat him, but Larn only laughed and moved out of range.
“I’m sorry it’s come to this, Manek,” he said, not sounding the least bit sorry. “You’ll be gone soon enough, but I’d like you to know that whatever happens to you, it’ll be tenfold worse for her.”
Manek’s stomach lurched.
Outrage coiled hot and heavy around his heart. Larn must have seen as much on his face, for he rocked back on his heels and grinned.
“I know that Courtnay bitch is to thank for all this. I intend to repay your whore in kind.” His smile slipped then, his voice falling to little more than a whisper when he said, “I’m going to raze this town of yours. When I find her, I’m going to stick her until she begs me to kill her. When I’ve had as much of her as I can stomach, I’ll give her to my men. And when they’re through, we’ll find what else we can stick her with. This”—he flicked the pike, sending ripples of pain through Manek’s chest—“should give you a fair idea.”
His limbs leaden, Manek let his head loll back onto the ground. He closed his eyes, not wanting to see Larn’s face hovering over him anymore.
Despite himself, a grin tugged at his mouth. “She’ll stick you first.”
He pulled his last dagger from his belt in small movements, knowing Larn would need to be close to use it, so close that he’d be delivering a killing blow. That was all right. Manek had known. But he had to take Larn with him. He’d promised, and his bride wasn’t one to cross.
He heard the whoosh of air as Larn stood, anticipated the sword swinging above him. He didn’t open his eyes, didn’t want to know where it would strike. All he needed was for Larn to get close while he did it and then, finally, Manek could end this.




Fifty-Seven

Though it was Dea who did teach the mortals violence, it was Ean who taught them to fight. Their violence became less mindless, more tactful. To those devoted to the sword, Ean taught stratagem and cunning, how to subdue an opponent and rout him, leaving no escape at his back. And so Ean created war, and in war, we mortals feel closest to him.

—Ean’s Gift







From atop the battlements, Ennis watched it, watched the meadow beyond turned into a place of carnage. Men and horses lay strewn across the battlefield, arrow and sword and axe and pike driven through their bodies. The smell rose up to her, a coppery tinge of blood with upturned earth and sweat.
Within the throng of bodies still alive, still fighting, she spied Larn’s banner. Hot ire lanced through her, and if she could’ve wished for anything then, it would be for a bow and arrow truer than Tamea’s own, to strike him down.
She caught glimpses of Lowlanders, their mismatched armor stark against the black of the Midlanders’. But there weren’t enough. Waurin’s men had run from the trees to the west, but still it wasn’t enough. They were destroying Larn’s force, but at too steep a cost. By nightfall, neither army would be left standing.
And then she saw him. Manek rode with a small force in the center of the battle. And she knew. Their best chance was to kill Larn, to hope that, leaderless, the Midland forces would fall into disarray. But killing Larn was no small task, and Manek and his thirty men barreled towards Larn’s own guard, fifty or more strong.
Get to him, whispered through her thoughts. You must get to him.
But Ennis stood rooted in place, for the voice hadn’t been her own. It was a southern wind whispering to her, brushing across her cheek, pulling strands of hair free from her plaits. Whose was that voice? The tips of Ennis’s fingers tingled. Did she want to know?
You must get to him.
Before she could stop herself, she was striding northward, her eyes trained on the battle, on Manek. They were surrounded by Larn’s guard, completely encircled.
“Ennis?”
Her name snapped her back to the battlements. Essa was at her elbow.
Get to him.
She tried shaking her head to dispel the thought, but it was halfhearted at best. The voice only grew stronger.
Get to him!
“Ennis?” Essa was staring at her, her lovely face creased with a frown.
“They’re trying to fight through to Larn,” Ennis said, nodding at the battle.
“Will they make it?”
“No.”
Essa chewed the inside of her cheek. “Can anything be done?”
“If Larn dies, it could be over.”
Ennis looked in surprise at the archer who’d spoken, standing at her post a few paces away. Her eyes were intent on Ennis, grim lines bracketing her mouth.
Slowly, Ennis nodded.
“Could you do it?” The archer closed the distant between them, her words drawing the attention of those nearby. “Could you help them?”
“I won’t abandon you here,” she said.
Another archer came up beside the first, her gaze just as serious. “Those Oltaraani bastards won’t be attacking for a while yet. But if they do, we’ll need reinforcements. The only ones left are out there, fighting.”
The first archer nodded. “If the Midlanders were defeated, our men could come back.”
“Larn dead would certainly cause chaos,” Essa said, beginning to prod too. Traitor.
The first archer shifted her weight from foot to foot, her jaw set. Ennis knew why. She thought Ennis could help the husband, son, or brother she had fighting out there, could perhaps end it by ending Larn. The archer said, “We can take care of ourselves while you—”
Ennis took two hurried steps forward, fixated on the battle. Manek’s horse was dancing with someone else’s, swords singing.
Get to him!
Her pulse thrummed so loud she was sure the others could hear. She was vaguely aware of Essa saying her name, but the voice had resorted to shouting.
“Milady, please,” the first archer implored.
Ennis opened and closed her mouth. Clenched and unclenched her fists. Nodded.
“I’ll take twenty with me. With a little luck, we can punch through, catch them tired and unawares.”
On her jog to the staircase, Ennis called out her intent, rallying twenty volunteers and twenty fresh horses. She left the first archer in charge of the north wall, told messengers to run and tell the other captains what was happening.
While Ennis swung onto Coro, Essa mounted a horse nearby. Ennis thought to argue but kept quiet. She hadn’t stopped her from going to burn Oltaraani ships—she couldn’t stop her now.
As the gate opened, weapons were handed to them, bows and quivers and daggers. Ennis used every niche in her saddle and extra space in her belt to stow weapons.
Armed to the teeth, they set out, Ennis and Essa at the head of their small column.
Coro set the pace, barreling towards the battle at full speed. They needed to be quick, striking hard and fast, for she and the women weren’t nearly as armored as the soldiers.
That voice didn’t fade as she hoped it would, but grew stronger as they neared, keeping time with her racing heart. It became a litany in her head as she searched frantically for Manek.
Ennis leaned back in the saddle, anchoring herself, and sent an arrow sailing into a Midlander’s chest. A few more shots from her column, and they were upon what remained of the Midland line.
Those on foot tried scrambling out of the way as they bore down, swords slashing, boots kicking. Ennis felt hot blood splatter across her leg as she ran a Midlander through. The man slid from the saddle as she jerked her sword out.
Ennis guided Coro further into the throng of bodies, crying out Manek’s name. It was lost in the cacophony of death and dying.
She tugged a dagger from her waist, threw it with better aim than she’d ever had before, sending it into the neck of a man heading straight for Essa.
He’s there. Get to him!
Ennis’s head whipped around.
She saw Larn first.
There was no mistaking his bald head or dogged face. It was pulled tight in a look of smug satisfaction. His eyes danced with malicious glee as he looked down at a body, pinned to the earth with a long iron pike.
“No, no, no!”
Coro shot forward, bounding over bodies.
Manek said something, making Larn’s face twitch. Ennis saw the change in the set of his shoulders as he stood, looming over Manek.
Larn lifted his sword.
Manek’s eyes were closed.
The sword pointed down, straight at Manek’s stomach.
Ennis would’ve run him down, let Coro break his wretched body beneath his massive hooves if Larn hadn’t leapt away at the last moment. Both Ennis and Larn let out a howl of rage.
She wanted to go to Manek, pull that damn pike out, but she knew she was more use on Coro.
Larn regained his footing and took a swaggering step towards her, gripping his sword.
He charged when he saw her going for an arrow.
There wasn’t time to aim. She fired, the arrow lodging in Larn’s leg. He yelped, staggered, and wrenched the arrow from his flesh in the time it took her to notch another. This arrow glanced off his shoulder plate with a ping, a little spark glittering from the scrape of metal.
She squeezed her legs, tried directing Coro like she knew Manek could do with Oren, and the horse moved, but not quickly enough. Larn was upon them, slicing at her chest. She leaned back, barely missing the blade.
Ennis kicked, connected with his chest, sent him tripping.
But he grabbed her foot.
Her body jerked, trying to follow him down, but her left foot caught in the stirrup. She kicked free before he could pull her leg from its socket and fell hard, letting out a pained wail when her body went one way but her ankle another.
She had to get up. She’d only one dagger left, in her boot. Her father’s sword was still secured to her saddle.
Pushing off the ground, she whistled as Manek had shown her, and Coro turned wary eyes in her direction. She whistled again, her mouth dry and the sound sputtering, as she clawed her way to standing.
From the corner of her eye, she saw Larn standing, too.
Coro came at a trot and she hobbled to him, lunging for the saddle when she felt hands at her back.
A four-fingered hand tore at her hair, but she fought her way to the saddle, wrapped both hands around the golden hilt of her sword.
“Gave it to you, did he?” Larn’s hot breath puffed against her ear.
“Yes,” she said, elbowing him in the neck, then his wounded leg for good measure. It gave her the moment she needed to pull the sword free of its scabbard. “And I’ll kill you with it.”
Larn looked from the sword to her face, the memory of the last time she’d bared it at him playing across his eyes. “I could’ve spared myself a lot of trouble if I’d just killed you.”
She feinted left, slashed right. Their swords met and trembled overhead as Ennis and Larn tried to bring it down on the other. The hilt felt molten hot in her hand.
They danced across the patch of meadow, Ennis keeping herself between Larn and Manek, knowing he’d use him to distract her. The hours of firing arrows made her back prickle with fatigue. Larn stood more than a foot taller than her, a fact he pressed, using his size and reach to outmaneuver her.
He was backing her towards something. Manek?
She spun about, grabbing the dagger from her boot as she did. Ducking under his arm, she jammed it into his hip with a sideways thrust. He growled, staggering away, and Ennis whirled on him.
The pommel of his sword struck the side of her head with a crack, and Ennis toppled. She could feel the split skin oozing blood. Bright pinpricks flashed across her vision, and the memory of a similar strike made her nauseous.
She gripped her sword in one fist, a clump of grass in the other, desperately trying to center herself.
The sound of shifting feet made her heart jump into her throat—she rolled away.
The tip of his sword slashed her chest, ripping her tunic and skin at her right shoulder, scraping across the breastplate, and gouging the fleshy tendon between her neck and left shoulder.
She convulsed in pain, the slice leaving a trail of fire and blood.
She needed to get up. She was dead down.
His boot scuffed her palm as he kicked her sword away.
“No!”
She tried turning over to crawl, her fingers wildly scrabbling for the sword, but his boot kicked her again, pressing her onto her back.
She clutched at his shin and heaved, throwing her whole body into bringing him down. And he fell like a mountain, right on top of her.
All the air was punched from her lungs. A tangle of bloody limbs, she heard the rasp of metal and his hot curses in her ear.
He groaned and lifted his head. His eyes were dazed, but when they locked with hers, he blinked away his shock and glared.
He’d lost his sword in the fall, but Ennis’s lay a yard away.
She thrashed harder, desperate to be out from under his heavy body. He leaned more of his weight on her as if he knew she’d rather be pinned with a pike like Manek than with his vile flesh.
Ennis fought for another inch, couldn’t wait anymore. Throwing her hand up over her head, she reached for the sword, fingers straining to cover those last few inches.
Larn grunted and splayed his hand across her belly, pushing himself up. He sat on her legs and looked for his own sword. When he saw how far it was, he wrapped four fingers around her dagger, still protruding from his side.
With a grimace he jerked it from his flesh and turned it, dripping, on her.
She fought. Just a little more. She knew it was close, so close. She dug her heels into the ground, pushed.
He clutched at her chest, his fingers sliding beneath the breastplate, and yanked. She slid more firmly under him, further away from the sword.
She knew if she closed her eyes, she’d see Tamea’s face staring down at her. She wanted to. She wanted her last sight to be Tamea, not Larn.
Her eyes fluttered closed. But she saw nothing. No goddess. Nothing.
Her heart clenched, panic knotting in her throat. Why wasn’t she here? Where—
Something metal plopped into her outstretched palm. She didn’t ask, didn’t look. Just struck.
The hilt of her sword smashed against Larn’s head. It took another hit to unseat him.
Scrambling out from under him, Ennis sucked in a gulping breath of air before whirling back to Larn. He was balanced on his knees and elbow, a hand clutching at his head. He was trying to get up.
So she swung.
The blade sliced into Larn’s neck. Arterial blood spurted, and he gasped, eyes bulging.
She adjusted, swung again. The sword caught against bone.
Larn shuddered.
Ennis braced her foot against his side and wrenched back the sword. Two more swings, two more hacking strokes, and finally, Larn’s head went tumbling.
The moment his decapitated body collapsed, a great clap of thunder roared in Ennis’s ears. She teetered on her feet, the ground trembling beneath her. Her weary mind couldn’t understand what was happening, could only watch as the world spun and howled and shook. The sky split open, a streak of lighting flashing across the sky, sending tendrils of electricity across Ennis’s face that sizzled and scorched.
And just as soon as it began, it stopped. The world was silent, the sky clear.
All Ennis could do was tremble. She only remained standing because her knees were locked, frozen in place. Then a sob escaped her, and another.
The sword was heavier than it’d ever been, and she could barely lift it again. The sight of Larn’s mangled body, what remained of his neck, made her gag. The bitter taste of wrongness filled her mouth.
No. No, this was right. Larn had to die.
Movement caught her eye. Manek had a weak grip on the pike, but his hands were too slippery with blood.
Her knees nearly buckled at the sight of her last task, but she made herself go to him as quickly as she could, before any Midlander could.
She swallowed her sob when she finally stood over him. As gently as she could, she braced her foot against him and pulled. The pike came out smoothly, bringing with it a well of blood.
Ennis fell to her knees beside him, ripping fistfuls of fabric from her body. She pressed part of her sleeve underneath the wound, a scrap of breeches on top. The only noise of pain he made came when she lifted him to put the wad of cloth on the underside of the wound.
“Ennis,” he said, his voice rough as a boulder rolling down the mountain.
“Hold still, love,” Ennis said, cradling his battered body with her own.
“Ennis, you can’t be—Larn’s—”
“It’s over, love, it’s done. He’s dead.”
Manek blinked at her, his left eye bloodshot, the corner of his eyelid sliced apart. She smoothed back the matted hair from his brow, wincing at the bloody mess of his face.
“He’s dead?”
“Yes. Manek, it’s over.”
Manek buried a trembling hand in her hair, and she collapsed beside him. They held each other as the battle around them ebbed. They held each other, and they wept.




Fifty-Eight

In King Dunstan, Lady Adelaide saw someone as strong as she, and in Lady Adelaide, King Dunstan saw someone fiercer than he. It was a match only the gods could have made, and together they forged a new age.

—from Chronicles of the Highland Wars




Essa sent her last arrow into the back of a retreating Midlander, glad for a moment to catch her breath after the dizzying shake of the earth a moment ago. Her body was beginning to cool, the feverish heat of battle within her spent. It was hard to imagine doing so much, killing so much in one day. Was it still the same day?
She’d been separated from the others of their band, but she spotted a few of them not far away, driving Midlanders back.
It took her a moment to realize—
It was over.
Essa looked around wildly, a small surge of panic coursing through her. Where was Ennis?
Essa clenched the reins in her fists and sent her horse into a trot. They skirted around piles of bodies, Lowlander and Midlander and horse. Themin knew how many bodies there were. Bile rose in the back of her throat, and she tried not to think of a number.
Whatever it was, it was too high.
She forced herself to look at the bodies only long enough to make sure they weren’t Ennis. She’d helped bury one sister already—she couldn’t bear to do it again.
And then, glinting in the sunlight, was a Courtnay head.
Essa sagged in relief. Ennis lay curled around Manek. Their lips moved, talking to one another, the world around them insignificant. A smile tugged at Essa’s lips while tears ran down her cheeks.
Another golden head caught her attention, and Essa nearly choked on her cry of surprise. Waurin walked towards her, looking for all the world like Ean himself. He was grimy, covered in gore, and triumphant, his teeth bared in a fierce smile.
Relief and joy shot through her, and she spurred her horse towards him at a trot, wanting to gallop but knowing the ground was too dangerous.
“Waurin!” she cried when she reached him.
He gave her horse’s neck a pat, but she was too overjoyed for that, flinging herself down into his arms. He caught her with an oomph, arms around her waist, and she clung to his neck, not caring that they were covered in blood and sweat.
He chuckled once, twice, and then he was laughing, swinging her about.
“Gods, you were magnificent in that charge. I’ve never seen anything like it,” he said.
“Magnificent,” she repeated. “I quite like being magnificent.”
His eyes sparkled in a way she hadn’t seen since winter, and something more than relief, more than affection made heart beat faster. The feeling terrified her, but it didn’t stop her from returning his smile, his gaze, his kiss. Waurin drew her up his body and scorched her mouth with his.
She could taste the fierceness of him, the spice lingering on her tongue. She kissed him until surely the sun began to set, unable to draw away from the warmth, the relief, the comfort of it.
Was this what she wanted? It felt so good to be in his arms, but was it just the relief of winning the day?
Her stomach clenched, and though she’d faced down all manner of enemies today, this was the first time she was truly scared.
Drawing back, Essa cupped his face in her hands, tracing the faint lines around his eyes with her thumbs.
“Give me time, Waurin.”
His next breath came out in a sigh, but he didn’t look angry. He pulled her into him again, embracing her fiercely, and buried his face in her hair.
“I’ll give you whatever you want,” he whispered, kissing her ear. “You should know that by now.”




Fifty-Nine

She is everything to me, Adren. To Ennis I will leave everything—Highcrest cannot be in better hands than hers. She will lead them into a new age.

—letter from Ehman Courtnay to Adren Dunstan




The slight dip as Ennis climbed into bed beside him woke Manek from his doze. Cracking his eye open, he watched her gingerly arranging the blankets around her, careful to leave a judicious six inches of blanketed space between them, ever mindful of their bandaged bodies.
He too was careful—when he pulled her to him.
She let out an amused huff. “We’re supposed to sleep. Lora’s orders.”
“Mm,” he hummed. “Should’ve thought of that before waking me.”
“I did no such thing.”
“I’m afraid you did.”
She glared at him, but the effect was ruined by a mischievous smile tugging at her mouth. “Fine then.” She leaned over and kissed him. “Go back to sleep.”
It was a challenge, one he didn’t mind losing. He arched a brow at her, blinking languidly.
Ennis rolled her eyes. She settled in beside him, and he supposed he had to be content with that. At least until some of his bandages came off. But he didn’t have to like it.
The left side of his face prickled, but he endeavored to ignore it. He hadn’t seen the slice before or after Lora stitched it up and wrapped half his face in bandages, a wad of cotton cushioned over his left eye. He didn’t need to, to know he’d have a hell of a scar. Lora thought he’d still be able to see out of it, given time, but Manek told himself to get used to the view from only his right eye.
Ennis, who’d hovered at Lora’s elbow while she worked, had given him a strained smile and said, “You’ll be far too dashing with it.” He didn’t believe her for a second, but if a half-ruined face was the price for all that’d happened, he’d happily pay it again.
His wife shifted onto her side, curling against him as she tucked a hand under her cheek.              His wife. He smiled stupidly at that and was happy her eyes were closed.
“What?” she asked.
Damn.
“Just thinking.”
“About?”
She knew what about.
“Kennick,” he lied.
Ennis gave him a look. “Oh?”
Well, he wasn’t lying entirely—he’d thought a lot about Kennick the past few days, what with the entirety of his clan’s army camped along the riverplain. Kennick had marched with three thousand horsemen to Rising’s aid, and Manek knew, until the day he died, he’d be grateful.
Though, in an odd way, he’d Verian to thank for the Lowlands’ victory as much as he did Kennick. Verian and the main Midland army had arrived two days after the first battle to find Larn and their cavalry rotting in the sun, crows and wolves already scavenging.
At the sight of his father’s defeat, Verian hesitated. For a whole day.
Kennick arrived the next morning and wasted little time driving the Midland army north again. Rising only endured an hour of besieging. Verian had tried again later in the afternoon but was repelled by Kennick and Rising’s combined forces. And while Manek would’ve dearly loved to leave the prick out to rot with his father, he was satisfied to know that, while the Midlands would be loyal to Larn’s son, they’d soon figure out he was not his father. Manek had no doubt he’d see Verian across the battlefield again, but he rested easy knowing he would never subjugate the Lowlands as Larn had.
It didn’t hurt either that reports had come just yesterday that King Dunstan was rallying the Highlands against further Midland encroachment, which would inevitably shift Midland attention northward. Ennis hadn’t gotten her Lowland-Highland alliance, but they did have a reprieve.
“He’ll be leaving the day after tomorrow.”
“Mm.”
“I was thinking we could visit him at Wheatfield in late spring. We could end our trip through the bush there.”
She grinned. “I’d like that.”
He still hadn’t quite swallowed the idea that he wasn’t going to be marching his men north come spring. For his whole adult life, all his planning had been centered around Larn and his next campaign. For the first time in years, he’d see a Lowland spring. For the first time in years, his life was his own.
“Waurin thinks they’ll be able to shove off in three days.”
“It’s lucky half the ships were salvageable after the attack.”
Waurin had promised vengeance on the Oltaraani after seeing how much damage they’d done to the Carmetheon fleet, but the men were tired. Almost a thousand Lowlanders died to earn them their freedom. That was more than enough death.
After careful consideration, they decided the ships would be sailed down the southern fork. It was shallower, with stronger rapids, but Waurin thought, so long as the ships were nearly empty, they could guide them from shore over the worst of it. No Oltaraani town sat at the southern mouth of the Morroley, so his fleet could easily set sail once they made it to the sea.
Essa, though, was staying behind.
Manek was disappointed for his friend, knowing the depths of Waurin’s feelings, but he knew better than to say anything to Ennis, who was overjoyed to have her sister with her. Essa had already been given a room in the great house and got along well with Kasia. He knew Ennis hoped Rising would become a home to Essa in a way that Carmetheon hadn’t, but Manek wasn’t so sure. He didn’t think Waurin would be able to let Essa go, not forever. He knew now he himself could never part with Ennis again.
“Have you thought about what we should do with Kellen?” he asked, remembering how Essa and the little boy had played this afternoon, running around laughing as they chased each other. It had been a spot of brightness in an otherwise somber day, a relief to see the boy finding some happiness after losing everything.
Ennis took a shaky breath. As sure as she remembered Kenna’s death, Manek saw Taryn on the battlefield, that spear run through him. It was too cruel, both of them taken the same day.
So many had been lost; the price for the Lowlands’ freedom was almost too high. More than once in the past days, he’d held Ennis close and wept with her. There was finally time to mourn all that had been lost, and sometimes, Manek felt there was more to grieve than find hope from. Together they wept for their sisters, for Kierum, Kenna and Taryn, for all the Lowlanders, and Highlanders too, who’d lost their lives because of one man.
“He should stay with us,” she said finally. “I’m sure Kasia would like someone to dote on, and I’d like to continue his studies. He hasn’t any other family.”
“Yes,” he said, kissing her forehead. It was the least he could do for Kenna and Taryn.
They lapsed into an easy silence, listening to the hearty crackle of the fire in the hearth. He’d grown to enjoy this, the quiet time with his wife before bed. Sometimes they hadn’t seen each other since rising that morning and they spoke of their days. Sometimes they held each other through the quiet as the fire burned low, and it was in those moments that Manek slowly began to realize that this was what his life would be, warm, cozy nights with his wife. He looked forward to it with a fierceness he’d rarely felt.
After a time, Ennis shifted to look up at him. “Have you thought of a name?” she asked.
“Not really. We don’t have family names in the Lowlands.”
“But then, how do you tell which family is which?”
He shrugged his good shoulder. “Ask. People usually remember far enough back to settle disputes.”
Ennis made a face, telling him exactly what she thought of such a thing. He suspected she could draw her family tree from memory, all the way back to Corran the Stone-Fist, founder of Highcrest.
“I was thinking,” she said, nestling so close their noses touched. “What about Kier? For your father.”
He blinked.
“Manek Kier,” she said, testing the name on her tongue. She seemed to like it, for she smiled and kissed him.
He threaded his fingers into her hair, sighing when her tongue flicked across his lower lip. Easing onto his back, he pulled her onto him, though she was careful to angle away from his wounded shoulder. Too soon she pulled away, but he could feel her smiling against his mouth.
“Well?” she murmured.
“You make a compelling argument.”
She laughed and nudged his nose with hers.
“Kier,” he said and smiled too. It rang nicely in his ears. “A Lowland name if I ever heard one.”
“Well, then, Lord Kier, how does it feel to be a free man?”
He rolled, tucking her under him and balancing on his good arm. “Wonderful, Lady Courtnay,” he murmured from the hollow of her throat, bandages the furthest thing from his mind. Manek wanted his wife, wanted to prove to himself and to her that they had lived, but most importantly, that they would live.
Later, when the fire had wasted to simmering coals, Manek and Ennis lay entwined, their legs tangled together, their arms clutching each other close, and Manek traced soft patterns along the warm skin of her back. Her soft, even breathing told him she dozed, but one last thought kept Manek awake as he studied the shadows pooling over Ennis’s face.
It was time he told her.
“Ennis?” He kissed her shoulder.
“Hmm?”
“I’ve been thinking…”
One side of her mouth quirked up.
“I was thinking—mind you, we couldn’t do it for some time, years even—but I think it could be done, and…”
“What, Manek?” Her voice was a lazy drawl, as if she were falling asleep again.
“I want to retake Highcrest.”
She stared at him for a long moment, unblinking, searching his face. He gazed back, tightening his arms around her.
“I’ve done it once,” he said. “I can do it again. I’d like to for a good reason this time.”
“Truly?” Her voice was low, husky, and even in the dim light from the dying fire, he could see her eyes filling with tears.
“Yes.”
Cradling his face between her hands, she smiled and said, “You’re a good man, my love. My father always hoped I’d be Lady Highcrest.”
“You will be. I swear it. But”—here he smiled—“what would you say to being a queen too?”




Sixty

Bleeding, bleating, death. Chaos—
How the earth soaks
With this Low blood
Horses and men, laid on the field bare,
Skin and teeth and bone and hair
A sea of flesh, writhing, falling, choking
Dagger and axe, sword and arm
Look at our king,
Look at his body, shorn at the neck
Look at his head, rolling in the dirt—
Tremors in the earth, lightning in the sky,
See how men tremble, lining up to die.
A golden sword for a golden lion,
A sword she should not hold—
See where it was, see where it is
A new world I now behold.
—“At the Gates of Rising” from Wanderings of a Moon Boy by Gaetien of Scallya


In one bound, Ean the Deceiver crossed his brother’s roiling sea, his feet touching upon the soft earth of the Seat, the largest of the Green Isles.
His Father’s presence wafted over him, dissolving the glamor that masked his true face. As he stepped onto the mountain, the grime and sweat of mortal life dripped from his skin, revealing the violet of his eyes and effervescent glow that hung about his honeyed limbs.
With a flick of his wrist, he formed a breastplate from a wisp of cloud, a helmet from a hunk of iron, and a cloak from a shaft of sunlight. The brands upon his chest burned, reminding him why he was here, and he schooled his features into indifference as he strode up the mountainside.
He could already hear the Host’s whispers, and he smiled to himself. They could feel it, the change rent through the world. But they did not know.
The further up the mountain he climbed, the more his mind eased. His arrival finally fulfilled a thousand-year summons he’d ignored. Always it buzzed in the back of his mind, like an incessant wasp, biting, stinging. Always Ean ignored it.
Until now.
He’d learned a great deal in his years of self-exile. The canyons of sandstone spoke of histories far older than mere gods. It was those rocks the mortals should worship, not the Host.
He smirked. Perhaps they would, once he was finished.
The craggy surface of the mountain began to give way to storied sculpture. The mortals’ history was carved into the stone, scenes of battle and harvests and life etched upon the mountain itself. The friezes wound round the mountain, circling up, up the rock-formed palisades, holding aloft Themin’s great temple.
The mountain had not a peak, but a dome. Housed beneath in the open-air temple, ringed by concentric circles of colonnades, stood Themin’s Seat. A throne of obsidian, it was carved from a single stone, the arms worn and curved with time. Ironic, that the Seat should show time, when the mountain itself sat apart from it, a rock in a river, time flowing around it.
He was barely up the last step before he was set upon.
Tamea’s windswept hair billowed about her lithe shoulders as she bore down on him, her amber eyes burning like a wildfire. Her boots made no sound on the smooth floor. Neither did her hard slap across his face.
He took it with little more than a lift of an eyebrow, knowing that would infuriate her most.
“What have you done?” she growled.
“Yes, Ean, what have you done?” That from Ma’an, standing close by with his boulder of a chest and crag of a face. Never one to be left out of a fight.
Balan was most likely next in line. Ean would let them all have one good slap if it meant this would be over with soon.
“Leave him be,” said Themin.
His siblings retreated reluctantly, allowing Ean into the inner rings of the temple. Between the layers of columns, Ean spied all of Themin’s Host gathered. Even Anona, snow still clinging to her eyelashes.
Dea too had come.
He groaned inwardly. Much as his mother could appreciate the newly forged chaos of the world, she no doubt loathed the collateral. The man who called himself the King of the Midlands had been a favorite of Dea’s.
To avoid his mother’s dark scowl, Ean let his eyes roam the palisades. He looked for but didn’t expect a friendly face. Well, there was Adain, an amused smile playing at his lips, a stark contrast to his twin’s thunderous frown. But then, there was little in this life or the next that didn’t amuse Adain.
By the time he reached the center of the temple, where the Seat rested, all the Host had gathered.
Themin stood just behind it, his gaze weary. Long gray hair tumbled over his Father’s shoulders, and his hands still bore scars from claiming stardust to add to the mortals. Long robes that captured all colors of the sunset swirled about Themin. Finally, he looked at Ean, one eye the blue of the sky, the other brown like the earth.
Ean tried to ignore how the branded handprints prickled on his chest under those eyes. But the prickling pain had become nothing to him over the eons, and the Host would be disappointed if they thought they could introduce him to any new hurt. For was he not cursed to feel all manner of agony, suffering, and aching, forever and always? What could they do to him that Themin had not?
The Host hushed when Themin opened his lipless mouth to speak. “Ean, you know Fate is something even we should not tempt. The stars have spoken, yet you defied Them.”
Yes, Ean knew. He just failed to care. Why should he? The stars were cold, cruel things. He’d begged them for a word, a whisper, anything that would help him break his curse. But they said nothing.
Ean began to wonder if they spoke at all.
“I am merely answering your summons, Father,” he said.
“You know the dangers of meddling in their world!”
Ean turned a harsh smile onto Ma’an. “You did not seem to mind these dangers when you guided Dunstan Gilcriss’s sword into his brother’s heart. Tell me, what did the stars say about you bringing about two hundred years of war?”
Ma’an blanched. “How could you know that?”
“I may have been in exile, but there is little you do that I do not know about, Brother Mountain.”
How could any of the Host not have known? When Ma’an guided Dunstan’s hand that day, the world shifted, the sky cracked, the earth shook. Ironic that, in trying to save his precious Highlands, Ma’an had doomed them all over again, this time to a slow, whittling death from the south.
“The stars speak Their will, but we all know They can be mercurial. Uncertain. I did not defy Them—I only tipped the balance in favor of one of the fates They saw. Much as my Brother Mountain did two hundred years ago,” Ean said. Was this their best argument? He’d had a thousand years to think, to wait, to plan. 
“He cannot do this,” Tamea said, stepping forward. “He cannot change so much. He must be punished.”
Ean’s smile was a knife blade. “Punish me, Sister Forest? Indeed. Shall you curse me?”
“I never should have let her live!” Tamea howled. “I should have taken the one fated to die that night, not let her life be traded. I thought you had changed—I thought you finally understood. How could you?”
Ean lifted his shoulders in a shrug. Truthfully, he shouldn’t antagonize Tamea so. If any of the Host understood the damnation in Ean’s soul, it was Tamea. The harbinger of death walked hand-in-hand with war. Tamea knew pain, knew suffering. But she also knew compassion. She led the mortals to something better, to peace. This seemed enough to spare her from an unhappiness as complete as Ean’s. She did not have an emptiness inside of her so bottomless it ate away at the very seams of herself.
“If it would put your minds at ease, I was asked to do it.”
A cry went up from the Host. Dea demanded an explanation.
“Summon the mortal, if you do not believe me.”
Themin sighed, and the world held its breath. He waved his hand.
Along the outermost circle of columns appeared two figures. Both weren’t quite as opaque as the rest of the Host, their presence filmy. Two women approached Themin. The taller was Mithria—or, rather, a projection of her. Her heart-shaped face flickered like sunlight through leaves, never quite settling. The other was a mortal soul without a bodily shell, the one who’d provided Ean with the needed nexus to change Fate.
Themin asked the mortal woman her name.
“Adena Courtnay,” she said, looking about the Host with an unbelieving, dreamy gaze.
“We should not be here,” Mithria said, her voice like a breeze through soft rolling hills. “She should be at rest.”
“What is the meaning of this?” Dea said, advancing on Mithria and the mortal.
The woman took a shuddering step back. Mithria placed a gentle hand on her shoulder and glared at Dea.
“This woman,” Ean said, “asked me to take the life of the man who caused her so much suffering.”
“Mortals pray to us all the time,” Dea spat, as if such prayers were a nuisance, as if they weren’t the very essence of the Host’s immorality.
“I do not have to defend myself to you, mother, who shifted the balance of power for a mere blood oath. That Midland whoreson gave you but a finger and you laid the world at his feet. All I did was help strike down one man—you opened an entire city to his hordes. And that’s just the most recent of your favors.”
Dea snorted. “I guided them to the trapdoor into Dannawey, yes. But Larn was fated to take that city. The Midlands is fated to take the north.”
“And he was fated to fall in battle. I just changed which one. You aided him in life by blood, and I took it away by blood. Her blood.”
The Host turned to look at Adena Courtnay. She was so slight, so fragile. Her being wavered, growing more translucent with the effort of staying in a place she wasn’t meant to be. Ean regarded her with aloofness, for he couldn’t afford to let the Host see what this mortal meant to him. She was everything. Her lonely voice in the cold night had beckoned him, had promised him salvation. He’d heard her and stayed with her through those long nights. To the end.
“She offered herself as payment for the bargain, and I did what she asked of me,” he said, his eyes finding hers. Even now, he could barely look upon her; each time he did, a throb went through him. It was a new, painful sensation, unlike any pain he’d ever known. It was expectation, ringed with hope.
“Yes,” she whispered, “you did.”
“I will not apologize for enacting justice. You all know what kind of man Larn of the Midlands was.”
“It does not matter what he did,” Dea said. “What matters is what you have done and what you have changed.”
“The mortal world is a better place without him.” All looked at Ceralia in surprise, including Ean. He hadn’t imagined she would speak to him, let alone for him.
Dea sneered. “What a weak heart you have. It is the mortals’ lot to suffer.”
“And who is to blame for that?” said Balan.
Ean rolled his eyes. They were headed for an argument almost as old as time itself.
“It is done now.” Themin’s voice was quiet as the dawn, but all heard. “We cannot change what has happened. But Fate may yet try to correct itself.”
Oh, yes. It would. Which was why Ean’s exile had come to an end. It was time the mortals relearned his face.
“Can nothing be done?” Tamea asked, her gaze still hot and hateful on Ean.
“No. Not yet. We will have to watch for now.” Themin turned to Mithria. “Return your charge. I regret that she had to be woken from her peace.” And he took Mithria’s hand in his own, his gaze softening. The Host marked it, none more so than Ceralia, but said nothing.
Her robes crinkling like leaves underfoot, Mithria led the mortal away, their forms evaporating into the waning sun.
With the two gone, and Themin’s words final, the Host turned away from the Seat. Some gathered together, their whispers malignant. For the first time in an eon, Tamea and Dea were united in something. Just as rare, Ma’an and Balan grumbled together rather than about each other. Others, like Anona, readied to return to their domain.
But Ean knew he wasn’t dismissed. His Father waved him over, and he went, if begrudgingly.
Ean followed Themin to the edge of the temple, where the mountain fell off in a sheer cliff, the sea crashing on rocks far, far below. White gulls cawed and circled, their nests the only other homes on the Seat.
“You surprise me, Ean,” said Themin quietly, his dark gray hair shimmering like starlight.
“I did not think you could be surprised, Father,” replied Ean. His breastplate shone in the fading day, flashing gold as each individual ray disappeared in a sparkle of light upon the great plates of metal.
“I would have thought you liked the old arrangement.”
“I grow tired of the northern wars,” Ean said.
“It is in your nature to be capricious.” Themin sighed. “You know the Lowlanders were not supposed to win.”
“Perhaps I like the doomed.”
Even though he claimed to be surprised by his son’s actions, Ean doubted he’d actually surprised Themin. The mortals believed Themin knew everything—past, present, future—and so he did. It made Ean wonder why Themin had allowed him to succeed thus far.
“This course you have set in motion will cause great, terrible things,” said Themin.
“I am the god of great and terrible things.”
“Perhaps. But I hope, my son, that you can live with the consequences. They will be the end of us.”
Ean grinned. Of course, he knew. He knew what would happen when he put that sword in Ennis Courtnay’s hand and allowed the Lowlanders to win. And he awaited his new fate with a smile.
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