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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Don't go, Zuwa," Lallur said quietly, glancing sideways at their two children sitting in the next room, playing a dice game. Neither the eleven-year-old girl nor the thirteen-year-old boy looked up, enthralled in their game as they were. Her heart broke for them, so unaware of the injustice going on around them. If only it could stay that way. Lallur pressed the heels of her palms against her eyes, and she felt her husband's arms slip around her waist as he embraced her tenderly once more, pressing his lips to the crown of her head. 
 
    "Don't cry, my love," he said softly as she wrapped her arms around his neck, holding him tightly as though he might disappear any moment. In a way, she knew he soon would. "The queen has asked us to fight. I need to do this. I need to protect you all." 
 
    Lallur pressed her face into the fabric of his shirt, her tears soaking it as her shoulders shook with silent sobs. "Damn your sense of righteousness," she whispered. "I thought living here meant we would be safe from this war, but here we are, being pulled into the middle of it. What did we do to deserve this?" 
 
    Zuwa hushed her, stroking her hair in a comforting manner. It did nothing to slow her tears. 
 
    "No one deserves this, my love. That is why we must fight. We must end the killing. And if no one fights to stop it, then it will never end." Zuwa took a deep breath before pulling back from her. Her fingers hesitated as they brushed the sides of his neck, but after a moment she let them fall, squeezing her eyes shut against the fresh flood of tears that threatened to fall at the sensation of emptiness that gnawed at her insides. 
 
    "You know I must go," Zuwa said quietly, glancing over at their two children with a pained expression. "I cannot say goodbye to them. If I do, I will never leave." He gave her a sad half-smile. "No matter how much you might like that, you know I must go." He leaned forward to press a chaste kiss to her lips, lingering there before he drew back once more. "Tell them I love them." 
 
    With that, he swept his cloak over his shoulders and was gone before she could call for him to wait, to not do this, to run away with them instead. The lump in her throat kept her from calling out, and by the time she found her voice to speak, the door was shut, and her husband was gone. 
 
    Lallur collapsed to her knees, not holding back the sobs that wrenched themselves from her throat, the tears spilling down her cheeks as she covered her eyes in grief. She barely registered the sound of her children's alarmed voices asking her what was wrong. Her husband was gone, and she knew in her heart that he would not return. The queen had sent him to his death, and she would be a widow, left to raise their two children on her own. 
 
    "Mama," her daughter Namida said, sounding concerned. "Mama, what's wrong? Tell us what's wrong, so we can help." 
 
    Lallur lowered her hands to look at her two children, Namida and Kafar. She loved them dearly and wanted to protect them, like any mother would. How was she supposed to tell them that their father had left to fight in a war that was never supposed to reach them? Lallur remained silent save for her sobs as she wrapped her arms around her children, holding them close. Though they wore identical looks of confusion, they held her back, and her sobs quieted as they stayed there, huddled on the floor and holding one another close. 
 
    The hours dragged on, and the sounds of fighting approached. The children's confusion had turned to fear, a sense of foreboding having settled over the house. Lallur's tears had long since run dry, and she slowly let go of her children, standing up and rubbing at the tear tracks staining her cheeks. 
 
    "Come, children. It's not safe out in the open like this," she said, moving to grab the rug from the sitting area and dragging it with her to the storage room, where she set it down next to the floor hatch that led down into the cellar. With a grunt of effort, she pulled the hatch open, motioning for the children to go down. They stared back at her with wary eyes from the doorway. 
 
    "Mama, why are we doing this? What's going on?" Namida asked, her eyes wide with apprehension. Lallur's mouth went dry at having to explain war to her innocent children. They were not a wealthy family, but they had never been hard-pressed to provide for their needs, and had lived a peaceful life up until today. How could she explain to them that she didn't expect they would live to see the next sunrise? Her heart felt like it was breaking as she looked at her children; so beautiful, so caring and so, so young. They were too young to die. She would not let them die. She clenched her jaw in determination, ushering them over to her. 
 
    "You two will hide in the cellar. I fear there may be bad men coming soon, and I don't know if they will try to find us or not. I won't take that risk, though," she said, all but pushing them towards the stairs. "You two are to stay in the cellar. If you hear anything...don't come out." 
 
    They stared up at her once they descended the stairs, their dark brown eyes tugging at her heartstrings. She refused to believe that this would be the last time she saw either of them again. Fate would watch over them, right? Fate wouldn't let anything happen to her family... With a deep, steadying breath, she whispered "I love you," lowering the door. The gentle thud of the heavy wood settling into place brought with it a sense of finality, and she choked back a sob at the thought as she moved to the front hallway once more, kneeling down in front of the door. Bowing her head, she began to recite one of the only prayers she knew. 
 
    "Fate be with us, Fate guide us. For those that know their Fate is sealed will know that Fate will never abandon them, but give them peace, in life and in death..." 
 
    The door creaked open. Lallur kept her gaze focused on the floor as large black boots thudded dully against the floor to enter her sight, covered in strips of leather and the stench of death. 
 
    "...For if in life do we believe, so, in death, shall we achieve unity, and be blessed forevermore," the boots' owner said in a rough, gravelly voice. 
 
    Lallur slowly looked up, her eyes trailing ragged black clothing covering the stranger's well-muscled physique. The many strips of fabric that wound around their otherwise bare arms caused a sense of dread to well up in her. They marked the man as one of the enemy; one of Kaska's elite troops. Each strip of fabric denoted a dozen enemies slain by their hand. She swallowed thickly as she counted the number on each arm—seven on the left, eight on the right. Her eyes trailed up to his hooded face, catching a gleam of gray from within the shadows. 
 
    His hand reached for the sword at his waist. 
 
    Lallur didn't even have time to scream. 
 
      
 
    o—O—o 
 
      
 
    Namida’s head jerked up as she heard heavy footsteps approaching the cellar from above, the thud of boots reverberating through the wood as she silently huddled closer into her older brother’s side. The steps seemed to pause dangerously close, the source lingering for an age of tense muscles and shallow breathing before they finally withdrew once more. There was the sound of ceramic breaking; no doubt their dinner wares, as the sound seemed to come from the kitchen down the hall. Namida shared a glance with Kafar, barely able to see the details of his face in the darkness of the cellar. That was when she heard the muttering begin. 
 
    The first thing that caught her attention was the prickling sensation that raised the hairs on the back of her neck. It was only then that she heard a man’s low, guttural voice speaking in a language she was unfamiliar with. The words seemed to echo in her bones, bringing with them a sense of terrible power and wrongness that she could not explain. 
 
    And then the voice was gone, and all at once, it stopped. 
 
    Namida clutched at Kafar’s arm, waiting for the heavy footsteps to come back, but they did not. When the silence stretched on around them, she whispered at length, “Kafar, did you feel that?” 
 
    She could just make out the nod that Kafar gave, his bushy hair bobbing with the motion. “What do you think it was?” he breathed, finally shifting in his spot and stretching his legs out from where they’d been pressed into his chest. 
 
    “I don’t know, but…” Namida trailed off as she sniffed the air, a sense of dread settling in her gut. “Kafar. Do you smell that?” 
 
    Kafar inhaled deeply, cursing under his breath. He shot to his feet, struggling with the heavy cellar door overhead until Namida stood to help him. Pushing with all their effort, they managed to wrestle it open so that they could climb out, Kafar first offering a foothold to boost Namida up before she turned and lent him a hand to climb out. 
 
    The heat rolled over them like a wave. Namida felt tears sting her eyes as she coughed, the air thick with smoke. Kafar quickly pulled off his outer shirt, pressing it over her face so she could breathe through the fabric. He lifted his under shirt to his nose and mouth, doing the same as he squinted through the thick layers of gray that kept them from seeing further than a few feet into the rest of the house. Fear seized Namida’s heart, turning her feet to lead. 
 
    “Kafar, what do we do? Mama’s still in here somewhere,” she said through the shirt pressed over her face. 
 
    Kafar had a grim look in his eyes as he grabbed her free hand with his. 
 
    “No, she’s not. She would’ve come for us if she was.” 
 
    Namida's eyes prickled with tears from both Kafar's words and the smoke that assaulted them. Kafar shook his head at her tears, his eyes flashing with determination as he clasped a hand around her wrist and tugged her towards the back of the house, towards the door there. 
 
    There was a loud snapping noise, and the next thing Namida knew, she was lying on her back, her mind racing to catch up to what had happened. It took a moment for her to comprehend that she was staring up at the ceiling, except it wasn't actually the ceiling. There was a hole above her, opening up to the sky. The next thing she registered was a searing heat that consumed her left side. 
 
    She screamed. 
 
    "Kafar—Kafar, help—" she coughed, feeling as though she couldn't breathe as the smoke filled her lungs and her left side was wracked with pain when she tried to breathe in. She couldn't feel her left arm, and she could swear that from the little she could turn her head, she could see flickers of fire licking away at her skin from between the rubble. That would explain the burning, she thought with morbid detachment. When she managed to turn her head to the right, her breath left her in a rush. 
 
    Kafar's empty brown eyes stared back at her, rubble having crushed his entire lower body. Namida didn't have the air left in her lungs to scream. All she could do was sob, the pain shooting through her with each small movement. 
 
    "No, not you too," she whimpered. It felt like forever that she lay there, unable to look away, unable to close her eyes. She realized belatedly that she was going to die, and the last thing that she would see was her brother's dead body. The last thing she would feel was this overwhelming grief and loneliness. It scared her. She didn't want to die, but she didn't want to live in a world without her family, either. 
 
    A distant howl echoed over the crackles of the flames, sending a chill through her. Namida had grown up with stories of the hounds that served the royal guard, most of them positive, but she had always had an innate fear of them. Something about the calculating look in their eyes, and the way they grinned at her with their sharp teeth. Her mother had always told her it was just their way of saying hello, but as a child, it was hard to think of it as a friendly greeting when it looked like they wanted to swallow her up. 
 
    A scratching sound drew her thoughts away from the numbing pain in her side. With weary eyes, she glanced to her left as well as she could. 
 
    A hound's yellow eyes stared back at her. 
 
    Namida's heart pounded in her chest as she stared the hound down. She was pinned, with no way to escape. This was it, she thought. The hound was here to devour her, and she had no way to fight back. 
 
    The hound whined, lowering its tail and giving a slow wag before approaching her. She yelped as it pawed at the rubble covering her left arm and side. It growled as it locked its jaws around the heavy wood and clay, digging its heels in until it dragged the pieces off of her. Namida stared at the hound in shock. Was it...helping her? 
 
    "Why?" she croaked, her voice scratchy and hoarse from breathing in smoke. "Why are you helping me?" 
 
    A wave of calmness washed over her, and though she didn't know why, she allowed it to envelop her as the hound finished unearthing her. It nudged her good arm as though to indicate something and, confused, she wrapped her arm around its haunches, allowing it to half-drag her further from the flames. She stumbled as she tried to walk, hissing as her left leg gave out on her. She could see the top of her thigh was a bloody mess, no doubt having been caught by the rubble as well. Her tunic and slacks were torn and bloodied, as well. The hound gave an urgent-sounding whine and knelt down next to her, nudging her once more. Puzzled, she shifted her weight fully onto its back, the large dog giving a whuff of approval as it trotted and hopped over and around the flaming debris of her crumbling home until they reached the outside. She felt her throat close as they passed by her mother's body, lying in a pool of her own blood just inside the broken front door, leaning open on its bottom hinge. 
 
    The streets were no better. In her pain-induced haze, she recognized the bodies of friends and neighbors strewn throughout the streets. The little hope she had held out that her father might still be alive was quickly stamped down as she saw the bodies of royal guards lining the courtyard, as well. The hound carried her steadily onward, through back alleys and down less-traveled paths. She clung to its fur as though it was a lifeline, and in a way, it was. The hound was the only thing that she had left. She no longer had a home or a family to go back to. She knew from the whispers she had heard of war that it must have been Kaska's troops that slaughtered the townspeople. Who else would have reason to attack a town that pledged allegiance to Queen Gawela? It was no secret that ever since Queen Gawela had spurned her former lover, Kaska the Maimed, for using her to amass power, he had declared war on the monarchy. He had demanded that the people be given the choice to decide their own ruler, claiming Queen Gawela's claim on the throne was illegitimate. 
 
    It made Namida so angry. That Kaska gave such little thought to extinguishing human lives just to get back at the queen—it was sickening. 
 
    She would give anything for the power to end his life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    Darwe gave a long-suffering sigh as he pushed a hand through his tangled black locks, pushing them back under his thin cotton hood. The desert heat burned his nostrils as he inhaled, despite that it was not even mid-morning yet. He had started his rounds before sun-up so that he would be back well before noon, knowing that the longer he tarried in the scorching daytime heat of the Solan desert, the greater the chances were that he would pass out from heat sickness. He might not be a healer, but he knew enough to be careful when it came to the extreme weather of his home country. 
 
    It was proving to be just another routine sweep of his master's outer borderlands, but for some reason, Darwe had this feeling of anticipation that tickled at the back of his mind. It was annoying, but he couldn't seem to squash it. His master had often told him that if his mind was trying to tell him something that he was not convinced of, he should believe it, for a warrior's sharp mind was one of their greatest tools. Darwe frowned. What could possibly be causing such a feeling, though? His hand drifted to the pommel of the sword at his side, gripping it tightly. Whatever this anticipation might mean, he would be prepared for the worst. 
 
    A muffled thump echoed from over the next hill. 
 
    Darwe paused in mid-step, tilting his head to the side as he listened. 
 
    There was a soft groan, like that of a young girl, and a quiet whine. The sound caused Darwe's mind to race. The only beasts that whined were hounds and wolves, and he could not hear any sound that would indicate it was a wolf. Wolves traveled in packs; never alone, and certainly not with humans. It must be a hound, then, although they were an equally rare sight. Darwe's brow furrowed as he tried to think of the best course of action. He didn't really have much choice, though, when it came to revealing himself to whoever was beyond that hill. These were his master's lands, and he was to get rid of any intruders...by any means necessary. 
 
    His grip tightened on his sword. A warrior he may be, but he hoped there would be no need for it. 
 
    Darwe's feet quietly sifted through the sand as he neared the top of the hill, the grains whispering around his cloth boots. As he stepped to the top of the dune, his eyes locked with the calm yellow gaze of a hound. 
 
    The hound stayed stock-still, its body rigid and hackles raised as it stared Darwe down. It sat poised protectively over the unconscious body of a young girl. At least, he thought it was a young girl. The left side of her body was burned almost beyond recognition, and the rest of her was covered in blood and scratches and bruises. He hoped that not all of the blood she was covered in was her own, or she was already past saving. He could feel his adrenaline spike as he slipped down the hill towards the odd pair, his heart pounding as he realized this was a life-or-death situation, the kind his master talked about quite often. He needed to act fast, or the girl would likely die. When he was a few steps away, the hound stepped over her body, baring its teeth at Darwe and snarling. Darwe stopped, lifting his hands up to show he meant no harm. 
 
    "Calm, hound. I only want to help," he said, feeling frustrated that the hound was keeping him from doing what needed to be done. "If you don't let me help, this girl will die. She's already lost too much blood. Let me help," he said insistently, hoping that his eyes and body language would help convey the message to the beast. After what felt like a lifetime, the hound finally stepped back, offering a guttural sound and pressing its ears back against its skull to show its disapproval as Darwe carefully scooped the girl up into his arms. She was heavier than he thought she would be, and he grunted from the weight of her as he stood back up, his feet automatically heading in the direction of his master's estate. He studied her battered face as he moved, concerned that she made no sound of discomfort despite the jarring motion of his feet against the sand. She had the typical dark brown skin of any Solan, with reddish-brown braids that had been matted with blood. Her left arm was burnt beyond repair, and lay against her body at an awkward angle; definitely broken. The burns traveled up the left side of her neck and face, and down her left leg. He doubted they would ever heal properly. 
 
    The hound stalked along next to him, its tongue hanging out as it panted in the morning heat, its large pointed ears drooping miserably. When it caught Darwe's gaze, it glared, baring its teeth. Darwe scoffed, knowing that the hound would do nothing to harm him while he held its master in his arms. Hounds were well-known for choosing their own masters, unlike other domesticated animals. 
 
    The sweat trailed down his face and neck in tiny rivulets as he finally cleared the hill that revealed his master's sprawling estate. Being in the middle of the harshest part of the desert, it was rare that they ever got any intruders—or visitors—around these parts. Nevertheless, one could never be too careful, what with the war that had been declared between the Queen and her former consort. Darwe's master had never had much interest in politics, and he outright refused to choose a side in the budding war, having informed the Queen as much before he moved to this secluded place. Darwe was glad that he had. Despite having been trained in the ways of the warrior, Darwe had never felt as though he had the heart to be one. The only reason he had been raised and trained by his master was because his family had been too poor to afford another child, so they had given him up to be an apprentice. These days, Darwe found himself wishing they had given him to a healer, instead. At least then he felt like he might be able to make a difference in the war. Violence, he felt, solved nothing, and would only lead the country further into chaos. 
 
    Hardly anyone seemed to realize that, though. Either that or they just didn't care. 
 
    Darwe didn't bother changing out his boots for house slippers as he sprinted the last few feet to the main building of the sprawling complex and kicked in the door, not having his hands free to open it like a normal person would. 
 
    "By the Ancients, boy, what do you think you're—" his master's lecture died off when he turned to see the bloody and broken girl lying in his apprentice's arms. His mouth drew into a thin line and he motioned to the chaise across the room. "Well, what are you waiting for? Set her down and fetch Kilish!" 
 
    Darwe scrambled to do what he had been told. If there was one word he would describe Master Dorozi as, it was commanding. And by the Ancients, you had better do what you were told when you were told to do it, because the man was strict and impatient, and he was not afraid to dole out punishments if his expectations were not met. Having lived with the man for the last twelve years, having come to him when he was only five summers, he had been privy to the man's soft side, but he also understood that its appearances were few and far between. 
 
    Darwe's feet pounded along the flagstones as he followed the growing earthen scent to the middle of the complex, the looming building that held both the rain stores and their crops of food. When he stumbled through the doors, breathing hard, the two people inside paused, staring at him blankly. The gruff-looking female with a dark head of short, thick curls had stopped with her hand midair, about to chuck a pebble at the disgruntled male across the table from her, who was busy inspecting the leaves of one of the plants to assess its health. If it were any other time, Darwe would have laughed at the predictability of it all. He could always count on Kilish to be in here, antagonizing Momal, their resident botanist. The poor man had no idea of what he was getting into when they had scooped him up into their employ from beneath the nose of the monarchy. Botany was a profession that was rarely called for in this desert country, but because of that almost no one went into the profession, and the few who did were in high demand for the positions that needed to be filled. Unfortunately, Kilish, Master Dorozi's niece who had come to join them at the complex following her widower father's death at the hands of the war, had found a particular joy in bothering the poor man at all hours of the day. 
 
    "And just what in the blazes do you think you're doing, Dar?" Kilish asked, raising an eyebrow at him as she hopped off the table Momal worked at (or tried to, at least) and placed her hands on her hips. He could tell from the way she stared him down that she was upset at him for ruining her fun, but at the moment, he couldn't afford to care what punishment she might rain down on him for doing so. 
 
    "We have an emergency," Darwe blurted out, his eyes darting back and forth between the two workers as his mind raced to think whether Master Dorozi would accept his telling Momal of what was going on just yet. Deciding to play it safe for now, he simply said, "Master Dorozi asked me to fetch you now." 
 
    Kilish's eyes widened at the urgency in his voice and she straightened, setting off at a sprint past him. He barely had time to register her speed before he was scrambling to keep up with her. Her eyes had hardened, her expression entirely business-like as they ran towards the main building. 
 
    "What kind of emergency are we talking?" she snapped the moment they were out of hearing range from Momal, regulating her breathing between words. It was no wonder she could still best him in endurance despite his years of training. She had been schooled just as well as he had by her uncle, and having twelve years of experience on him made her the obvious victor in a lot of the little contests they often had. They both had a very competitive spirit, after all. 
 
    "A girl," Darwe huffed, his breathing ragged from all of the running he had been doing in the last hour or so. He could only regulate his breathing for so long before his lungs started to burn and his side cramped, and he could feel his lungs starting to complain now. "I found her in the desert, with a—hound of all things—looking like someone had stuck her on a roasting spit but forgot to—turn her, so her entire left side is covered in terrible burns and—" 
 
    "Darwe," Kilish cut him off with an annoyed glare. "You know you ramble when you panic." 
 
    "Not...panicked," Darwe grumbled around his harsh breathing. Kilish snorted at him in amusement, not bothered in the least by his responding glare. 
 
    When they skidded into the foyer of the main building, Master Dorozi was already spreading healing salve in thick layers over some of the lesser burns on the girl's body. He didn't glance up from his work as the two approached him, crouched over the girl's prone body, his brow furrowed in concentration. The girl's chest rose and fell slightly with her shallow breaths, and the stench of burnt flesh emanated from her, causing Darwe to cringe. He hadn't noticed it so much when he was running for the complex, despite her being so close to him, the adrenaline pumping through his system at the time having overwhelmed his senses. The only indication that the girl was feeling any pain at all in her sleep was the permanent crease in her forehead. 
 
    "Kilish. I hope you're feeling well rested," Master Dorozi said stiffly as he unfurled from his crouch to tower over the two, both former apprentice and current. Kilish snapped to attention, and Darwe knew at once what he was asking of her. Kilish stepped forward to kneel beside the girl, taking a deep breath before she placed her hands over the worst of the damage; her left arm. Her fingers hovered just a breath above the girl's ruined skin, and Darwe could feel the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end as the air was suddenly filled with an electric charge, the telltale sign of Kilish's magick. The hound, standing crouched in the dark corner of the room, uttered a low growl, its hackles raised. When Darwe looked over at it, it flattened its ears back against its skull, but inched further back into the corner, apparently unwilling to near the source of the magick. It made him wonder if all hounds disliked magick, or if it was just this one. 
 
    Kilish's eyes were closed as she focused on the task at hand, and her brow creased much like the girl's was as she suddenly dropped her hands, the sudden vanishing of the magick in the air making Darwe feel almost...disappointed? He frowned, shaking his head as if to clear the thought from his mind as Kilish turned her head to look at him and Master Dorozi with a grim look. 
 
    "The arm is beyond my ability to save," she said bluntly, "but I can save the rest of her. She will have a lot of scars, but...she will live." Kilish had a determined glint in her eye, and Darwe knew he could believe her. Kilish didn't promise things she didn't believe she could follow through on. "I will need you to fetch me some more salve, and some medicine from Momal for the pain, as well as fever. Preferably liquid, so that we won't have to wake her to take it before I start my work." 
 
    Darwe could feel a twisting in his gut as he asked, "But what about her arm, then? If you can't save it, what are we supposed to do?" He had a feeling he didn't want to know the answer. 
 
    Kilish gave him a blank look. "We need to amputate it." 
 
    Fate, how he hated it when he was right. He grimaced at her answer. 
 
    Kilish ignored his look, turning back to the task at hand as she began to rip the girl's clothing to better access the wounds. "If we don't amputate it, it will rot and fester, and whatever infection it gets will eventually go into the blood and spread to the rest of her body. If that happens, she will die. So yes, Darwe, before you ask, there is no other way to go about it. We need to amputate her arm." 
 
    Darwe could feel the blood drain from his face when she said that, but he clenched his jaw and nodded, determined to help somehow. He could never be a healer if he cracked under pressure or fainted during a life-saving amputation. Even if he could never actually become a healer, he wanted to help Kilish do her job. He was the one that had brought the girl here in the first place, after all. 
 
    "I'll fetch the medicine," he said, even though it was so far to go get it and he had just barely recovered from his last sprint. Taking a deep breath, he whirled on his heel and ran for the greenhouse once more. 
 
    Momal gave Darwe an odd look at his strange request, but said nothing as he pinched plant leaves and ground roots with a few drops of rainwater to make a liquid form of one of the painkillers he had created during his time at the complex, mixing in ingredients that would help bring her fever down. Darwe found Momal's work fascinating, but also highly confusing. He didn't pretend to understand how Momal knew what ingredients had what properties, and Momal was always evasive with his answers whenever Darwe asked too many questions about the research process. After a while, he had all but given up on ever finding out how the man knew what he did. 
 
    "Here," Momal said, handing him a small vial with a stopper in it that held a thin amber liquid. Darwe eyed it curiously before grasping it carefully, cradling it in both hands. 
 
    "Thank you, Momal," he murmured before he was running again; he missed the way Momal's mouth pursed, his brow drawing down in disapproval as he grabbed a stub of charcoal and began to scribble in his notebook in a foreign hand. 
 
      
 
    o—O—o 
 
      
 
    "Wash your hands before you touch anything," Kilish snapped as Darwe went to kneel next to her. Frowning, he placed the medicine he'd procured next to her as she prodded the wounds with her healing magick, trying to carefully kill off the infection that had already started to set in. The hound had lain down in its corner, its eyes still transfixed on the girl's still form as Kilish worked, its yellow eyes large and pleading. Darwe stepped over to the basin of rainwater on the desk next to the opposite wall of the foyer, scrubbing his hands with the lye soap until they were red. He didn't bother drying them as he moved back to kneel next to Kilish. 
 
    "Tell me what to do," he said, hesitating. Ancients forbid, he didn't want to do something wrong and end up making things worse. His hands hovered next to the girl's burnt side, unsure. 
 
    "Take the medicine and pour it down her throat. Slowly," Kilish said, flicking him a glance as he grabbed the medicine and moved to Kilish's other side so that he wouldn't be reaching around her to do as she'd asked. "You may have to massage her throat a bit in order to get her to swallow." 
 
    Darwe nodded before doing as she said, slowly tipping the vial until its contents trickled between the girl's chapped lips. The crease in her forehead deepened a little and she began to cough, but Darwe massaged her throat and she swallowed twice before settling into her pained slumber once more. Darwe figured that at this point, her deep sleep probably had less to do with her body rendering her unconscious to try and heal itself, and more to do with the fact that Kilish wanted her unconscious, and was adept enough in magick to make that happen. 
 
    "Good," Kilish said, her praise brief, but Darwe struggled to hide the grin that threatened to form when she gave it. Kilish was very slow to give out praise, so any indication of approval from her was worth its weight in gold. "Now, I'll need you to hold her shoulders down. Uncle, I'll need you to hold her legs. This is going to be...unpleasant." 
 
    The grim look on Kilish's face was all that he needed to know that what was coming would be more than just 'unpleasant'. He grimaced as he got into place, kneeling on the chaise by her head to hold down her shoulders without impeding Kilish's work. Master Dorozi moved to the opposite end of the chaise to pin her legs just below the knees, careful to avoid the thick burns that traveled down her left thigh. 
 
    Kilish took a deep breath and closed her eyes for a moment, whispering a prayer to Fate for strength before she opened them again, eyes shining with determination. She placed the flat sides of both hands against the broken skin of the girl's left arm, just below the shoulder joint, the sides of her pinky fingers extending to touch one another where they marked the middle of the appendage. She began to murmur under her breath words of power, and as she did, her hands emitted the faintest golden glow. 
 
    That's when the screaming started. 
 
    Kilish's magick seared through the girl's broken skin, cauterizing as it cut through flesh and bone, moving as quickly as Kilish was able without making a mistake. The hound in the corner was back on its feet, barking and whining at its master's pain but somehow having the foresight to know that it should not intervene. If Darwe hadn't been so focused on his task, he would have marvelled at the beast's intelligence. As it was, he was fixated on the sickening sight of the girl's arm slowly being removed. He had to focus on his breathing to make sure he wouldn't pass out at the sight of the flesh gaping as the bone slowly split. He winced as the cut was completed, and the dead arm fell to the ground with a sickening, dull thud. The girl stopped screaming, but he could see tear tracks had cut a swath through the dirt and grime on her cheeks, trickling back into her hairline. The hound let out one last, long whine before cautiously stepping forward, its head and tail down as it gave a slow wag, pricking its large ears forward as it gave Darwe a questioning look with its large yellow eyes. 
 
    "She should be fine now," he murmured, before flicking his gaze to Kilish. "...Right?" 
 
    Kilish raised an eyebrow at him before her hands hovered over the cauterized stump, her magick filling the air once more as she assessed the girl's condition much like she had when she'd first arrived. She gave a terse nod. 
 
    "Given we keep the infection from setting back in, yes," she said. "We should know by the end of the week if she'll make it. If she's been strong enough to make it this far, though, I have high hopes...her resolve is just as much a factor in her recovery as our care is, at this point." 
 
    Darwe sighed, offering the worried hound a wan smile. It gave a little huff and circled back to its corner, curling up in a ball with its snout pointed at its master, eyes transfixed on her once more still form, shining with a worried gleam. 
 
    "So what do we do now?" Darwe asked as he unfurled from his crouch next to the girl's head, surprised at how stiff and tense he was from the ordeal when in reality, it had only lasted a few minutes. 
 
    Master Dorozi straightened as well, giving the girl's unconscious form a small frown. 
 
    "Now, my young apprentice," he said, "we wait." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    The first thing Namida felt as she woke was a hollow ache in her left arm. 
 
    Namida groaned as she fought to pry open her eyes. They seemed much heavier than usual, and she felt exhausted even though she hadn't even fully woken up yet. She briefly wondered why that was, but as she opened her eyes to an unfamiliar wooden ceiling, she froze as the memories of what had happened came rushing back to her. Her brother...her mother...all of the villagers, dead. The hound had pulled her out of the fire, but her left arm wouldn't work as it carried her away from the wreckage that had once been her happy life. What had happened? Where had it taken her? Questions swarmed her mind and she tried to sit up only to find her left arm still wasn't working, and the uneven distribution of her weight caused her to fall back to whatever it was she was lying on, her left side jarring at the impact and sending a searing pain ripping through her. She glanced down to see loose-woven gauze plastered over the burns that stretched all the way from her neck all the way down to her left thigh. When her mouth opened in a surprised 'o', a slight stretching sensation told her that there was gauze covering the left side of her face, as well. She grimaced before she went to rub at the ache throbbing in her left arm. 
 
    Her right hand only met air. 
 
    Out of reflex, she glanced down, her breath hitching when she saw that all that remained of her left arm was a short stump beneath the shoulder. She swallowed the scream that threatened to bubble up from her throat, not wanting to alert anyone that she was awake until she had managed to reorient herself enough to know if they were trustworthy. For all she knew, the hound could have delivered her into the hands of the enemy. Either way, even if it had delivered her to the hands of Queen Gawela herself, she wasn't sure she would be able to trust her. After all, it was Queen Gawela who had started this war, even if she hadn't done it intentionally. Namida cursed mentally, raking a hand through her tangled, dirty hair. Everything had gone to hell in a hand basket, and now she wasn't even a complete person, didn't know who to trust, and didn't know how to get herself out of this mess. She could feel her eyes burning with tears, but she blinked them back harshly. She wouldn't scream, and she certainly would not cry. She had to be strong. Her father would want her to be strong. Where had he even gone? Was he dead, or had he managed to escape the battlefield their home had been turned into? Was he looking for her right now? 
 
    "Good. You're awake," a baritone voice rumbled from the other side of the room. Her head snapped in its direction, and she found a bald, middle-aged man sitting at a desk, examining an array of multi-colored tinctures through a pair of wire-rimmed glasses. "That means you can take the medicine on your own this time." 
 
    Namida fixed the man with a blank look. "And who are you supposed to be?" she said, all the etiquette and manners her mother had ever taught her all but forgotten. Then again, she had also told her to never talk to strangers, so there was that rule broken, too. Not like she had much of a choice, given the situation, if she had any hope for getting answers to all the questions she had. 
 
    The man raised a challenging eyebrow as he looked over at her. "Bit of a rude one, aren't you? My name is Momal, and I am the botanist here." He pursed his lips and gave her a condescending look. "And you are...?" 
 
    She frowned. "Namida. Not that it's any of your business." 
 
    Momal scoffed before turning back to his tinctures, swishing one about in its vial as he inspected it next to the lantern burning on the desk. "I'd say it's my business when I'm one of the people who helped save your life," he said passively. "I'd say a little thanks are in order." 
 
    Namida stared down at her one intact hand, the void where her left hand should have been giving a dull, aching throb. "Yeah, well no one asked you to," she murmured. What in the blazes was she supposed to do now that she wasn't whole? People that came home from the warfront with amputated limbs usually became beggars because there were so few jobs that could be done—and done well—with only one hand, or only one leg. So basically, she thought bitterly, these people that had "saved" her had instead doomed her to a life of poverty and starvation. What sort of a life was that? 
 
    "Actually, to my understanding," Momal said, causing her to look over at him once more as he turned in his seat and nodded to the far corner of the room behind her, "someone did." 
 
    Blinking in surprise, Namida cautiously turned her head to find the hound that had saved her lying in the corner, gazing at her with doleful yellow eyes. Its tail thumped the floor when she looked over at it, and its large drooping ears pricked up as it raised its head off of its paws. 
 
    "You," she said, not sure how she should feel about its presence. It had saved her life, after all, but at what cost? She had lost her left arm, and who knew how bad the burns were underneath the gauze that stretched all the way down her left side. She sucked a breath in between her teeth. The hound had only done what it had thought was best, though. She couldn't fault it for that. It thought it was doing something good. She gave an aggravated sigh. 
 
    "Come here, boy," she said, and before she had even finished uttering the words, the hound was bounding across the room, butting its snout against her uninjured side and working its way under her hand. It placed one paw up on her right shoulder and stared into her eyes, its expression seeming...worried? She raised an eyebrow. 
 
    "I'm okay." 
 
    The relief in its eyes was almost tangible. It flicked its tongue across her nose in a sloppy kiss, making her grimace. 
 
    "Gross." 
 
    Momal chuckled. "You have a very affectionate hound there," he said. "Most don't bond so openly, aside from their protective nature." 
 
    Namida frowned thoughtfully. 
 
    "He's not mine, though..." At Momal's questioning look, she hesitated before elaborating. "He found me, when my house was burning, after...after the attack. My village was known for having sided with Queen Gawela in the war. My mother, she wanted to protect my brother and I from all of the talk of war, but we...knew it might come to us eventually." She hated the way her voice broke when she spoke of her family. It made her feel weak, as though Momal were silently judging her from over the rims of his glasses. Her voice came out almost a whisper as she said, "Just not this soon." 
 
    Momal leaned back in his chair, seeming to debate something internally for a moment before he stood abruptly from his seat, taking large strides towards one of the two exits she could see. 
 
    "Stay here for a moment while I fetch the healer," he said, fixing her with a stern look. "She will not be pleased if I don't fetch her right away now that you've woken up." 
 
    Namida said nothing, merely watched him slip out of the room and waited for a few seconds to make sure he was gone before she slipped her legs over the side of the chaise, frowning as she tested her weight on her injured leg. She sucked air in through her teeth at the throbbing that started up in her burnt left thigh at the movement, but was pleased to find that it held her weight. She needed air. She couldn't stand being cooped up here with these strangers she'd never met for another minute. The hound that had brought her there gave a low whine at her movement, looking pointedly between her and the chaise as though to tell her she should sit back down. She shook her head and ignored it, limping instead towards the only other exit she saw. The hound gave a loud exhale that sounded more like a sigh than anything, and trotted over to walk next to her, pressing close against her side as if to support her. She wove her fingers into its fur, reluctant to give up the sense of independence that walking on her own seemed to give her, but also not wanting to fall down and reopen any of her rather extensive injuries. 
 
    The exit opened up into a long, wide hallway that seemed to go on forever with no indication as to where it led. Namida could already feel her energy dwindling as she walked, and she wondered how long she had been unconscious that even such a short distance as this would drain her so much. She glanced to the hound pressed against her right side only to find it giving her a scolding look, as if to say "I told you so". She snorted and looked back ahead, determined not to let the beast get to her. What did it know, after all? She would know what her own limits were better than some animal. She pushed herself to keep going, and finally the hallway curved a bit to reveal another door. Namida eagerly reached for the handle, and as she pushed it open, her senses were instantly overwhelmed by the sheer foreignness of everything within it. 
 
    Stepping inside the room was as though she were stepping into another world, although to call it a room would be the greatest understatement she had ever heard. It was a building unto its own, of lush greenery and air that was thick with a sort of heavy moisture she had never known before. She could hear bird calls in the distance, and she wondered what other animals might call this odd place home. There were all sorts of trees and plants and flowers she couldn't have described if she tried, but everything was just so...so green. The area seemed to go on forever, with dots of colorful flowers and fruits as far as the eye could see. She thought she even saw a pair of rabbits peeping out at her before they disappeared between the leaves of a bush. 
 
    "What is this place?" Namida whispered. 
 
    And then, she collapsed. 
 
      
 
    o—O—o 
 
      
 
    Darwe was weaving baskets from reeds with Kilish when Momal entered the room, a practice that Master Dorozi often had them do to keep their fingers nimble and their hand-eye coordination well honed. He briefly glanced up at the tall, well-dressed man, the flickering lamplight reflecting in his glasses as he observed the two of them with pursed lips, looking, as he usually did, as though he had tasted something sour. 
 
    "She's awake," he said, and both Kilish's and Darwe's heads snapped up at those two simple words. 
 
    Kilish was the first to abandon her half-finished basket, tossing it to the side as she leapt to her feet and ran for the foyer where they had been watching over the girl for the past two weeks, trickling bits of broth and water down her throat to keep her hydrated and give her some form of nourishment so her body could continue to fight the fever overwhelming it until it broke. Darwe scrambled to his feet after her, fighting to catch up. He didn't need to, though, almost crashing into Kilish's still form as she screeched to a halt in the foyer doorway. 
 
    "What? What is it?" he asked, trying to peer around her into the room. 
 
    Kilish let out a strangled noise of frustration as she pounded her fist against the doorframe. 
 
    "She's not here." She whirled to Darwe and Momal, who trailed behind them at a leisurely pace. Kilish shoved past Darwe to grab the front of the tall man's embroidered tunic. "Where is she, you dunce? Didn't you think to lock the door when you left? She doesn't have the strength to be walking around, she'll end up falling and tearing herself open again!" 
 
    "Calm down, woman," Momal said, shooting Kilish an annoyed look. "There's only so far she could have gotten. As you just said, she doesn't have the strength to be walking around, so she'll turn up if we follow the only other path she could have taken." He gave a pointed look to the exit on the opposite side of the room. 
 
    Kilish slowly let go of his tunic, shooting him a sheepish look. 
 
    "Ah...right." She started to stalk towards the other doorway. "I'll round her up and have her back here in no time. She shouldn't be doing anything other than resting at this point!" 
 
    Darwe's hand shot out to grab Kilish's wrist before he could even take the time to think about what he was doing. When Kilish whirled on him with a death glare, he hesitated before dropping it, holding his hands up in surrender. 
 
    "S...sorry, Kilish," he said, feeling his palms beginning to sweat as he tried to explain why he had grabbed her before she beat on him for his insolence. "I, uh... I just... think it would be better if I was the one that brought her back." He didn't explain that it was because he felt Kilish had too strong of a personality and would frighten the poor girl away. Trying to tell Kilish she had any negative aspects to her, personality or otherwise, only resulted in making her mad. It was best just to avoid such conversations altogether, he'd found. 
 
    Kilish raised an eyebrow. "I thought you said she wasn't conscious when you found her," she said, causing him to nod in agreement. "Well then what the blazes difference does it make if it's you or I that bring her back?" 
 
    Darwe's eyes darted about as he tried to think up a reasonable explanation on the spot. 
 
    "Uh, because...I'm the one her hound is most familiar with," he said, which was true enough. "So it'll be more accepting of me bringing her back than it would be of you." 
 
    Kilish gave him a skeptical look, but relaxed her tense shoulders, crossing her arms over her chest in defiance of his flimsy excuse. "Fine. But if you don't have her back in the next..." her eyes shot to the ticking clock on the wall, "...ten minutes, then I'm coming to drag both of you back, whether you like it or not." 
 
    Darwe nodded, scampering off before she could change her mind. Heading down the long hallway that led to the greenhouse, it felt like his legs couldn't carry him fast enough. Who knew what kind of trouble the girl could have gotten herself into? The greenhouse was filled with many edible plants, but there were also a number of plants that could be deadly, as well. It was not a safe place for someone who was not well-versed in botany, and that on top of the fact that she may well have fallen down and reopened her wounds by now. Some of the worse ones Kilish had barely been able to make scab with her magick, and the healthy tissue had just started to grow over the edges of the wounds since the girl wasn't ingesting anything other than broth to fuel her body's natural healing process. 
 
    Darwe reached the door and took a deep breath before pushing it open as quietly as possible, hoping not to startle the poor girl. 
 
    The first thing he saw was her falling. 
 
    Curses filled his mind as he sprinted for her falling figure, knowing that she was too far away for him to reach her in time. It seemed like his legs were moving through molasses as he tried to reach her, watching helplessly as she fell, still too far for him to catch as her legs gave way beneath her. 
 
    Then the hound was there, cushioning her fall with a huff of air, its bulky body catching her when Darwe could not. It slowly lowered her to the ground, its yellow eyes glaring back at Darwe in contempt, as though judging him for not getting there in time. Darwe frowned. There was no way he could have known that this was going to happen. He hadn't even known that she was awake, let alone wandering around on her own, for Fate's sake! 
 
    Did that...did that hound just roll its eyes at him!? 
 
    Darwe shook his head, giving the beast an odd look before moving to crouch next to the girl where she was sitting on the ground, her ripped clothes exposing all of her bandaged wounds, along with the briefest flashes of smooth, brown skin. He made a point of ignoring that when it happened. The girl couldn't have been any older than, what, twelve years old? Maybe thirteen at most? She was still just a child, really. It made him wince a little at the thought. Well, not after whatever had happened to her. Master Dorozi had gotten word a few days ago from one of his informants that the nearby village of Endothar had been attacked and destroyed by Kaska's forces, and from the looks of it, it had been a slaughter of both the queen's troops posted there as well as the civilians. No one had been found alive. 
 
    Except, well, the few at Master Dorozi's complex knew differently now, didn't they? 
 
    The girl's amber eyes blinked up at him, and he felt a little flustered that he had gotten so lost in his own thoughts that he hadn't realized she was staring at him. 
 
    "Uh...sorry," he said, not sure what he was apologizing for. Everything, maybe. The fact that she was even in this mess to begin with; the fact that he had brought her here to get help for her only for Kilish to cut her arm off; the fact that she was an orphan now, worse off than himself, because even if he barely even remembered his parents' faces, at least he knew that they were still out there somewhere living their lives. 
 
    The words seemed to break her out of her stupor, and she curled her knees to her chest as well as she could without pulling at her bandages, covering her face with her lone remaining hand. Darwe froze up, knowing what was coming next. 
 
    Sure enough, there were the tears, the sniffles, and the little hiccups that he remembered from the days when he had first come here. He hadn't cried since he was five years old; not real crying, anyway. Not the whole sobbing-out-loud crying. Master Dorozi said it was weak, and that even if a warrior cried, no one should be able to tell that he had. He'd learned to cry silently after that. Seeing this small girl crying, though, sprawled on the dirt between the sugar violets and aloe plants, it made his heart sink. Slowly, carefully, he shuffled closer to her and pulled her into his chest, wrapping his arms around her thin shoulders, the void where her left arm should have been causing guilt to rip through him like a scorpion's sting. He had caused that. He might not have been the one who actually did the cutting, but he had been the reason for it. 
 
    Darwe made quiet hushing noises as he rubbed small circles into the girl's back, tucking her head against his chest as her sobs grew louder and her tears soaked the front of his tunic. 
 
    That was when he swore to himself he would protect her. This girl was his responsibility now, and he would make sure he paid her back for all the damage he had done. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    Namida cried out as her sword went flying, the blade flipping end-over-end before it sank into the soft sand. She growled in annoyance at her failure. Being a perfectionist by nature, she had trouble coping with her frustration when things didn't go smoothly. She ripped her hand through her hair, shoving it back out of her face. It was always getting in her way, but she couldn't seem to bring herself to cut it short like Kilish wore it. Her mother had always loved brushing her hair, pulling it back into all sorts of styles. It wasn't incredibly long by any means, only shoulder-length. It was just long enough to be constantly in her way, especially when she was trying to learn to fight. 
 
    "Again," Master Dorozi called, giving a little glare at Namida's sparring partner. "And Darwe, stop going easy on her. She won't have such luxury in the real world, after all." 
 
    Darwe grimaced, and Namida gave him an odd look before turning to retrieve her sword. She couldn't figure the older boy out. He was just barely of age, yet he seemed rather uncertain about a lot of things, especially when it came to her. He seemed to treat her like some fragile vase that could break at any given moment. She supposed the fact that she still often cried herself to sleep after several weeks of living at the complex could be a factor in his treatment of her, but it annoyed her to no end that he seemed to think she wasn't capable of taking care of herself. She didn't need to be babied, she needed to be let sort things out by herself. He would often try and help her with things that she had trouble doing with only one hand, but it only succeeded in making her angry at him. She had to relearn everything, and she wanted to be independent. She wouldn't always have people around to help her with things. She needed to grow up already, and her size and her handicap kept getting in the way of that. It made her want to hit something. 
 
    Thank goodness for Master Dorozi's training, or she felt like she might have exploded from all of the anger and frustration that filled her up every day. 
 
    Namida hefted the heavy training sword into her hand once more, testing her grip and fixing it until it felt as it did when Master Dorozi had first shown her how to hold it. Darwe had initially stated that he should use a one-handed sword as well to make the fight more even, but Master Dorozi had shot him down without a second thought, saying that Namida would have to learn to hold her own against heavier weapons and stronger enemies, because "life is not always fair, Darwe, and both of you need to learn that". The words had spoken to the bitterness within her, and she had taken them to heart. She could feel herself becoming more and more spiteful as the days passed, grateful as she was that Master Dorozi was teaching her to fight; grateful as she was that the others at the complex had taken her in. She still had a gaping hole within her where her family had been ripped from. She held such a burning hatred for Kaska and the bloody war that their country had sunk into that she didn't know what to do with herself except throw herself into her training and hope that someday she could get revenge for the wrongs that had been done to her. 
 
    Namida stared down her opponent, sizing him up. She had started to learn his little tics and tells; how he would always feint right before he went left and would shift his weight back a little before he swung out at her, as if he was holding back on the power he put behind his blade. It annoyed her that he refused to go all-out in their spars. So what if she couldn't take it? That's what training was for, so she could improve; and she couldn't improve as much if he didn't treat her like he would a full-fledged opponent. Darwe's dark brown eyes stared into her own, and for a moment she thought she saw a flicker of something, an emotion she couldn't pinpoint. It was gone before she could figure out what it was. 
 
    "Begin!" 
 
    Namida slowly stepped to the right as the two circled, facing each other, neither of them willing to make the first move. Darwe tended to stay on the defensive during their spars, so it was usually up to Namida to make the first move. Every fiber of her being was on high alert, her nerves singing as her mind raced to think of some way to get past Darwe's stalwart defenses. He had the upper hand of having years of training under his belt, so she had yet to slip even the tiniest hit in on him. In a typical spar, it would take less than ten seconds for him to disarm her. At least she had gotten that number up from what it had previously been sitting at by five whole seconds, when they'd first started three weeks ago. It had taken four weeks after she'd woken up for Kilish to even relent enough to allow Master Dorozi to start teaching her the basics, and then it had been another week before Master Dorozi had given the go-ahead for her to start sparring with Darwe. She gritted her teeth at the frustration that bubbled up within her. She needed to keep her emotions in check better. Master Dorozi had scolded her the other day for letting her anger blind her when she was fighting. He said that was why she lost so quickly. She knew it wasn't the only reason, but he was probably right in saying that. Master Dorozi was usually right. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Namida glanced at the loose grip Darwe had on his two-handed sword. She knew he didn't expect much from her, but he was on the alert anyways. He was hesitant to strike out at her, and she needed to take that to her advantage. Perhaps... she kept her face carefully blank, not wanting the smirk that threatened to break out on her face to give her away. Perhaps she could teach him something by using his own tactics against him. 
 
    Namida rushed forward suddenly, catching Darwe off-guard, if the slight raise of his eyebrows was any indication. Nevertheless, he met her blade with his own, the loud clanging of dulled metal ringing in the courtyard as she danced back a step, watching for the slight shift backward in his stance before he swung out at her, and...there! Just as Darwe shifted his stance onto his back leg, Namida struck out, Darwe barely lifting his sword in time as the force of the strike made him stumble, and Namida lifted her leg to kick him in the stomach. 
 
    Darwe caught her foot in his left hand, pulling her forward. She cried out in frustration, swinging wildly out at him and making him drop her foot, allowing her to stumble forward, ducking just underneath his strike and swinging her sword up, Darwe reversing his blade's swing just in time to save his face from getting bashed in. He seemed to be totally aghast at her sudden skill. Before now, she had been all wild strikes and pent-up anger exploding in his face. This time, she had actually done what Master Dorozi told her to do and focused on her tactics rather than her emotions. And by Fate, she thought excitedly, it seemed to be working for-- 
 
    Darwe knocked her sword out of her hand with a solid swing, grabbing her by the wrist and holding his dull training sword to her neck. She glared at him in contempt, and his eyes flickered with that same emotion she had seen earlier before he schooled his expression once more. It only made her more frustrated that she couldn't seem to read the older boy. He was a complete mystery to her, and she hated not knowing things. 
 
    Master Dorozi clapped, the applause ringing through the air. 
 
    "Twenty seconds!" he called out, giving her an approving nod. "You're improving, Namida. Keep it up." 
 
    Master Dorozi said nothing more as he turned to leave, the dull thud of his footsteps retreating back into the main building of the complex. Namida turned her head back to stare at Darwe. 
 
    "You can let go of my wrist now, you know," she said blandly, giving a pointed look to his hand clamped around her thin wrist. 
 
    "Oh, uh...sorry," Darwe said awkwardly, jerking backward as though she had scalded him. He hesitated before giving her a stiff nod and turning to go the same way Master Dorozi had, his training sword clenched tightly in one hand. He paused in the doorway, though, shoving the sweat-slicked strands of his long, black hair back out of his face as he offered her a tentative half-smile. "Um...good job, by the way. You really...caught me by surprise, there." 
 
    Namida gave him a blank look, not really sure why he was complimenting her. Shouldn't he be embarrassed that she had caught him so off-guard? Shouldn't his warrior's pride be smarting that a snot-nosed little girl had almost disarmed him? 
 
    "...Thanks," she said in a stilted tone, not wanting him to hover uncertainly in the doorway any longer. She just wanted to work on her form and swordsmanship on her own, not caring that the sun was now blazing high in the sky above, the heat of the day swiftly approaching even as they stood staring each other down, wondering who would back down first. 
 
    Darwe broke the stare, glancing down at his feet, then at the hound lying in the barest sliver of shade next to the building, its tongue lolling as it panted, too stubborn to retreat inside to the cooler air of the complex as it watched over its master. "Don't let her work herself to death, Nyago," he murmured before heading inside. 
 
    "I heard that!" Namida barked at his retreating back. His only response was a wave, not even bothering to turn back to look at her. She fumed, but didn't bother going after him. Her time was better spent training. Training would lead to results, and results would lead to her eventually being able to defeat Darwe. 
 
    She couldn't wait until the day he could no longer go easy on her. She looked forward to defeating him. Namida—the one-armed warrior girl. 
 
      
 
    o—O—o 
 
      
 
    Namida had been in a daze since that morning. 
 
    She had started her day as she usually would; wake up, scrub her face and body with lye soap and the small bit of water they could afford to spare, then head for a breakfast of fresh fruit, greens, and salted meat. It wasn't until she was about to head for her daily training with Master Dorozi and Darwe that she realized exactly what day it was. 
 
    It had been half a year since she had come to the complex already, and it wasn't until Kilish had mentioned as much that she had found out what day it was. It was the tenth of Korrin-los, the month before the rainy season started. As such, their carefully rationed water supply was very close to running out, but Momal figured they should make it to the first rainfall without difficulty. 
 
    That wasn't what had been on her mind, though, as she moved robotically through the rest of the day. 
 
    Namida had done poorly in her training, not even getting a hit in on Darwe, as she usually was able to do these days at least once during their daily training sessions, and she barely touched any of her food at the noon meal or dinner. She missed the strange looks that everyone sent her when she didn't eat, seeing as she usually had quite a hearty appetite. She also missed the looks that they shot one another, the raised eyebrows as they silently conversed between themselves, all eyes finally shooting to a single source. 
 
    Namida was sitting in the greenhouse, where she usually seemed to end up when she wanted a quiet place to think. The purple petals of the sugar violets and the spiky tendrils of the aloe plants were a familiar, nostalgic sight. The air smelled of damp earth and flowers, and it brought her back to her first day here. She could feel moisture building in the corners of her eyes, and she blinked it back rapidly. The sound of a twig snapping underfoot reached her ears before a muttered curse did, as well. She didn't need to look to see who it was as someone folded themselves down into a cross-legged position on the dirt beside her. 
 
    "What's the matter, Mida?" Darwe asked, for once being blunt rather than beating around the bush. Namida sighed, not really wanting to talk about what was bothering her, but deciding to return the favor. Darwe had been rather standoffish ever since she had first come here, and he had comforted her while she cried like the baby she was over everything that was wrong in her life, but he had never been unkind. In fact, he'd been too kind to her, too generous during their fights; too gentle. She didn't think he was meant to be a warrior at all. Something told her he thought as much, too. Namida took a deep breath, not looking at Darwe as she answered him. 
 
    "Today is my nameday." Something about saying the words out loud just made them all the more real. They sounded hollow to her ears, like there was no meaning behind them. To her, though, there really wasn't any; not without her family here to celebrate with her. It was her first nameday without them, and it had hit her like a blow to the gut when she realized it. She bit the inside of her cheek to distract herself from the tears that were threatening to build up again. 
 
    "You know, I used to cry all the time when I came here. Loud, ugly crying, like a baby. An ugly baby, at that," Darwe said, and Namida could feel the anger bubbling up inside her. Why was he telling her this? Was it supposed to make her feel better, knowing that he used to cry? Was he mocking her for wanting to cry? She turned to him, ready to yell, but he held up a hand to calm her, his face devoid of any sign of mocking. "No, don't do that. Don't get mad at me, okay? Just...just let me finish," he said, looking tired. Namida bit her lip, but nodded, watching him as he turned his eyes to the dirt, grabbing a handful and sifting it between his fingers as he spoke. 
 
    "I used to cry myself to sleep all the time when I came here. I felt like my parents had abandoned me, for sending me to be Master Dorozi's apprentice." He gave a wan smile. "It wasn't until Master Dorozi spoke to me about it that I stopped. You know what he said to me?" 
 
    "'Crying is weak,'" Namida said quietly. She had heard this story before, from Kilish. 
 
    "Well, yes," Darwe relented, "but that's not all he said. He also said, 'Even if a warrior cries, no one should be able to tell that he has.'" He gave her a small smile. "You see, he never told me not to cry. It's okay to cry...even warriors do." 
 
    Namida grit her teeth, still trying to blink back the tears, but a few fat, stubborn drops slipped down her cheeks. 
 
    "I'm a warrior," she growled even as she wiped the tears away with her sleeve, her voice wobbling a little. "I'm not weak." 
 
    "I know," Darwe said as he sat quietly beside her, not saying anything as she cried silently for the family she would never see again, and the happiness she wasn't sure she would ever rediscover. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    "Here, Nyago," Namida called as the hound paced close to the thirteen-year-old's side. A year and a half of training with Master Dorozi and Darwe had given way to more responsibilities, all of which she was more than happy to accept. She still struggled with the concept of only having one hand, and some mornings she would wake up and forget that even though her left arm ached it wasn't actually there, but she had become adept in handling a sword and doing most daily tasks despite her handicap. The one thing she still hadn't gotten the hang of, however, was doing her own hair. Pulling a comb through it in the morning was bad enough, but trying to pull it back with a leather cord was another thing entirely. The moment she tried to loop the cord around her hair to hold it together, part of it would slip out of her fingers, or the cord would be too loose and would fall out before she had even left her room for the day. It frustrated her to no end, but she was stubborn, and she refused to ask anyone else for help. If she couldn't do it for herself, then she just damn well wouldn't have it done at all. 
 
    Nyago nudged at her hand, hovering close to the hilt of her sharpened sword as it was, her fingers twitching in remembered frustration. She sighed, patting the hound on its large head as it whuffed its approval. If anything, the hound had only grown along with her. She had shot up a few inches, and she'd thought that the hound would stay the same size as it had been when it had come to her, but it had grown right along with her. It made her wonder how old the thing was, or young, for that matter. The thought was a little disturbing; after all, if it got any bigger, there would be no way they could afford to keep feeding it. The hound even went out for nightly hunts just to make up for the nutrients it wasn't getting by eating the food at the complex. It was already almost the size of a small horse, and she wondered if it were even possible for it to grow any bigger. Master Dorozi had admitted to her his lacking knowledge on the subject of hounds, and that he had never heard of one growing as large as Nyago had. It made her wonder just how much stranger the beast could get. 
 
    Nyago tensed suddenly, stopping in his tracks as he sniffed the air, his expression intense. Namida frowned, stopping as well and gripping the hilt of her sword. "What is it, boy?" she asked, scanning the dark horizon. All she saw were the rolling sand dunes and hardy desert foliage, not even a fox or lizard in sight. It felt...wrong, somehow. Maybe that was what Nyago was sensing. It was almost too quiet, too still. It felt as though the desert were holding its breath, waiting for something. 
 
    Without any warning, Nyago took off over the next dune, his long legs eating up the distance. Namida growled in frustration, running after him as fast as she could, unable to keep up with his long strides. She heard a cry of pain and tried to lengthen her stride, thanking Fate for her years of training that she didn't trip and fall in the shifting sands as she reached the top of the dune. 
 
    Below her, there Nyago was, jaws clamped around the arm of a man wielding a knife, a sword lying in the sand just out of his reach as he struggled with the angry beast. 
 
    A quiet grunt behind her was the only warning she got before she ducked to the side, glinting steel barely missing her head. She pivoted as she crouched, unsheathing her sword in one swift movement and slashing at the legs of her attacker. The man jumped back, but a small rip appeared in the fabric of his right pant leg. 
 
    One. 
 
    She fought down a smirk at the small victory, knowing she still had to fend him off for at least a few minutes while Nyago fought the person's partner. Their dark clothes rather gave away their intentions. Only spies and mercenaries wore dark clothes in Solus. Being a desert country, it was rather impractical for people to wear dark clothing, unless their chosen profession meant they only ever worked by the light of the moon. 
 
    The man gave an angry growl, charging at her with his sword raised. She moved to parry his blow to the right, but the cool night wind gusted suddenly, blowing her hair into her face. She hastily moved to push it out of her face, dodging to the left as she did, but by the time she could see again, the man's sword was already too close. She parried it as well as she could to the side, but she grit her teeth as the steel bit into the flesh of the stump where her left arm had once been. Taking advantage of the man's moment of shock at the lack of limb in the sleeve he had just torn open, Namida slid past his defense to slice at his exposed side. The man recovered just in time to dodge away from the blow, but still gained a shallow slice just below his ribs. This time, she could see the line of red that had opened up against his skin. 
 
    Two. 
 
    The man paused for a moment, shaking his head as he readjusted his grip on his sword and charged at her once more. They must be feeling it now, she thought as she launched herself into a somersault to dodge the overhead strike that she wouldn't have been able to parry without losing her weapon in the process. There were certain drawbacks to only being able to wield a one-handed weapon, and strikes like that were one of her greatest weaknesses. Her only option was to dodge out of the way when she saw them coming, because when it came down to a matter of strength versus strength, she was almost certain to lose. Her opponent gave an annoyed grunt, and she could see his hands shaking slightly as he turned to strike out at her again. This time, she slapped the blade to the side with a loud clang and took advantage of his suddenly sluggish movements to land a clean slice across his abdomen. 
 
    Three. 
 
    She dodged out of the way as he struck out at her, falling even as he did. The man gasped as he landed on his hands and knees, his breathing ragged. Namida kicked the sword out of his hand, sending it skittering across the sand as she kicked him in the side, pressing her boot firmly against his chest. He scraped weakly at her leg as she flicked her sword out, unmasking them to reveal a middle-aged man's weathered face. 
 
    "What," he said, gasping in pain, "what did you do to me?" 
 
    Namida raised an eyebrow. "Poison," she stated matter-of-factly. "Now, tell me why you're here." 
 
    "What, you own the desert now?" he rasped. "We're traveling. For work." 
 
    Namida gave a bark of laughter. "Yeah, right. I know what kind of work you do," she said, giving his dark clothes a pointed look. "Who sent you?" 
 
    The man gave a pained grin. "I'll never tell." 
 
    "Hm," she said with disinterest. "I'd say I'll just get your partner to tell me, but they seem a little...torn up." She grimaced, not wanting to look at the state Nyago had left the poor person in. He was a vicious beast at his core, after all. He scared her sometimes, with all the blood he would be covered in when he came back from his nightly hunts. 
 
    The man's eyes shone with grief. "You demon child!" he spat. 
 
    Namida gave him a bitter smile. "I'm only the way I am because of men like you," she said, moving her sword to dig slowly into his left shoulder, twisting it as it went. The man keened in pain, but refused to scream. By now, his arms were limp at his sides, the paralytic poison in his system having quickly worked its way into his bloodstream. "Now, tell me what I want to know," she said, moving to the other shoulder and twisting the blade slowly, crunching her boots down onto the fingers of both hands. The man finally screamed. 
 
    "F...fine! FINE! Just stop!" he yelled, and she paused, not removing her blade as she waited for him to continue. He panted, gasping for breath as though he had just run a mile. "Kaska hired us. To...to spy on Dorozi." 
 
    Namida nodded. "Thank you," she said, then promptly slit his throat. 
 
    Namida averted her eyes as the man's blood sank into the sand, straightening back up as she flicked the blood off of the blade of her sword and slid it back into its sheath. "Come, Nyago," she said, ignoring the hound's bloodstained maw as she headed back towards the complex. She was a warrior now, she told herself. This was only the beginning. There would be much more of the same yet to come. 
 
    That didn't make her stomach turn any less at the realization of what she had just done. 
 
      
 
    o—O—o 
 
      
 
    Nineteen-year-old Darwe huffed as he entered the foyer where Namida sat, watching the flames flicker in the hearth. 
 
    "You're going to get blood on the chaise," he said with a frown, not really worried about the chaise at all, but knowing that there was no point in speaking sense to the young teen when she was being her usual stubborn self. True to form, she just shrugged. 
 
    "You can put those bandages you've got stuffed in your pockets away. I already told Kilish, I don't need medical attention." 
 
    Darwe raised a challenging eyebrow despite the fact that she was facing away from him. He could tell from the blood that drenched the entire left side of her tunic that the injury was worse than she let on. It didn't take a genius to figure that out. 
 
    "Yeah, well the difference between Kilish and I is that I don't take no for an answer when someone decides to be a blasted idiot." 
 
    That got a chuckle out of her, at least. He relaxed a little as she turned her head part way towards him. 
 
    "Well fine, then. If you insist," she said, wiggling her stump arm at him mockingly. "It's not like you can make it any worse." 
 
    "My, what a dark sense of humor you have," he muttered under his breath, taking out the rolls of gauze and alcohol he had stashed in his pockets as he moved to sit on the chaise beside her. He frowned at the depth of the cut, wondering if maybe he should have brought supplies to stitch the wound shut, as well. He didn't want to run back for them, though, because he wasn't sure if Namida might change her mind if he took the time to do that. The important part was to get the wound cleaned and covered so that at least it wouldn't get infected. 
 
    Darwe glanced up from the wound to find Namida staring at him. "What?" he said, annoyed. "Are you going to do that the whole time?" 
 
    Namida smirked. "Maybe," she said. "If it annoys you, I will." 
 
    Darwe shot her a disapproving look—which she promptly ignored—before rolling back the torn sleeve to better access the wound. He poured some of the alcohol he had brought over his hands to clean them before tipping it over Namida's stump. 
 
    Namida hissed, flinching away from the liquid searing at the open wound. "Give me some warning next time, will you?" she snapped. 
 
    "Maybe," Darwe mocked as he dabbed around the wound edges to clean up the half-dried blood. "If I feel like it, I will." His expression soured as he tossed the dirty gauze at the bin across the room, only for it to bounce off the rim. "How in Fate's name did you let yourself take a hit like this, anyway?" he asked as he soaked some more gauze in alcohol to continue cleaning the bloodied stump. 
 
    Namida grimaced, turning her head away and mumbling something he didn't quite catch. 
 
    "Sorry, what was that?" 
 
    She scowled. "I said...my hair got in the way." 
 
    Darwe had to resist the urge to throw everything on the floor and walk out. As it was, he ended up pressing a little too hard on the wound, causing Namida to hiss in pain. 
 
    "You blithering idiot! How many times have Master Dorozi and I told you to tie your hair back if you're not going to let us cut it? This won't be the last time—" 
 
    "I can't!" 
 
    Darwe stopped, a little stunned that she had cut him off as he blinked dumbly. "You...what? Why?" 
 
    Namida gave him a mocking smile. "It's a little hard to tie my hair back with one hand," she said, shaking the offending appendage at him. "You don't think I've tried?" 
 
    Darwe's gaze fell to his lap as he gathered more clean gauze to wrap the wound with. "Well...I guess I never really thought about that," he admitted quietly as he mulled over his foolish assumptions of her independence. Just because she never wanted help didn't mean she would never need it, after all. Such was the price that came with the loss of her left arm; something that still caused a pang of guilt to run through him. He finished wrapping the stump and leaned back to inspect his work. It wasn't as neat as Kilish would have made it, but it would do the job for now, and she could get Kilish to change it in a couple days or if it bled through the gauze. Darwe shrugged then moved around to the other side of the chaise, perching on the edge of it behind Namida and grabbing a handful of her hair. She tried to flinch away, but he grabbed her good shoulder and held her still. 
 
    "What the...what are you doing?" she asked uncertainly. 
 
    "Just hold still for a minute," he said, ripping a strip of gauze with his teeth and separating Namida's long black hair—had it always been so dark, he wondered?—into three even sections. Braiding hair couldn't be that much different from braiding leather, right? He hesitated before weaving the strands between one another, frustrated that it was so messy from not being combed first. It only took him a couple minutes before he reached the end, hastily tying the strip of gauze around it before it had a chance to fall out of the hasty braid. "Er...there. That should do," he said. Although it wasn't the most attractive braid ever, it would do for now. He could always fix it in the morning before they trained. 
 
    Namida reached her hand up, her fingers hovering over the braid before they gently felt along it, taking in the little bumps and loose hairs. Darwe waited impatiently for her reaction, only realizing after a moment that he was holding his breath. He gave a little huff, annoyed with himself that he was taking this so seriously. 
 
    "...Thank you." Her voice was so quiet he almost missed it. "No one's done my hair for me before except...my mother." He heard her swallow, her voice thick with emotion. He turned away, somehow getting the feeling that she didn't want him to see how affected she was by such a simple action. He pressed his back against hers and heaved a sigh, knocking his head gently against hers. 
 
    "Next time you're having trouble with something, you ask me, okay? I promise I won't laugh at you, or judge you, no matter what it is you need." His lips tugged up in a half-smile. "And if you come see me before we train tomorrow morning, I'll fix that braid. You might not be able to see it now, but I can, and it looks pretty terrible." 
 
    Namida laughed, bumping her head against his. "Deal." 
 
    They sat like that for a few minutes as the clock on the wall ticked the seconds away, neither of them saying a word, simply enjoying the silent camaraderie that they both shared. 
 
      
 
    o—O—o 
 
      
 
    Master Dorozi folded his hands under his chin, his expression pensive. 
 
    "So, these...spies you fought," he said slowly, "you're saying they told you Kaska sent them to spy on me?" 
 
    Namida gave a terse nod. "That's what they said. Albeit...under duress," she said, not making eye contact with the swords master. 
 
    Master Dorozi sighed, giving her an awkward pat on the head before standing, straightening his tunic as he headed for the door. 
 
    "Very well, then. Thank you for bringing this to my attention," he said, dismissing her with an over-the-shoulder wave before he disappeared from sight. 
 
    Namida was stunned. As was Darwe, it seemed, as the boy had been whittling a branch into a point on the other side of the room, pretending (poorly) as though he were not trying to listen in on the conversation between his master and fellow pupil. The two apprentices' eyes met, and they shared an equally perturbed look between them. Darwe's eyes darted to the open doorway before he hopped up from his seat, crossing the room in a few quick strides before plopping himself down in the chair directly across from Namida that Master Dorozi had just vacated. 
 
    "What was that all about?" Darwe asked in a hushed voice, not wanting Master Dorozi to overhear him. Master Dorozi said that busybodies were the worst, and he didn't tolerate nosiness when it came to other people's secrets—unless, of course, they were potentially dangerous secrets. Which, with Master Dorozi, seemed to qualify just about everyone outside of their complex, and even some within it. His own secrets, of course, were something he guarded viciously and were best left alone. Darwe couldn't help his own curiosity, though, at the man's complete lack of reaction to the fact that Kaska—the horrible man that parents warned their children about to scare them into behaving—had sent legitimate spies after him. Kaska the Maimed! A legend all in his own right, albeit a terrible one, and he was after the man they called master; the man who had been not quite like a father to them, but a stern guardian, at the least. 
 
    And he acted as though it were nothing out of the ordinary! 
 
    Namida looked back to the open doorway, her brow furrowed with concern. "I...I don't know," she said honestly. "I don't get it. He's been trying so hard to stay out of this war, even going so far as to build this hiding place in the middle of the biggest stretch of uninhabited desert this country has to offer, only to act like Kaska sending people to drag him back into his and the Queen's fight is nothing to be concerned about!" she tugged at the end of her braid, exasperated at the man's confusing non-reaction. "If he's really that indifferent about being forced into a fight he didn't want to take part in, why did he go to all this trouble to hide himself away in the first place?" 
 
    Darwe frowned, staring down at his hands folded in his lap. "Master Dorozi is...an unpredictable man," he said, not sure how much he should tell her, but deciding to enlighten her on some of what he had witnessed throughout his years at the complex. "In the time that I've known him, he's always been a rather quiet person, and very hard to read. So even if he's scared, or worried, or frustrated...except for listening very closely to the things that he says to you, it's almost impossible to tell what he's thinking or feeling most of the time." Darwe flicked his eyes up to meet Namida's, finding her listening with a small frown on her face. Her eyes flashed, encouraging him to go on. He took a deep breath to steady himself. 
 
    "A couple of years ago, Master Dorozi...indulged in a fair bit of wine. Of course, being the kind of person I am, I took advantage of it," he said with a sheepish look. Namida smirked in response, but said nothing, leaning forward with her elbow on her knee and listening intently. "I asked him why he came out here in the first place. He said...he said he used to be in the Queen's army with Kaska, before he was Kaska the Maimed." 
 
    Namida's eyes went wide, and she made a little choking sound. He held his hand up to stop her as she opened her mouth to interrupt. 
 
    "Ah-ah-ah. Let me tell my story," he said, and she grumbled in protest before falling silent. "They went on the first and only expedition in history to explore what we now know as the Wildlands, to the North." Her eyes went wide again, but she covered her mouth with her hand to keep from interrupting. Darwe's expression was grim. "He wouldn't tell me what they encountered there. I don't think it's even written in the royal records what went on, or what they saw. All he would say was that Kaska saved his life, and lost his right eye and two fingers on his right hand in the process. He almost lost his life, too, if it hadn't have been for the healer they brought with them." 
 
    Namida's hand fell back into her lap, her fingers trembling with ill-suppressed rage. 
 
    "If he feels such sympathy for Kaska, then why doesn't he go be his lap dog already?" she hissed. This was the man whose soldiers killed her parents they were talking about, and here she was hearing about how the swordsmaster she'd so respected up until now thought of the man as a Fate-forsaken saint! Saving one man's life did not make up for the hundreds—thousands, even—of lives he had ended, by his own hand and those of his followers, just in the pursuit of power. 
 
    Darwe sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose to ward off an oncoming headache. "Look, it's not that simple, Mida. Master Dorozi knows that Kaska isn't entirely innocent in this war. He knows that Kaska has become too power-thirsty for his own good. He just can't bring himself to declare war on one of his old comrades, especially the one that saved his life," he tried to explain, feeling exasperated trying to explain the knowledge that he was privy to to an outsider, especially one with such a bias as Namida understandably had. "But the Queen isn't entirely innocent in this whole fiasco, either. Sure, she may say she has the people's best interests at heart, but she's made some rather questionable decisions in the past. Where were the garrisons that she promised the towns, like yours when they first pledged their allegiance to her, when Kaska's troops attacked? They weren't in place yet, because we're half a country away from the capital. They started their construction of them in the towns closest to them, so that their troops wouldn't be far away from the royal palace in case of an attack, rather than starting at the furthest outlying villages, the ones they must have known would have been the weakest if Kaska chose to attack them." Namida was breathing heavily, trying to focus on her breaths—six in, hold, six out—so that she wouldn't pass out, emotions swarming her mind so thickly she felt like they would suffocate her. "To those villages, they barely gave any soldiers at all. Because as much as you'd like to think that this is a war between good and evil, black and white, war is never that simple. 
 
    "This is a war between two selfish humans, and it doesn't matter whose side anyone chooses; we all lose in the end." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    At age fourteen, Namida began to learn the art of stealth. The various inhabitants of the complex were forced to put up with several months of her failed attempts at spying on them, but eventually she became more adept at the trade, until it even took Kilish several minutes to realize that she was being spied upon. The woman did not take kindly to the intrusion, though, and Namida and Darwe sat side-by-side outside of Master Dorozi’s office wincing at the yelling and screaming coming from within, muffled poorly by the thin walls between them and the warring pair. Darwe placed his hand upon her head at seeing her nails biting into the skin of her palm, and she was grateful for the support. Living in the same small space as a number of other people meant that it was inevitable to have spats with one another, but they weren't usually that bad. It made her feel guilty listening to Master Dorozi being screamed at by his own niece for something that wasn't even his fault. It rather smothered her prior enjoyment of spying, listening to the destruction that it wrought on the relationships of those involved. 
 
    Needless to say, when Master Dorozi assigned her final stealth test to spy on Momal for a total of at least thirty minutes without getting caught, she dug her heels in. 
 
    "Why?" she asked, scowling. "You know nothing good can come of this. We may not be especially close, but Momal is my friend. I do not want to ruin that by spying on him. You remember what happened with Kilish, right?" She watched the grim look that brought about on Master Dorozi's face with a sick sense of satisfaction. She didn't like making him feel bad, but if it helped to prove her point, she would do it. 
 
    "That has nothing to do with this," Master Dorozi insisted, shaking his head a little as though to shake off the negative impact of her words. "Kilish is...a very private person. She loathes to have that privacy invaded, and I should never have allowed you to do that to her." He frowned. "Momal is not so...volatile when it comes to unleashing his anger. And even despite that, I doubt he would mind too terribly if you were to find out that he spends an hour every night maintaining his facial hair at the perfect length." 
 
    Namida laughed. "Somehow, I doubt that. How would he have any time for other things?" 
 
    Master Dorozi gave a one-sided shrug. "I suppose you'll just have to prove me wrong by spying on him," he said with a small smile. She mentally cursed. Master Dorozi knew that she could never back down from a challenge, and especially not from a chance to prove someone else wrong. She was a fairly prideful person, and she did so hate being on the losing end of a dispute, no matter whether it was physical or verbal. 
 
    Namida huffed. "Fine," she said, fixing him with a half-hearted glare. "But if Momal finds out and takes me to task, I'm telling him it was all your idea." 
 
    Master Dorozi just smirked, waving her on her way. 
 
    The good thing about her stealth tests, she supposed, was that in order for Master Dorozi to test her abilities, they could be done at whatever time she pleased. It would also test his ability to sense her lurking about the complex, so it helped him to stay on his toes. He was getting up in years, after all, as she took much joy in gloating at every possible opportunity. 
 
    Namida went about her day as though it were any other, forcing the impending test to the darkest recesses of her mind as she forced herself to act and react as she normally would around the others. It was harder, understandably, when she was around Momal to ignore the fact that she would have to spy on him, but thankfully no one seemed to be any the wiser to her mixed feelings on the subject. 
 
    Except, unfortunately, for Darwe. 
 
    Namida had gotten dressed in her usual apparel—albeit in a more muted color than she usually wore—and slipped out of her room, only to stop dead in her tracks. Darwe was waiting there for her, sitting on the bench in the hallway facing her room with his arms crossed over his chest, looking irritated and impatient. 
 
    "What's your issue with Momal all of a sudden, Mida?" he asked, his brow furrowed. She could tell he was genuinely worried that something was wrong between her and the complex's botanist, and she had to suffocate a smile at his misplaced concern. She moved to step past him, eager to get her final stealth test over and done with so she would never be asked to spy on her friends and comrades ever again. 
 
    "I don't really have time for this right now, Darwe. I'll explain later—" 
 
    "No!" Darwe said firmly, shooting to his feet and grabbing her arm as she tried to walk past, whirling her around to face him as his hands moved to grip both of her shoulders. "You don't get to do that. You don't get to shut me out like that. Not this time," he said in a heated whisper, referring to all of the times she'd refused to tell him about her family or the nightmares of fire she would still sometimes wake up screaming from, causing him to come rushing to her room in the middle of the night to let her cry into his cotton sleep shirt until she would fall back into an exhausted, dreamless sleep. The realization that she was hurting him by not wanting to share her pain was an odd thing to her, to say the least. 
 
    Namida frowned, twisting the hem of her sleeve between her fingers and weighing her choices. With an aggravated sigh, she grabbed the older boy's left hand from its resting place on her shoulder and turned to drag him down the hall after her. When she heard him take a breath, feeling the unspoken questions in the air, she cut him off before he could voice them. 
 
    "Don't talk. Be very quiet. When I tell you, we'll have to employ all the stealth tactics Master Dorozi taught us. Nod once if you agree and can wait to ask any and all questions until after I tell you it's safe," she said, glancing back at him as their soft-soled boots whispered across the tiled floors. Darwe frowned, but nodded. That was all the confirmation Namida needed as she launched into a run, Darwe stumbling momentarily behind her before he, too, made his steps quiet as hers were. His bulkier frame did not lend to stealth as hers did, though, and she hoped he would not give her away once they reached their destination. 
 
    When they reached the greenhouse, Darwe shot her a curious, questioning look. She just rolled her eyes, holding her index finger to her lips to indicate his silence before she slowly crouched down to walk the last length of the curved hallway and approach one of the only two entrances to the greenhouse—the one that entered through the back, away from Momal's usual work station. With her back facing the door, she slowly extended her legs so she could peer through the edge of the glass, into the depths of the expansive garden within. They had come right after the guards had switched off for the night, and she knew that the guards coming on tonight were ones that tended to dally a few extra minutes in the foyer, preparing coffee and snacks for the long night shift ahead. When she did not see anyone within the greenhouse, she gave a wicked smirk and signaled to Darwe to follow her, easing the door open just enough to allow them to slip through and closing it behind them with a barely audible click. Even as it sounded, she was tip-toeing through the foliage, mindful of fallen twigs and dead leaves, as it was now the end of the dry season. The month of Phan-ein had just begun, bringing the season's rains and flash floods with it. She sent a silent prayer to Phan and Fate that they would be able to store enough water to get them through yet another long season of drought as she crept between the bushes, silently slipping between the leaves until at last Momal was just within sight. She could hear him shuffling a stack of papers as he organized his light wooden desk, a stark contrast against the dark and varied colors of the many plants that filled the greenhouse. Momal often worked late into the evening, as he did not rise until mid-morning, something Kilish often liked to tease him about. Momal didn't much care about her teasing; he preferred to get his sleep, he said, and he would rather sleep after the sun had risen than before it had even set. Namida could understand the sentiment, but under the grueling tutelage of Master Dorozi, she never had the chance to realize her desire for that sort of laidback lifestyle. Not that she could afford to be so lazy, she thought vaguely. As it was, becoming a master of the blade was taking far too long for her liking. Then again, if it was an easier thing to do, then too many would be and it would cheapen the sense of what they considered a 'master', she supposed... 
 
    She could practically feel the questions radiating from Darwe as they stood stock-still, concealed from Momal's vision by the leaves of the bushes, not that he was facing them anyways. Neither of them trained their eyes on the older man, instead choosing to look at the ground or the foliage around them, sometimes glancing at one another, stuck in their current close quarters as they were. It made things a little awkward when that happened, Namida felt, so she tried to avoid Darwe's gaze as much as possible. His gaze had a tendency to be just a little too intense for her liking, the chocolate-brown irises seeing more of her and her insecurities than she thought they should. 
 
    It felt like an age that they were crouched there, Namida's thighs and shins slowly cramping as they waited; for what, she wasn't quite sure. For the intended half hour to be up, she supposed. 
 
    She certainly was not expecting one of the desert sparrows she often saw perched in the treetops to swoop down to Momal's shoulder as the clock next to his desk struck the hour. 
 
    "What news today?" a soft female voice lilted from Momal's direction. Namida froze as she realized that it was being emitted from the bird. But that was...! Could it be...magick? She had heard tales of familiars, animals whose owners wielded magick and had imbued them with certain properties in order to aid in their practice, especially in times of war. She had always thought that was a myth, but seeing it now, with her own eyes...she stuck a finger in her ear to check for wax, but it came out clean. No, she had heard correctly, after all. One look at Darwe's wide eyes and open jaw told him that she wasn't the only one, either. She shut his jaw with one knuckle, earning a small glare before they both turned back to the strange scene at hand. 
 
    "As always, the girl grows stronger," Momal murmured, still sorting his paperwork as though nothing were out of place. She supposed to anyone peering in from the other side of the windows, as the guards posted outside the doors might, it would look like nothing was. She wondered briefly who 'the girl' was, and her pride entertained the idea that it might be her for a moment before her sensible side shut it down. "I have had no progress with swaying Dorozi, though I am quite certain he is aware of where my true loyalties lie." 
 
    His true loyalties...? What was Momal talking about? Namida frowned, looking over to Darwe, only to find his hands clenched into tight fists as he shook with anger. That was the only clue she needed to realize the truth. 
 
    Momal was a spy. 
 
    She was struck suddenly by the need to get out of there, the urgency flooding her system like a switch had been flipped. They were spying on a spy. They were going to get caught, and who knew what Momal would do with them when he found out? Namida reached out and grabbed Darwe's clenched hand, conveying her panic with just a glance. Darwe's eyes went wide, and he slipped his hand around hers, gripping it tight and pantomiming for her to take deep breaths. She could feel herself getting light-headed as she tried to do as he silently motioned. 
 
    "Very well then," the soft female voice said from beyond the ringing in her ears. "I will check in again later...for now, you should be mindful of the curious ears of small children." 
 
    That was all the cue that Darwe needed. Before Namida could process what was happening, he had scooped her into his arms and was ducking and weaving between the trees and bushes from whence they had come, his feet light as he avoided the fallen twigs and leaves to the best of his ability. Not totally soundless, as she would have been, but she couldn't blame him when he needed to carry her due to her incapacitating panic attack. They happened more often than she would care to admit. It was usually Darwe who saved her from them, too. If she were to be honest with herself, she wasn't entirely sure she would have survived the complex this long without him. He was like the unmoving stone foundation of the building, anchoring her whenever she felt she might float away. They waited in the shadows of a copse of rose bushes by the rear exit, mindful of the thorns, until Momal came jogging up to speak to the guards. He spoke tersely to them, then asked them to come inside and do a sweep of the area to see if anyone had slipped in when they had changed guard. The two guards grumbled protests, but stepped in to do as they were asked, and Namida withheld a sigh of relief as they started to the opposite side of the doors, moving around the perimeter, as Momal moved back to the opposite end of the greenhouse to start the sweep there. As soon as they were all out of sight, Darwe set the recovered Namida down on her own two feet. With a grateful nod, she led him as they slipped out of the greenhouse-turned-madhouse and back to her chambers, trying to walk at a calm and leisurely pace despite the fact that her nerves were singing from the very close call. 
 
    When the door clicked shut behind them, Darwe whirled on her. 
 
    "What in the blazes was all that about?" he demanded in a harsh whisper, his face red with suppressed anger. "How did you know Momal was spying on Master Dorozi?" 
 
    Namida was dumbfounded. Sure, Darwe had been angry at her before, but it had always been because of something she'd done to endanger herself or others, not because he was genuinely accusing her for...spying, she guessed. She couldn't really refute that she had been, but it hadn't been of her own volition. She didn't want this new revelation that one of the people she cared about was...not as good a person as she thought they were. 
 
    "I didn't," she whispered back fiercely, needing him to believe her. She wasn't sure what she would do if he didn't. "I swear! Master Dorozi is the one who sent me there to spy on Momal as a test. My final stealth test," she said. "Surely you had to do one for your training, as well?" 
 
    Darwe looked taken aback at her accusation. "Well, yes, but..." his words ran out, his mind unable to form an adequate excuse for his overreaction. He sighed. "Sorry. This is all just a little much to take in right now." 
 
    Namida gave a jerk of a nod, still bristling from his verbal attack. 
 
    "It begs the question, though," Darwe said as he sat down next to her at the foot of the bed. "Why did Master Dorozi assign you to spy on Momal, of all people? When I had my stealth test, he just told me to pick a guard and spy on them for a half hour without getting caught. So why specifically assign you to Momal?" His expression was one of intense concentration. "It almost makes you wonder...if he knows Momal is a spy." 
 
    Namida flicked a glance over at the young man, the beads in his long hair clinking quietly as he shook his head with a frown. "Momal said that he was certain Master Dorozi knows where his loyalties lie," she said, recalling the words he had spoken before her panic attack had set in. She growled in the back of her throat. She didn't want this information. She didn't know what to do with it, and she didn't want to do anything with it. Momal was her friend and colleague, and knowing this would set their relationship horribly off-balance. She wasn't sure how she could act normal around him anymore with the knowledge she now held. "I'll bet Master Dorozi sent me to spy on Momal knowing full well what I might find out about him. It seems exactly like the roundabout way of telling me about things he tends to have; letting me find out important things on my own by just giving me vague instructions and letting me discover it like he never even told me anything to begin with." 
 
    Darwe shook his head. "I just don't understand why Master Dorozi would do that to you," he said, ever loyal to his master. "He's always been such a straight-forward person to me." 
 
    Namida shook her head, pinching the bridge of her nose to ward off an oncoming headache. "I don't know either, Dar. It's just...none of this makes sense, and I just feel tired of all these surprises and secrets. It seems like more and more of them just keep coming to light everywhere I look." The stress was beginning to make the phantom ache where her left arm used to be flare up again. She grit her teeth at the pain. It seemed like she couldn't go through an entire day without some sort of ache, whether it was her stump arm or something from training, or a headache from over-thinking and over-analyzing every little thing. 
 
    Darwe turned his head to her, his hands clasped loosely in his lap as he regarded her with a strange expression. It was gone before she could decipher it, replaced by his usual calm, slightly concerned look. At least, that was how he usually looked at her, she'd noticed. She wanted to tell him his face would get stuck like that if he kept making that expression, but it reminded her a bit of her older brother, and her heart gave a painful squeeze as she realized she didn't want him to quit. It was one of the only things she had left that reminded her of her family. Master Dorozi and Darwe were her family now, but Darwe especially so. He had taken over the role of not only her protective older brother, but also her nurturing, kind-hearted mother. He was two-thirds of her family rolled into one person. It scared her to think that she didn't know what she would do if she were ever to lose him. She didn't want to be so attached to him. She wanted to become a master swordsman and leave to find answers on her own. She didn't want to rely on anyone, because people were fragile and could be killed with very little effort, and where she would need to go for answers, there was a very good chance that she wouldn't survive. She could not bring herself to doom Darwe to that fate. In fact, she wanted him as far from her as possible when she left to greet death and Fate. He needed to live. He was too good for the end she was slowly building herself up to. 
 
    "It's been a long night," Darwe said suddenly, glancing to the corner of her room, where Nyago already lay sprawled on the cool tile floor, his ears twitching slightly in his sleep. She envied the hound his carefree life. She hadn't slept that well in weeks, her dreams so often interrupted by screams and fire. "You should get something to eat and get some rest. It'll be another early morning tomorrow." 
 
    Didn't she know it. The only day of the week they ever got to lie in was Fate's Day, and even then it was only for an hour past their usual bleary-eyed wake-up call. 
 
    "No. Yeah," she said, shaking her head as if to clear it. She made a shooing motion towards the door. "Go. I'll be fine. We can worry about...all of this come morning." She gave him a half-hearted smile, suddenly feeling very tired. He shot her a knowing look, but moved towards the door. He paused with his hand on the knob and looked back at her. 
 
    "You know you can call me if you need anything, right?" he said. "I'm just down the hall. You can tell me if you need me to stay." 
 
    Namida snorted, bluffing to cover the sense that she could really use someone to talk to. Not about anything in particular, really. Everything, maybe. Her parents; the destruction of her village; how the loss of her arm was still something she struggled with every day; how Master Dorozi was an enigma she couldn't figure out if she loved or hated or maybe even both. She refused to talk to Darwe, because maybe if she just kept pushing him away long enough, he would finally draw the line and leave. Because even though she knew it would break her heart if he ever did, she knew it would be better for them both if he did. "I'm not a baby, Dar. I can take care of myself. I change my own underwear and everything." 
 
    Darwe scowled. "You know that's not what I meant," he protested, but he left with a huff anyway, just like she'd intended to make him do. It was so easy to push him away. It always made her hurt, though. She grimaced, dropping her head in her hand and just focusing on her breathing for a long, drawn-out moment before she finally dragged herself up off the bed to get changed into her night clothes. She dreaded going to sleep sometimes, even though she always felt so tired outside of training or patrol duty, the only thing that gave her any energy being the very rush of adrenaline that stole it away the moment it was gone. The moment she was finished changing and splashing cool water on her face from the basin on her bedside table, she bade the already-sleeping Nyago a goodnight, receiving a muffled whuff in response as she crawled under the covers. She stared at the stucco ceiling above her for a long time, just memorizing the little bumps and cracks as she always did, dreading the moment sleep came. It seemed like all she did lately was toss and turn with nightmares once unconsciousness came. Nevertheless, eventually it came, as it always did, dragging her down into its dark depths like some unwelcome beast holding her clutched in its ugly jaw. 
 
    Then the nightmares began. 
 
    At first, it was rather neutral; a seemingly harmless dream, collecting her scattered memories of family and friends and neighbors from the surrounding village. The baker down the street, the artisan next door, even though the color in the dream was all washed out like a faded cloth. Then it shifted, and she was in the entryway of her old house, watching as a shadowy figure swung its sword. Then suddenly she was staring at the fallen form of her mother, blood spilling from the yawning mouth that had been carved into her neck. She opened her mouth to scream, but no sound came out as the walls began crumbling around her, flames pouring from her skin to burn the corpse of her mother. She turned to run, but there was her brother, pinned under the rubble, his glassy eyes staring up at her accusingly. 
 
    "Why did you do this, Namida?" he asked, but his lips didn't move to form the words, cracked and ashen as they were. "They said it was Kaska's troops that killed us, but you were the one that caused the fire. It was your fear that killed me. I didn't have to die that day if it hadn't been for you!" 
 
    Namida screamed; a wordless shriek as she clenched her eyes and balled her fists over her ears to block out her dead brother's words, but that didn't stop them from echoing in her skull. If it hadn't been for you... She opened her eyes, realizing she was crying, the sensation of her left hand over her ear having vanished, and that she was now in a dark room. Her room. She was awake. 
 
    And her sheets were on fire. 
 
    Namida screamed again, for real this time, as she dove out of her bed, scrambling to the far corner of the room where Nyago had woken up at the sound of her scream. He whined, pressing his cold nose to her cheek and pawing at her urgently, as if trying to tell her something. She couldn't focus on him though, the terror of the flames filling her so full she couldn't comprehend anything else. The door slammed open, and Darwe came rushing in, looking terrified when he found the bed aflame and her not in it. He whipped his head around, sagging with relief when he saw her curled in the corner, staring wide-eyed at the flames, unable to move. He ran to her, all but launching himself at her as he scooped her into his chest. 
 
    "It's okay. You're okay. Just focus on your breathing. The flames can't hurt you," he murmured into her ear. Unable to see the fire anymore with him blocking her line of sight, she sank into him, clinging to him as though he were her lifeline. "Shhh. It's okay. I'm here. You're okay." She believed him. Darwe would never lie to her. He was too nice for that. He was too nice for his own good. Her uneven breathing slowed to match the rhythm of his hand stroking her hair, and when he finally pulled back, she hesitated before opening her eyes, having unconsciously shut them at the feeling of being protected that had wrapped around her with Darwe's arms. 
 
    The bed sheets were destroyed, little more than burnt tatters remaining, but the flames that had been eagerly devouring it were nowhere to be seen. Namida's eyes widened as she turned her questioning gaze to Darwe, stunned. He grimaced. 
 
    "I've...seen you like this before," he said. Her face screwed up in confusion. 
 
    "After a nightmare? Yeah, I know," she said with a sarcastic smile. "I get them a lot." 
 
    "No, no." He shook his head. "With the...fire," he said lamely. "It's not the first time something like this has happened...it's just the first time you've noticed it." 
 
    A myriad of emotions poured through her at that, but the main one, she realized, was a growing sense of fear that trickled through her, like a layer of cold slime slowly covering all of the others until it was the only thing she noticed at all. 
 
    "What do you mean?" She didn't want to know, really, but the words tumbled out anyway. "I can't stand fire. I would rather get dressed in the dark than light a lamp. I don't even keep them in the room." 
 
    Darwe's expression was grim. "It's not a lamp or anything like that that causes it. 
 
    "It's you." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Namida and Darwe sat on one of the sofas in the foyer, their backs to the flickering hearth as they accepted steaming mugs of mint leaf tea from Master Dorozi, the only other inhabitant of their wing of the complex. He had come wandering in only moments after Darwe's revelation to Namida, interrupting her dumbfounded silence. She hadn't spoken a word since Master Dorozi had walked in, and the swordmaster had taken one look at the two of them huddled together on the floor and told them they were all going to the foyer to have tea and talk. 
 
    Master Dorozi sighed and took a seat across from Namida and Darwe as the two young teens both clutched their respective mugs wordlessly, the silence stretching on with nothing to fill it but the unnerving crackling of the hearth. Namida fought the urge to cringe every time the fire popped and snapped, a sharp reminder in the forefront of her mind of the happenings of just a few minutes prior. 
 
    "I take it you've discovered the power you have," Master Dorozi said. Namida inhaled sharply, her gaze snapping up to meet the older man's. His eyes were clear and knowing. She should have known that he would find out her secrets before she even knew she had them. Nothing got past him. She knew it was no sense pretending she didn't know what he was talking about, either. The swordmaster would have none of that. Namida stared down at the steam curling up from her tea, the mug hot enough to be scalding, but somehow the heat didn't seem to phase her. She realized absently that no heat had seemed to phase her since she had almost died trapped in the fire three years ago, even when her brain nagged her that she shouldn't touch things that could potentially burn her, like when she'd grabbed a hot tea kettle a few months back without realizing the steam spout was open. At least now she knew why she seemed to have an immunity to such things, she thought, her bitter smile reflected back at her in the surface of her tea. 
 
    "A rather lousy way to discover it, don't you think? Waking up only to find the thing that destroyed your whole life looks like it's come back to finish the job?" And her brother's words, still echoing. If it hadn't been for you... 
 
    Master Dorozi gave a long exhale, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, his tea cooling on the shelf beside him. His eyes flickered with uncertainty; a trait she thought was very unlike him. "I had hoped we could wait a while longer before telling you about it. I thought maybe you would slowly start to overcome your aversion to fire, and then we could try and ease you into the knowledge of your magick." He shook his head. "It doesn't seem like you've become any more comfortable with it, though, than the day you came here." 
 
    Namida wanted to throw her mug; to break something, anything. She settled for sneering at the Master. "Comfortable? You think I would ever be comfortable with the thing that killed my brother? The thing that almost killed me? Pah!" She scoffed. "I've thought you were a lot of things, Master Dorozi, but a fool was never one of them." She could feel Darwe's shocked eyes on her at her insolence. If there was one thing that Master Dorozi always stressed above all, it had been respect. Respect for others; respect for your blade; respect for yourself. Master Dorozi's hands clenched into fists, eyes sparking with anger at her words, but he made no comment on it, carrying on as though she had never even spoken. 
 
    "The reason I called you two here is so that we might discuss what this means for you," he said, and Namida thought he suddenly looked more tired than she had ever seen him, as though the energy were draining out of him before their very eyes. It made him look older; more worn. "From what I hear, I believe you may have found something...interesting during your stealth test." His expression was somber. It made her fingers clench around her mug. She ignored the signals her brain was telling her that it was burning hot, to let go. To hell with it. It's not like it could hurt her anymore. Master Dorozi's brow furrowed as he locked eyes with her. "You should know that we must keep this power of yours a secret. We must keep anything that seems like it might be important secret." He grimaced. "There are eyes and ears everywhere, and you never know which side they might belong to." 
 
    "But why do you let people stay here if you know they're betraying you?" Namida hissed. She had trusted Momal, despite his sour demeanor. She had gone so far as to think they might even be friends. 
 
    Master Dorozi's gaze slid away from hers, falling off to the side. 
 
    "Sometimes, Namida," he said, "the knowledge of who will betray you just seems better, because at least it softens the blow when you can see the blow is coming." 
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    Three years. 
 
    Three years had passed since Namida had discovered her powers. 
 
    Three years since they had last manifested. 
 
    Three years of awkward dealings with everyone at the complex aside from Master Dorozi and Darwe. How could she even begin to trust anyone after what he had told her? If Momal was betraying them to only Fate knew who, then who else could be spying on them as well? She was permanently on edge, and it was exhausting. She just wanted to curl up on her side and sleep. The only issue with that was she was still having nightmares. 
 
    Namida sighed. It seemed like she over-analyzed everyone's actions these days. It didn't seem like over-analyzing to her, though. Whenever she thought she saw something suspicious, she would immediately tell Darwe about it. He always told her to relax, and that if Master Dorozi let spies stay at the complex, it was because he knew they posed no threat that they couldn't handle should the need arise. Namida wasn't so sure about that. She felt paranoid from how many seemingly traitorous actions she witnessed from the others, though, until she finally stopped telling Darwe about them. Let her overactive imagination play things over internally until it played itself out. She sincerely hoped it would do so soon. 
 
    "...Mida." 
 
    Namida's head jerked up and she realized she had been nodding off at the breakfast table, the boiled oats and jerky not keeping her attention after their morning training session left her feeling more exhausted than when she'd rolled out of bed. She hadn't realized it was possible to feel any more drained than she already was, but life was just full of surprises, it would seem. She gave a slow blink before focusing on Darwe's face. 
 
    "Sorry, what?" She had totally missed whatever it was he had said before. 
 
    Darwe sighed, stirring his oats. He still had half a bowl left. At least it wasn't just her that didn't have an appetite this morning. Whoever was on kitchen duty today was clearly not a good cook. 
 
    "I said, you look like you could use a good rest. I guess I was right," he said with a small smirk. 
 
    The one-armed girl gave him a blank look. "I'll sleep when I'm dead," she said. "The last thing I need is to curl up in my bed during the day and risk another...vivid nightmare," she said, shooting him a meaningful look. It was true she had only been going to sleep when she felt like she would sink into an exhausted, dreamless sleep. She had been getting a maximum of about four or five hours a night ever since that night three years ago, when she had woken up to her bed aflame. She was not about to let that happen again; not when she knew that there were people watching, waiting for anything out of the ordinary that they could report back for the war. Mages were very rare in Solus, most of the magick users having been born in Nath'reen before the Sundering and subsequent execution of the majority of those with magick in their blood, and Namida was not about to out herself as someone who could have any sway on the outcome of this idiotic war. She wanted nothing to do with it, save for having Kaska's head. If that meant she needed to ally herself with the Queen to do so, she would do it; but it would be on her terms. 
 
    Darwe snorted. "Yeah, well you'll be dead a whole lot sooner if you don't get some sleep already. Fate, woman! Seventeen years old, you'd think you have some idea how to take care of yourself by now," he griped, but the tone of his voice gave him away. She knew Darwe didn't mind looking after her. The softness in his gaze told her he cared about her, and would continue to worry about her whether she took care of herself or not. "If you're really that concerned about it, I'll stay with you and make sure nothing happens. Okay?" 
 
    Namida was silent for a long moment. 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    Namida stumbled a bit as she stood from the breakfast table, shoving her untouched oats and tea away as she did and almost spilling them both. 
 
    "Steady there, fleet-foot," Darwe joked, placing a hand on her arm to keep her from falling over. She shot him a half-hearted glare. Nyago whuffed as he stood and stretched, having been curled up next to her feet. He padded along quietly behind them, his ears flattening as they passed the table where Momal was sitting. The hound glared the bespectacled man down, but Momal just raised an eyebrow at the beast before digging back into his oats. Namida frowned. Nyago had never taken a liking to the man, but then again, he had never taken a liking to Kilish, either. Everyone else he outright ignored, aside from her, Master Dorozi, and Darwe. He followed her closer than her own shadow some days, and he tolerated Master Dorozi and Darwe, even going so far as to let the swordmaster pat him on the head sometimes. Darwe had never dared to touch the hostile hound, and Nyago had never ventured to offer to let him. They had a tentative truce, she supposed, based solely on their mutual friendship with her. She doubted they would get along if she ever happened to be away from them both. 
 
    As they exited the covered hallway connecting the mess hall to the building containing their bedrooms, the sound of raised voices began to reach her ears. Nyago's ears pricked forward before flattening against his skull, and he bared his teeth. Ah, she thought. One of those voices must belong to Kilish. As the got closer to Master Dorozi's room, the noise grew louder; less muffled. She and her uncle were arguing, then. It wasn't totally unusual, but her brow furrowed as she tried to think of what might have happened to bring this on. Kilish always had her reasons for starting a fight, and Master Dorozi only argued back when he was wrongfully accused of something. As they passed by the door, she caught a few snatches of the conversation. 
 
    "—some little girl to fight! Fate, she only has one arm, for crying out loud! What do you think she's going to do, cry the enemy to death?" 
 
    There was the sound of a slap. Namida didn't realize she'd stopped walking until Darwe tugged at her, an urgency in his face. He obviously didn't want to be caught listening in on what was clearly a private conversation. Namida didn't think it was so private, though, when she was obviously the topic of it. She had a right to hear what was being said about her. 
 
    "Jealousy is a very ugly color on you, Kilish," Master Dorozi rumbled. "Just because someone younger than you has already surpassed your skills does not give you the right to insult them." 
 
    "You think she's surpassed me?" Kilish gave a harsh laugh. "That's funny, because last I knew she couldn't even spy on Momal without being caught—" 
 
    Namida wanted to hear more, but Darwe had all but scooped her into his arms and dragged her down the hall, far enough away that they could no longer hear what was being said. Namida glared at him as he set her down, one hand on her arm still to steer her towards her room. Darwe's expression was grim. 
 
    "Listening in on others' conversations never brings about anything good, from what I've found," Darwe said. She supposed it was true, but that didn't mean she didn't want to hear what others were saying about her. She couldn't say that she was really surprised to hear what Kilish really thought about her; Kilish was a rather volatile person, after all, and tended to lash out at others whenever she didn't get her way. That didn't mean it didn't hurt, though. It hurt, and it made her angry. Kilish had been so nice to her all these years, smiling and joking with her whenever they met in the halls or at meals. And yet...and yet... 
 
    "Hey," Darwe said as they paused outside her door. His eyes were gentle as he pried her fingers out of the fist they had balled into. She hadn't even realized she'd clenched them so hard and was surprised to see the white crescents in her palm where her fingernails had dug into the skin. "Don't pay her any attention, okay? You've become a great swordsman, and who cares what she has to say about it." 
 
    She cared. As much as she hated to admit it, she cared. Kilish was like the sister she'd never had. And now she found out it was all a ruse? It stung. She could feel the moisture gathering in her eyes, and she quickly rubbed them, blinking back the tears. She didn't want to cry in front of Darwe. She hadn't cried in years, even though the nightmares had remained. She had suppressed them; suppressed the fear and the anger and the despair she felt whenever she heard those words whispered in her brother's voice. If it hadn't been for you... Darwe opened the door to her room and pulled her into the perpetual darkness, the one thing that was always the same because she refused to allow fire in the one space she wanted to be able to call safe. The twenty-three year old sighed, pulling her close to him as he wrapped his arms around her shoulders. It was one of the only things that made her feel safe these days, the warmth radiating from him in the ink black room. She reveled in it, wrapped in the embrace of her best friend and the void. 
 
    "It's okay. Just let it all out." 
 
    It was like the flip of a switch. The tears streamed as she cried, fat, ugly tears with snot and hiccups and incomprehensible blubbering. Darwe, to his merit, took it all in stride, ignoring the snot and tears staining his shirt as she clutched the fabric like a lifeline, like it was the only thing anchoring her so she didn't float away. Darwe made soothing sounds as he stroked her hair, reassuring her that Kilish didn't know what she was talking about; probably wasn't even aware of what she was saying, in her anger. She didn't care if Kilish was angry. It didn't give her the right. 
 
    Eventually, the tears exhausted themselves, and she gave a few last, weak hiccups into Darwe's shirt as her eyelids grew heavy. She found crying exhausted her to the point that she would often fall into a dreamless sleep after. That was one of the reasons she had let it go on for so long after her nightmares. That, and the fact that they often caused her to have panic attacks, which she had no control over. Darwe gently guided her to the bed and tucked her under the sheets, the room dark and cool even though the scorching desert sun would soon heat the facility as it climbed higher in the sky. The older boy—no, he was a young man now, she thought, finding it hard to come to terms with the idea of it—moved to stand, but she caught the edge of his sleeve. 
 
    "Can you...stay?" she asked, hesitating. "Just until I fall asleep. I don't really want to be alone right now." 
 
    Darwe's expression was unreadable, and she retracted her hand, mumbling for him to never mind as she turned over in bed to face the other wall. She heard him sigh, and felt the bed sink down on the other side. She stifled a smile. 
 
    "Fine. I'm not staying all morning, though. I've got chores to do yet," he said sternly. She did, too, but seeing as he wouldn't let her do them until she'd slept... Well, at least she wouldn't be the only one putting them off for a while. 
 
    Darwe's hand found her hair again, and the rhythmic motion of his hand against the braided strands had her dropping into unconsciousness faster than she had since she was small. 
 
      
 
    o—O—o 
 
      
 
    Namida woke to the sound of screaming. It took a moment for the fog to recede from her mind and for her to realize that no, for once, the screaming was not her own. The next thing she was aware of was Darwe shaking her shoulder gently. 
 
    "Mida," he whispered. "Mida, wake up. We have to go see what's going on." 
 
    It felt like she had just closed her eyes. She cracked them open just enough to stare blearily up at her best friend. "How..." She yawned. "How long have I been asleep?" 
 
    Darwe gave a one-shoulder shrug. "About an hour or so. Now come on, get up," he said, looking antsy. "That sounds like Kilish." 
 
    She suddenly didn't want to go. Who cared if Kilish was upset? She could be a drama queen all she wanted; it had nothing to do with Namida. But the worry and agitation on Darwe's face made her sigh and give in. "Fine," she said, hauling herself up out of bed as she trudged along after him out the door and down the hallway. The screaming was coming from Master Dorozi's office. Suddenly, Namida got the sense that things were not alright. It wasn't something she could explain, just a feeling deep within her bones that something had gone horribly wrong. She picked up her pace a bit until she was jogging towards the room down the hall, Darwe hot on her heels. She skidded to a stop in the doorway and peered in, the smell hitting her immediately. The blood drained from her face as she saw it. 
 
    Kilish knelt in a puddle of blood, screaming over Master Dorozi's body as she clutched his lifeless hand, his glassy eyes staring out the doorway in a permanent look of horror and shock. 
 
    Inside, Namida was screaming right along with Kilish. Another one of her precious people; gone. Snuffed out, just like that. Who was supposed to teach her now? Who was supposed to share their wisdom with her when she got angry or upset or frustrated with her weakness or panic attacks, or the tiniest imperfections that she couldn't help but hate? Who was supposed to be the father figure in her life that she'd had to do without ever since that fateful night that brought her here? Why? Why was Fate so cruel? She could feel the hot, angry tears spilling out of her. She didn't even care to wipe them away. Let everyone see. Let them see the loathing and outrage in her face, the inner vow to avenge her master on the fool who dared do this to him. 
 
    "What did you see, Kilish?" she asked coldly, interrupting her screams that had turned into wails. The woman turned to them, her tight curls bouncing as she shook her head. 
 
    "I didn't see anything, but," she swallowed thickly. "But we were arguing earlier, and before I left, uncle...he...he said something. About Momal." Her eyes locked on something past the two of them. "He said Momal was a spy." 
 
    Namida turned to see Momal standing behind them, his nostrils flaring as he glared death at Kilish. 
 
    "I should have known you couldn't be trusted. You little—" 
 
    Namida's fist connected with his stomach, his look of surprise fuelling her anger as she drove her fist forward hard enough to lift his feet off the ground, sending him stumbling back. 
 
    "Get out." 
 
    He didn't deserve the flicker of hurt that shone in his eyes as she stared him down. 
 
    "But—I didn't—" 
 
    "No. You don't get to explain yourself," she hissed, the tears still streaming. "Get out! I know you're a spy. I've known it for the past three years. The only reason I never did anything about it before now was because I believed Master Dorozi was a good judge of character. But, well, now I know I was wrong." She smiled bitterly. "So leave, Momal. I don't want to see your face ever again, because if I do, I will cut it off." 
 
    Momal bristled as his eye caught Kilish's, but when Namida turned, the woman had her face covered in her hands, silent sobs wracking her body. At least she wasn't shrieking anymore, that unearthly banshee sound. 
 
    "Fine," Momal said, pushing his wire-rimmed glasses up the bridge of his nose with a stony expression as he turned to leave. "At least one good thing will come of my leaving. When you turn around to find a knife in your back, you'll know that it wasn't me that betrayed you." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    The memorial they held for Master Dorozi was brief, for they had no Priest or Priestess of the Ancients to commune Fate's final blessing, nor were there any who felt composed enough to speak any last words about him. They dug a hole for him in the sand outside the greenhouse, piling it high with rocks to keep his body safe from scavengers. Namida didn't want to watch, but she forced her eyes to remain on the swordmaster's body the entire time. This, she reminded herself, was what she had been training to become. This was the work of a mercenary. The wound had been clean and efficient; just one single stab wound, straight through the heart. It made her think of how his heart must have broken to find that one of the people he trusted the most had betrayed him by taking his life. The thought made her blood boil. 
 
    As everyone else slowly filed back inside, some of the guards that had watched her grow over the years shooting her pitying looks, Namida stepped forward, scattering rose petals on the rocks that she had stolen from the greenhouse. She had nearly destroyed the entire rosebush in a fit of rage, hating that it reminded her of Momal, as he had so tenderly cared for that plant in particular. She had hacked and slashed and bludgeoned it with her sword until she was sure she had dulled the blade to the point of uselessness, and then carefully picked a handful of the destroyed petals, saving them for now. The deep crimson petals reminded her of when they found him, his blood pooled around his still body. If it hadn't been for you... She shoved back the words that whispered mockingly in her ear, the words of regret and self-loathing, gritting her teeth and whirling on her heel to head back into the complex. She might hate Momal, but that didn't stop his words from playing themselves over in her mind. When you turn around to find a knife in your back, you'll know that it wasn't me that betrayed you. She wanted to think he was just saying that to make her feel guilty, to make her change her mind about kicking him out, but the paranoid part of her that had seen so many people's actions as suspicious over the past three years could not fully ignore his words. Was he the only spy? Possibly, but it was also possible that he was not. She couldn't afford to get comfortable. Not when she was stuck in limbo without Master Dorozi's guidance, when she wasn't entirely sure where to go from here. She needed to make sure she was the only one influencing her decisions. She needed to make sure that no one else could sway her mind. Others might want to take control of the complex, to keep it running smoothly, perhaps to become the leader that Master Dorozi had once been. She knew that no one could take his place, ever the diplomat and peacekeeper as he had been, but that wouldn't stop them. People had a tendency to desire power. That was what had started all of this country's problems in the first place. 
 
    And what about Kilish? Would she desire her uncle's position? Or would she want to blend into the background once again, despite her jealousy of Namida? Namida found it funny, now, that she had let Kilish's words affect her so. When she thought about it, the woman had never actually sought to assert her dominance over Namida. Sure, they had sparred a few times over the years, the last few times ending in Kilish rather sore and disheartened, flat on her butt in the sand, but Namida had sparred with every single person employed at the complex at least once. It was part of Master Dorozi's philosophy that one should know the fighting styles and abilities of every person they surrounded themselves with. And what weight should she really give the angry words of someone who couldn't beat her, with her one arm, in a fair fight? 
 
    Regardless, she found herself floundering. As the days pressed on, it soon became clear that most of the others were looking to her for guidance, asking for her opinions on the important matters like assigned shifts and what should become of the complex and even whether they should finally join the war or not. She artfully dodged giving any straight answers, instead holing herself up in her room. Perhaps she would stay there for the foreseeable future, she thought, until her stomach growled angrily. She sighed. It had been a nice idea, if it weren't for the need to indulge in being a human once in a while. 
 
    The sound of bickering lofted down the hall as she opened her door that evening, two weeks after Master Dorozi's death. Her brow furrowed as her feet moved of their own accord, carrying her towards the sound. 
 
    "...can't believe you're just going off on your own like this! Do you realize how dangerous that is? It doesn't matter that you can wield a sword, you're still a lone woman wandering out into a war zone!" 
 
    "Oh, pull your head out of the sand, Darwe! We've had so many intruders and spies encroaching on our borders these last few months that we might as well declare a side for all the killing we're doing of both factions." Kilish scoffed. "You all need to make up your minds about who you support already and be done with it. Uncle may have been unwilling to budge because of his personal ties to both of the leaders in this war, but the rest of you are just being spineless cowards by refusing to involve yourselves in something that has been inevitable for the past six years." 
 
    "It's not up to me now," Darwe said, his voice dropping as Namida approached. "It's Namida who has to choose." 
 
    Yes. Choose, choose, choose. Everything was hers to choose these days. She massaged her temple, feeling the headache coming on already. Was she ready to make the commitment to one side of the war? She didn't even believe in the damned thing! The only reason she would participate at all was to get revenge for her family, for her village; to make sure that those that slaughtered them paid the price in kind. But even though Master Dorozi had been so close to proclaiming her a fully-fledged swordmaster at long last, even though she knew that there were few in Solus now that would be able to defeat her on the battlefield, Kaska's troops numbered in the thousands. She was just one girl, albeit with a vicious hound on her side. She refused to involve Darwe in her affairs, so there wasn't even that she could count on. It could take years picking off Kaska's troops and interrogating them for information on his elite troops' whereabouts, and then she would have to be careful she didn't walk straight into a trap. She didn't doubt for one second that they would know she was after them by the time she found them, and they would be ready for her. She sighed, slumping against the wall as she stared unseeingly at her feet. Even with her magick, it was so unpredictable at best. She had had small, frightening flare-ups in the past three years, but nothing as severe as setting her bed on fire from a bad dream. Every once in a while, when Darwe managed to taunt her enough in training to send her into a blind rage, her sword would glow red-hot; or the one time he had pranked her and frightened her so bad with a painted replica of a poisonous spider, she had incinerated it (which, she thought, would actually be quite useful should she encounter a live one); or when she had been training by herself, feeling particularly frustrated at how slow she felt she was progressing, she had punched one of the targets and burnt a hole in it with her fist. Master Dorozi had been quick to notice that almost all of the incidents when her powers activated, she was feeling strong emotions of fear or anger, so he had begun to teach her the art of meditation. He taught her to focus on herself and the peace within her; to close her eyes and open the rest of her senses to the world around her. He taught her to feel her world rather than just see it, and to feel the sense of calm that came with focusing on just breathing and being, rather than thinking and dwelling on things that would only make her more frustrated and fearful of the future. 
 
    It had helped, at least. She had much fewer outbursts since she had started meditating with him every morning, but in the past two weeks since Master Dorozi's death, when she had gone to sit out on the veranda where they would meditate every morning before training, she hadn't been able to bring herself to do so. She would close her eyes, but all she heard was the swordmaster's voice, and she would end up in tears rather than feeling at peace. Even though she knew he would want her to be able to forge her own path without him, she found herself struggling. What would become of her without his guidance? He was the only father figure she'd had since her own had disappeared in the slaughter of her village. She still wanted so badly to believe that her father was alive, somewhere out there, serving the Queen as he always had, but it was just so hard and she knew that there was little to no chance of it being true. And if he had truly survived, would he not have tried to track her down? 
 
    Kilish slammed open the door, stopping on the threshold as she saw Namida standing there. Namida could have sworn she saw a flicker of malice in the woman's eyes for a brief moment, but it was gone too quickly to be sure. Kilish opened and closed her mouth, frowning. 
 
    "I'm leaving, as you probably heard," she said, her tone of voice leaving no room for argument. "I'm going to hunt down Momal. I won't let him get away with what he's done." There was hatred in her eyes, as well as bloodlust; as though Kilish was itching for retribution. It made Namida wonder if she looked like that when she spoke of hunting down Kaska and his elite. The thought sent a tiny shiver down her spine. She gave a polite nod, not finding it in herself to see her off with a smile. Not with all that had happened; not with all that could go wrong with her hunting down someone who had proven himself a very capable spy. 
 
    "Fate be with you, then," she murmured, even though it didn't feel like Fate had been with them when they lost Master Dorozi; even though it didn't feel like Fate had been with her when she had lost her family and her arm to a war she'd felt was worlds away before that tragic day. "And may the Ancients guide you." Even though they hadn't shown their faces on the continent in over a century, having withdrawn to the rumored island of Fate's Landing that no sailor had ever been able to find, no matter how skilled; and not for lack of trying, either. 
 
    Kilish nodded her thanks before brushing past, her pack bobbing against her back with every step. It struck Namida that she couldn't hear the woman's footsteps whispering against the stone, despite the silence that otherwise filled the hall. She tried to remember a time that she had heard them, but wracking her brain brought nothing to mind. She pursed her lips. It didn't matter, though, she told herself. Kilish was leaving, and she didn't have to worry about her anymore. Not that she thought she ought to, but her paranoid side worried about everyone these days. It made her feel like everyone, save for Darwe, was out to get her—watching her every move, reporting back to Kaska. Her rational side would combat it, whispering that she was nothing special, nothing anyone would be concerned about, least of all the most fearsome warlord known to the four continents, but it was hard to keep a leash on her ever-growing fear. 
 
    Nyago trotted in, a desert hare clenched limp and lifeless in his jaws. Upon seeing her clenched fists and carefully blank expression, he quickly dropped his prey and padded over to her, nudging her side with his large, boxy head. Her lips quirked upwards, and she scratched him behind the ears, earning a pleased grunt from the hound, his tongue lolling out of his mouth as he gave a wide yawn, smacking his lips before turning back to his supper. Namida grimaced, not wanting to see the gruesome feast no matter how many times he had done it in front of her before. She entered the room that Kilish had departed from only moments before, standing in the doorway as she watched Darwe, sitting hunched on the sofa with his face in his hands. She hesitated, wondering if she should leave him alone, but remembered all of the times when she had been distraught and he had comforted her, bringing her down from her hysterics and up from her hopelessness. The least she could do was return the favor...right? Although she felt awkward and uncomfortable being the carer for once, she slowly moved across the room and perched on the edge of the sofa beside him, letting her hand run over the warrior's knots in his hair; the knots he had once confessed to her that he had never wanted, but now wore resolutely following Master Dorozi's death to honor the man who had raised him. Darwe slowly brought his hands down, revealing his eyes, red-rimmed and bloodshot, but free of tears. 
 
    "I just feel like we're losing everyone all at once," Darwe said hoarsely, without preamble. "First...Master Dorozi," his voice cracked a bit as he spoke the man's name, "then Momal right after, and now...now Kilish, too." He turned to her with fierce, desperate eyes. "Promise me you won't leave me too, okay? I'm not sure I could take it if you left me alone." 
 
    She wanted to tell him that he wouldn't be alone, that there were other people still at the complex; guards and cooks and caretakers. She knew he wasn't especially close to the rest of them, though. She knew the truth behind his words, behind his devotion to her. She knew his guilt at rescuing her from the desert, as he'd told her one night years ago, whispering it to her when he thought she'd fallen back to sleep after one of her many nightmares. His wordless devotion to her made her uncomfortable at times, though she appreciated it, without a doubt. It made her uncomfortable at times like this, when she contemplated leaving him behind in a safe place to make her way to the enemy; when she contemplated whether she was ready to start her journey for revenge. But if she left him behind now... She knew without a doubt he would follow her, only making himself an easier target by traveling alone. She sighed, grasping his right wrist as he did the same to her, already starting to smile as he recognized the tell-tale sign of a promise being made. 
 
    "I promise," she muttered, and immediately regretted it. There was no turning back now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    It was the month of Phan-ein; the beginning of the season watched over by the fourth and final Ancient. Darwe's nameday had come and gone a few days past, during the first week of the month, and they were now halfway through the first of the two months in the Ancient's season. The desert air was drier and cooler than usual, and Namida knew from experience from the way there had been hardly any clouds in the past few days that they were due for another long winter drought before the rains came. She frowned, thinking of the long journey they had ahead of them, and knowing that they would have to be very careful with their water rations for the journey to come. She shifted the heavy pack slung over her shoulders, Darwe carrying an identical one beside her. He gave her a wistful smile, and she knew that, like herself, he would be sad to leave Master Dorozi's complex behind. Master Dorozi's still; not hers, even though she had been in charge of it for just over a year now since the swordmaster's sudden demise. It would never be hers. She would always remember it as belonging to the man who had taken her in when she had nowhere else to go. Her heart gave a painful squeeze. 
 
    The workers of the complex that had stayed with them throughout the long year had come to bid the two young warriors farewell. Though a few had returned to their original homes, stating their desires to see family and friends again even if it meant risking their lives in the midst of the growing conflict, a surprising number had stayed. Only a handful, but still; it was more than Namida had expected to stay when she finally accepted her leadership role in her old Master's place. Most of the workers had given brief goodbyes, offering them small tokens to take with them such as an extra water skein, or a small knife, or twine for tying snares. A couple had dared to hug Darwe, giving Namida awkward pats on the head or shoulder. 
 
    Yet while the rest of them had soon hurried inside, not wanting to spend any longer outside than necessary due to the growing issues with mercenaries and spies encroaching on their borders, two of the workers remained of whom Namida had grown especially fond over the past few years—Mantas, a middle-aged former soldier with bright eyes and a receding hairline; and Chifuya, his short, matronly wife who had never been able to have children of her own, and had thus taken Darwe under her wing when he arrived at the complex, collecting Namida as well shortly after her arrival. Not that Namida had allowed her to at first, of course, being the scarred, bitter child she was. Chifuya had a stubborn streak a mile wide though, and had refused to accept Namida's refusal of her. She continued doting on Namida and waiting her out until finally, a couple years back, she had broken down and given in to the woman's charm. Not before griping at her for being Fate-defyingly stubborn. The woman had just winked at her and told her it was one of her gifts. She had harbored a soft spot for the woman ever since, and Mantas, bless his soul, had been the crazy uncle she'd never wanted—tossing her random breakable vases to test her reflexes when she least expected it (it had ended poorly on more than one occasion, usually when he threw things at her from the wrong side and didn't seem to understand the concept of her only having one hand to catch things—it was highly aggravating, to say the least), and pulling pranks on her whenever she went out on patrol duty. It made her angry to come back to things like her entire bed covered in the fall leaves the workers had raked from the greenhouse, or a bucket of water perched on her door to try and soak her (though she had dodged the majority of the splash thanks to her reflexes). It wasn't until she had vented to Darwe about Mantas' antics that he pointed out to her that the man hated seeing Namida, a mere child in the man's eyes, going out and killing people to protect the complex and those within it. He said Mantas did it to get her to forget about the things she saw and did while she was out on patrol; to get her to forget about death and killing and having to act the part of a soldier in the war they weren't even supposed to be part of, all the way out in the middle of nowhere as they were. It was then that she had begun to harbor a soft spot for Chifuya's husband Mantas, as well. 
 
    She hated that she had become so attached to these people. She hated that she was saying goodbye to them. It felt so...permanent. The echoes of flames reverberated in her mind. If it hadn't been for you... She clamped down on the thought, taking a steadying breath. Six in, hold, six out... 
 
    "Oh, my darling girl! You know I'm going to worry about you and how little you eat every single day," Chifuya fretted, even though Namida regularly ate more than Darwe. He often teased her about it, saying she must have a hollow leg to store all the food she packed away in, but she shrugged it off. She needed to eat to have energy to pour into her training; energy to drive her towards her goal. She didn't understand Chifuya's obsession with making her eat. It wasn't like she could ever forget to; not with how her stomach would growl non-stop if she hadn't eaten enough throughout the day. Namida wasn't worried about putting on too much weight, either. With how much she trained and moved and patrolled, her body took everything she could give it and built it into toned muscles that stretched the length of her body, tight cords of power that had helped her bring down opponents twice her height and four times her girth. She was nimble and swift and merciless as a desert cat on the prowl. Unfortunately, all Chifuya seemed to see was a scrawny little chick she needed to play mother hen too. It exasperated her, but if she griped at the woman for it, she would just get pecked back in line. So really, there was no point in even mentioning it, no matter how much she wanted to roll her eyes at the woman's needless fretting. It was alright, though. Mantas rolled his eyes in her stead. 
 
    "Chifu, leave the poor girl alone. You know she'll be miserable without you as it is," he said, giving Namida a wink from behind his wife's back. Namida smiled a bit in reply. 
 
    "You know I'll write whenever I'm able, Auntie Chifu," she said, withholding a wince at the promise. It wasn't that she didn't want to keep in touch, but she knew that times when it would be safe for them to do so would be few and far between. And even if they weren't, it still wouldn't satisfy the woman's fretting and impatience between each letter. She promised it nevertheless, though, as she knew that the farewells would only drag on and on forever if she did not. The woman was a fiercely protective mother hen, and she would not let Namida out of her sight if she knew it meant she would never hear from her again. Namida felt bad for the woman. It would be the closest thing she would ever know to having her own child set off to find bright new adventures of their own—except, well, they weren't adventures, and they promised to be more grim than anything. She suppressed a grimace at the thought. If she showed any hesitation, any distaste for the journey to come, she knew Chifuya would seize onto it and try to bully her into staying. The woman had no remorse when it came to using guilt trips to get her way. 
 
    Chifuya frowned, but nodded, wagging a finger in Namida's face. "You better pray to the Ancients you keep your word, or you'll be in for a world of pain next time I see you." She didn't doubt it for a second. The older woman reached out and wrapped her in a bone-crushing hug. "Oh, I'm going to miss you! And you too, Darwe, but I know I don't have to worry about you letting yourself wither away like this one would if left to her own devices." Namida gave an annoyed grunt. Darwe just gave a low laugh and shook his head, giving the pair an amused look. She flashed him an obscene gesture behind Chifuya's back, making Mantas roar with laughter. "Young lady, quit whatever you're doing! When Mantas laughs, it's always because you're doing something rude!" 
 
    Namida shot Chifuya an innocent look as the woman let her go, holding her at arm's length. "Who, me? I would never!" 
 
    Chifuya snorted and rolled her eyes as if to say, yeah right, but didn't comment, instead eyeing up the bulky packs Namida and Darwe were toting. "Did you pack extra under-clothes?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "And the extra water skein Putha gave you?" 
 
    "Yes..." 
 
    Chifuya frowned. "What about the extra rags for when you get your monthly cy—" 
 
    "Chifu!" Mantas interrupted not-so-subtly, coughing the woman's name into his fist. Chifuya only seemed to notice then that both men's ears burned bright red and they were looking at anything but the two women between them. 
 
    "Pah! Cowards," Chifuya grumbled. "Can't believe you both are afraid of something so natural..." She sobered, turning to clasp one of Darwe's hands in one of her own, then grasping Namida's in the other. She gave a little sigh as she gave them both a sad look. It was odd seeing the normal chipper and energetic Chifuya looking so...defeated. 
 
    "I hope you two know," she said quietly, "that I love you both, and I really will miss you. You two," she glanced between them, "had better look out for each other in my absence. The world is a dangerous place, especially right now." Her expression was grim as she gave their hands one final squeeze before she let them go. She didn't have to remind Namida of that fact. What had happened to Endothar all those years ago had happened to at least three more villages throughout the country that they had heard of. They had no way of knowing if there were more in the northern part of the country or not; Master Dorozi might have had a fair number of spies and informants spun in his tangled web before he had fallen, but they had no eyes or ears any further north than the mid-east. The ones who might have been able to provide any clue as to Kaska's whereabouts had long since been weeded out by the enemy or given up the profession in favor of going underground, much like Dorozi had all those years ago. 
 
    As they at last bade their final, drawn-out farewells and trudged off into the dimming light of the desert, having left after the sun had already passed its peak so they would not be traveling during the hottest hours of the day, Namida was angry with herself to find that she had to blink back tears. Leaving Chifuya and Mantas behind was hard because they were some of the only people Namida had left. She glanced at Darwe to her right, who walked with his shoulders squared beside her, over a head taller than her and a solid brick of a man with muscles that rippled beneath the loose, flowing clothes he usually wore; a stalwart warrior and friend. She glanced at Nyago to her left, who trailed a single step behind her like the ghost of a shadow, with sharp teeth and an even sharper mind, seemingly able to understand things that no creature should. They were her brothers, both beast and man, and she was proud to be able to call them her friends. It made her feel better as they ventured out into the unknown, as they reached the borders of Master Dorozi's lands, knowing the distance by heart even though the sands were constantly shifting and changing and the scenery was never the same two nights in a row. 
 
    "Well," Darwe said, looking strangely hesitant, "this is it. One more step and we're back in the fight." He was quiet for a long moment, unaware or uncaring of her eyes as she studied him; the way he pursed his lips ever so slightly, his brow crinkling as his hands clenched and unclenched at his sides in a distracted manner. His eyes suddenly snapped to hers. "We don't have to do this, you know. We could...we could leave! Just head for the sea and find a ship that will take us to Memiria, or even Natharien, and just leave." He grabbed her hand in both of hers, and she could feel her eyes widening with every word he said. "Just you and me—" Nyago growled, and Darwe's eyes flickered to him briefly, "—and Nyago, of course. Shut up, you rude beast.” His gaze moved back to hers. “We don't need to take part in this war. We don't need to risk our lives over something that has already changed us so much even when we weren't steeped in it, like we will be the moment we take that next step. Because we will be." His eyes softened, and she could sense how desperate he was, how pleading his voice was as it grated against her ears. "And I don't want you to be." 
 
    It was all she could do not to rip her hand away from him. Her eyes hardened into flints. 
 
    "You don't get to decide that," she hissed, watching his expression go carefully blank. That was when she knew she had hurt him. He would take every bit of abuse she would give him in her rage and never once deal any back, but she knew that she hurt him, and she knew that it was bad and wrong and cruel but she couldn't help it. She was bitter, broken and angry at the world that had dealt her such a terrible hand; at Fate and the Ancients for not protecting her from it; at anyone that would stop her from dealing that very hurt that she had been feeling for the past seven years back onto everyone and everything that got in her way. She felt a pang in her chest when Darwe slowly let go of her hand, letting it fall back to her side, but she just kept going. "You have known me since the moment I woke up at the complex. You have known me since the moment I realized I had no family, no home, and no arm. You have known me since the moment I became this empty thing whose only purpose in life is revenge. I will not become the weakling who runs away at the first chance of danger. I will not be the one who hides from a fight. I will not be a coward. And if you think, for one second, that I will turn my back on my one mission in life, you can stay here right now and never try to find me. Do you understand?" Part of her wished it would finally push him over the edge. Part of her hoped he would yell back at her, strike out at her, and turn back around to the complex. But the larger, quieter part of her—the weak part that she always tried so fruitlessly to quash—said no. It whispered for him to please stay, to look through the facade of ugly rage and see the wounded beast beneath that needed him to care for it in the stillness of the silence that stretched between them, forming a rift that she had never truly wanted. 
 
    Darwe's face was unreadable and distant for a moment before he grit his teeth and lifted his chin as though in defiance of her, resting one hand on the pommel of his sword as he tugged the folds of his scarf up over his hair and around the lower half of his face, preparing for the gusting winds of nightfall as the sun began to swing lower on the horizon. 
 
    "Yeah. I understand," he said quietly, reaching forward to fix her scarf, too, without asking whether she needed help or not. She could never seem to get it quite right with just the one hand. Truly, where would she be without him? "I understand that you're not going to scare me off that easy." She deserved the long, knowing look he eyed her with as he gave the scarf one final tug, making sure it was secure as he turned to face the south-west once more and stepped past the border, officially leaving behind the only home either of them had known for the past several years. 
 
    Namida would never admit the relief that flooded through her as she had no choice but to follow. At least for now, she would not be parted from Darwe just yet. 
 
      
 
    o—O—o 
 
      
 
    It was hard—so hard—for Darwe to walk away from the complex like that. When he had asked—or rather, begged—for Namida to run away with him, it was really his own weakness that he wanted to run away from. It wasn't just the war that scared him. It was the chance of losing her, of losing the last piece of Master Dorozi that lingered with him while they were still staying at the complex, of maybe even losing himself when it came down to it. He was walking away from the only home he had known for the past twenty years of his life, and the family he had made for himself had all left without him, leaving him behind. All that remained were Chifuya and Mantas, and even those they were parting ways with. But what about Namida? She and Nyago were the only things he had left now, not that the hound and he had ever gotten on. So he had made the mistake of asking her to leave with him; to run away to Memiria or Natharien, someplace where they would never have to give the war in Solus another thought. He knew it was a fool's wish before he had even uttered the words, but the way she had torn into him... Fate! He had forgotten how much it hurt when she lashed out like that. Still, he had known there was a chance she might react like that. He had expected it, even. So he was able to push through the hurt and the pain and the disappointment in order to put on a brave face for her. Fate knew he couldn't let her see how much it hurt to be rejected by her. She was the only family he had left, and he wasn't about to lose her or leave her just because she couldn't see past her own selfish desire for vengeance. 
 
    One foot in front of the other. 
 
    One step further from the only home he could remember. One step further from the memory of Master Dorozi, who had taken him in from the parents whose faces were little more than blurs when he tried to picture them as they were all those years ago. 
 
    One step further from Chifuya and Mantas, the only people left who looked after him when he was so tired from making sure Namida didn't work herself to an early grave. 
 
    One step further from the coward he had once been, and towards the warrior he would need to finally embrace in order to follow the girl who lived for the fight. 
 
    It made him think about how he had come to this point, and why he was throwing away the comfort of the complex to venture into the perils of their war-torn world just for the sake of one girl. It made him examine the guilt that still lingered with him over causing the loss of her arm; over forcing her to live when all she had wanted to do was die, the only hope she still clung to being the thin thread of a chance that her father might have escaped the battle at Endothar with his life. It made him ponder at the fierce protectiveness he felt for her, as he had helped nurture her into the person she was today, being the only person that saw her in such weak states as when he helped her with her hair, or comforted her after she woke screaming from yet another nightmare of death and fire. And all in all, it made him realize that he was completely and utterly devoted to the fierce little one-armed warrior girl, and would walk through fire for her if it meant getting to stay by her side for the rest of his remaining time in this realm. 
 
    And so he kept walking, ever conscious of the girl falling in step behind him, of the hound that trailed them both as they ventured further into the desert than they had since either of them had arrived at the complex. 
 
    One foot in front of the other. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    The first night camping in the desert was uncomfortable for both Namida and Darwe in more than one sense of the word. They dug a hasty hole in the loose sand before the blowing winds got too harsh and frigid for the few layers of cloth that protected them from it, erecting the sturdy tent, stretching and securing the tarps around the supports with the expert precision drilled into them by Master Dorozi over the years; he had taught them all of what he thought to be "essential survival skills" as well as swordplay, teaching them a variety of things ranging from fishing (though she had balked at the idea, questioning where the blazes he thought they would fish when they lived in the desert, for crying out loud) to cooking (which she had found herself to be exceptionally poor at, and relied solely on Darwe's expertise for anything other than porridge or salted meat) to pitching a tent or shelter built from various resources in the case that they had no such resources available (which was something she finally agreed with the man that would prove to be useful to them in the future). They anchored the four corners of the tent with their packs and heavy rocks they were able to find nearby, and shoved sand up against the outer edges to help the low-pitched tan material blend seamlessly with the desert background it was set against in case prying eyes happened to wander their way. 
 
    The two dumped their packs inside the tent, Darwe unrolling the single, wide bedroll they had packed. Seeing as they would be avoiding making any fires to fend off the cold desert night air, they would need to share body heat in order to make up for it. It wasn't a novel concept to either of them by any means, but Namida still found her palm sweating a little at the idea. Darwe was a handsome young man, even if he was more like an older brother to her than anything. She didn't want things to change between them because of something as seemingly innocent as this. She frowned as she sat down on the far side of the tent, watching him fuss with the blankets while she retrieved some dried jerky and fruit from her pack, as well as one of the canteens. She tossed the canteen to him as he straightened, smirking as he fumbled with it for a moment before grasping it firmly. He shot her a half-hearted glare. 
 
    "Not nice," he murmured, plopping down beside her with a huff. She gave a little smirk as she popped a piece of jerky in her mouth, offering him some. He grabbed a few pieces with a murmur of thanks. "How long do you think it'll take us to reach the capital?" 
 
    She could see the worry on his face despite his nonchalant expression. It flickered in his eyes and showed in the slight crease in his forehead, visible even in the shadows of the tent. The night had fallen quickly around them, and the only light that snuck in through the tent flap was that of the half moon and stars that dusted the night sky above, illuminating a slit of the canvas between them. Namida's eyes moved to her hand. For some reason she found the sight of the moonlight stretching between her and Darwe somewhat unnerving. 
 
    "About a month, maybe more. It depends how the weather fares. We'll need to find shelter around midday and continue on towards the evening, but even then we might run into sandstorms or rain that will slow down our progress." She accepted the canteen as he passed it back to her, taking a healthy swig before replacing the cap and setting it between them. "Here, I have..." she swallowed thickly as her throat threatened to close, swollen with emotion. "I have Master Dorozi's old map," she finished, and it was an effort to keep her voice from wavering. "I'll show you the route I think we should take. We can follow the Ngozi River for part of the way so we can refill our water supply." 
 
    Darwe shuffled across the line of moonlight to peer over her shoulder as she awkwardly unrolled the parchment with her one hand, and her heart gave a painful squeeze as he reached to help her hold the edges down. She wasn't quite sure what to make of it. It felt like he was stretching to bridge the gap that yawned between them, and she blinked back unexpected tears at the thought. She wasn't sure if they were of sentiment or frustration, though. Likely both. Sentiment, for he was the brother that she had lost all those years ago to her own magick-corrupt blood, the brother that didn't blame her or haunt her dreams with his glossy, dead eyes; frustration, for she had sworn to keep herself from falling prey to such sentiment. She was a warrior and the vengeance of her people; the one that would rise up from the ashes of her old life and strike down the foes that had caused her such heartache, the ones that had stolen her youth and innocence. Namida pursed her lips, shoving her weak thoughts aside, smothering them until they were barely a tiny, nagging whisper in the back of her mind. She had no time for weakness. She was a warrior on a mission, and she needed her focus to be entirely in the present. She traced her finger along the black line that snaked through the uninhabited desert, looping north towards the blank spot on the map where they were currently traveling before dipping southeast towards the capital. 
 
    "There," she murmured. "If we make good time, another day's travel and we'll reach the river. We should have enough water to last us until then." They still had three full canteens, after all. She had made sure to count them when they had stopped to make camp. They were doing a fair job of rationing so far. It helped that they were taking the shortest route possible to a water source to replenish their supply. 
 
    Darwe was silent for a moment, and even though he still leaned close to her, it felt as though the distance were stretching between them once more. The loneliness ached in her bones. 
 
    "Are you sure about this?" Darwe asked, his voice soft. The concern in his voice was palpable; smothering. "I know Queen Gawela may seem like the lesser of two evils in this war, but you and I both know she's not entirely innocent, either. Going to her for help seems almost like...selling your soul." 
 
    She flicked him a glance, but couldn't hold the intensity of the gaze he looked at her with. How was it, she thought, that he seemed to be able to see straight into her soul with his dark brown eyes? She shook her head as though to shake the thought away, frowning. 
 
    "I know," she said with a quiet determination. She would not back down from her decision. She was following her own path, no matter how right or wrong it might be. "You need to understand though, Darwe. I need to do this. I won't be able to rest until I do." Silence fell between them as she splayed her hand over the map, and it seemed as though the entire country fit perfectly beneath the span of her fingers. "I don't feel like I've had a moment's peace since Master Dorozi died. And even before that...well," she said with a wan half-smile. "You know how angry I've been since you brought me to the complex." Her fingers curled around the edge of the parchment as she began to roll it up, watching the worn ink drawings slowly fold in on themselves to be replaced by the smooth, blank back of the sheet. "It's like they're all still with me, breathing down my neck, and I just can't—" She cursed herself as her voice broke, and she took a deep breath, relaxing her fingers before they could crumple the delicate parchment between them. "I can't rest when the spirits of my past haunt me like this. I need to lay them to rest. And the only way I know how to do that is to find Kaska. To find the man who's responsible for having them put down, and put him down." Her eyes burned as she turned to look at him, her expression fierce. She wanted him to understand. She needed him to understand. He was the only one she could talk to about this, her only human friend. Her brother. As much as she had never wanted him to come with her, had never wanted him to risk his life like this by following her into the maw of self-destruction, she didn't know if she would be able to carry on without him. He was her rock, the one thing anchoring her to reality when her chaotic mind longed for nothing more than to float away in the sea of revenge and loathing she found herself perpetually immersed in. 
 
    Darwe said nothing as his fingers silently wrapped around the parchment, gently taking it from her and replacing it in her pack as he placed his other arm around her shoulders, drawing her into his side. She exhaled shakily as he leaned his head on hers, her eyes sliding shut involuntarily. It was all she needed, the silent acceptance that he gave her, the quiet reassurance that he was there and that he was not going anywhere anytime soon; that she was not alone in this. It filled her heart until she was sure it would burst, and this time she couldn't stop the silent tears that slid down her face. She was glad it was dark, the sliver of moonlight barely illuminating the tent as it slipped in behind them, casting halos on their dark hair. 
 
    Their journey may have only begun, but despite the feeling that her crumbled heart had perhaps finally begun to mend, she could not help the ominous feeling that washed over her as she thought of those they had left behind and those that had gone ahead. They may not be alone, they may have each other, but suddenly she was not sure if that was enough to counteract the death and betrayal they had been haunted by ever since this war had started. 
 
    It only strengthened her resolve to end it by her own hand. 
 
      
 
    o—O—o 
 
      
 
    Namida and Darwe followed the river by day, curling back-to-back in their bed roll at night with Nyago's warm bulk sprawled across their lower legs. It had been just shy of a fortnight that they had been traveling, their almost frantic pace slowing as the days went by and the miles stretched between them and the complex, the capital growing ever closer as Namida lapsed into silent contemplation of her choice to go to Queen Gawela. While it was true that it would make things much easier to be in cooperation with the Queen, that they would be granted the resources and political freedom they would desperately need if they were to try and track Kaska down, she couldn't help but find a bitter taste in her mouth at the thought of accepting help from the woman whose lack of concern for her own citizens had played a crucial part in the destruction of her village. Darwe's statement rang true in her mind, that it felt as though she were selling her soul for the chance of revenge. What other way was there, though? With no work and no gardens like they had at the complex to grow their own food, they would need provisions in order to search for Kaska and his camp. There seemed to be a general consensus that his main base was somewhere in the northern half of the country, but that was a much wider spread than they could feasibly search on their own without taking years to do so, especially given the fact that at any time, Kaska could uproot and move his camp without them knowing. If it were only the two of them on the lookout with no informants to keep an eye out for any possible troop movements, there was no way they would be able to track them if that were to happen. The more she thought about it, and the more she loathed the idea of going to Queen Gawela, the more her rational mind came to the conclusion that there was really no way around it. She would have to sacrifice her pride and disgust for the Queen's uninvolved manner of ruling, bow her head and ask for help. She gnashed her teeth at the thought. 
 
    Night was falling once again when they finally stopped to make camp. They were only a day's travel yet from the capital, the city outline clearly visible on the horizon. Namida breathed deep the night air, the cool dryness of it filling her lungs as it brought with it the scent of night-blooming desert flowers. The jani flowers that grew along the riverbank unfolded like bolts of silk the color of the night sky, reflecting the deep midnight blue on the ground as it spread out above them. She couldn't help but think about how she would have appreciated them so much more if she had been viewing them with her mother. The thought still stung despite the years that she had been gone, and her thoughts turned dark as she remembered Nyago dragging her out of the burning house, seeing her mother's headless body sprawled in a pool of red just inside the doorway... 
 
    A cold, wet nose pressed against the back of her hand, bringing her out of her torment. She looked down at Nyago's bright yellow eyes, seeming filled with concern as they regarded her. She grimaced, but scratched the hound between the ears. He gave an approving whuff as she did. 
 
    "Darwe," she called, about to ask the older boy about their food supply as she turned to where he had been setting up the tent. "How are we for—" 
 
    The words died on her lips as Nyago stiffened under her hand, his fur bristling as he growled menacingly. Darwe stood next to the tent, sagging at one side as he had not finished pitching it, a dagger pressed to his throat by the smirking mercenary lurking behind him. Darwe's face remained perfectly impassive despite the seemingly hopeless situation he was in, and she could read the emotion that flickered in his eyes as they darted from the dagger to her, the tips of his fingers twitching almost imperceptibly. She gave a slow blink to show she understood, not trusting that the man would miss it if she were to nod. 
 
    "So," the mercenary said in an almost casual tone, as though he weren't poised to slaughter her only friend at the slightest move against him. "The great swordmaster Dorozi's two star pupils, traveling to...what? Ally themselves with the Queen?" The man gave a sarcastic laugh. "I find it funny that it took his death to drive you into finally choosing a side in this war." His eyes turned to flint as his expression formed into one of malice. "It's just too bad you couldn't have chosen the right one." 
 
    It was as though time had slowed down. She could see the muscles tense in the man's hand, his grip tightening around the hilt of the dagger as he prepared to deliver the killing blow, Darwe's hands darting up—slowly, too slowly, he wasn't going to make it— 
 
    And then the man was screaming, dropping the knife as though it had burned him. 
 
    Because it had burned him. 
 
    The dagger glowed white-hot against the sand, flames licking the metal as the mercenary staggered backward, clutching his burning hand in pain and disbelief. She gave him no time to recover as she rushed past a stunned Darwe, her sword singing as it rose from its sheath. A single, clean slice was all it took to end it, to end him, the very way he had been so close to ending Darwe. He clutched at his throat with both hands, the flames against his palm now long forgotten as he choked on his own blood, collapsing to the ground as he tried desperately to stem the flow of gushing red. His desperation turned into wild, hysterical laughter that bubbled forth from his lips with specks of blood. 
 
    "It doesn't—doesn’t matter," he choked out. "They're all dead already. It's just—you two—left." 
 
    "What?" she murmured, moving to grab him by the front of his blood-soaked shirt. She shook him as he choked and gurgled, eyes rolling back in his head. "What do you mean? Who's dead, damn it!" It was too late, though, she realized despite her frantic state of mind induced by his dying words. He was dead. If there was anything she knew for certain, it was that the words of a dying man were almost certainly true, for what would they have to gain by lying? But what did he mean, they're all dead? Panic gripped at her heart as a sudden feeling of cold washed over her. 
 
    "Darwe," she said quietly. "We need to go back." 
 
    He didn't ask where they were going back to. He didn't even insist that they rest before they headed back. She could see the silent worry in his eyes as they traveled, quicker than ever, back towards the complex that they had left behind thirteen days prior. They traveled night and day, barely eating or sleeping, and speaking even less. The panic slowly merged into a deep-seated feeling of dread as, only eight days after they had doubled back, they climbed the hill that normally hid the complex from sight. 
 
    Namida choked back a sob. A sea of rubble greeted them, bodies half-buried in the sand. She could see the burnt remains of what had once been the beautiful, sprawling garden, now little more than ash and blackened, broken tree trunks, their skeletons twisted and shriveled as though pleading for a mercy that would not come. 
 
    "Not again," she croaked, and it was as though she had stepped back in time, back into the memory that haunted her sleep still after all these years. Why? Her mind cried out. Why her? First her family and village, all wiped out in a single fell swoop; then Master Dorozi was murdered and they were betrayed by a man they had once thought to be a friend. Then Kilish abandoned them, and now...now... 
 
    No one deserved this fate, she thought as she sank to the ground, barely registering Darwe's arms as they pulled her close, though she could feel them trembling as a dampness grew on the fabric of her cloak. No one deserved this fate, but especially not such kind, loving people as Chifuya and Mantas had been. Why them? Why two of the last living people that Namida held dear? Why her? It made her angry, and in her mind she screamed at Fate, at its cruelty at singling her out and relishing in her suffering. They didn't deserve this. She didn't deserve it. Damn it, how could Fate betray her like this? 
 
    As she came back to herself, she realized she had been screaming, tears streaking down her dirty face, leaving her face feeling tight and her throat hoarse. Her screams quieted, turning into choked sobs and shaky breaths. She could hear Darwe's uneven breathing, the quiet sniffs muffled by the fabric of her cloak, could feel the pressure of his fingernails digging into her shoulders as he held her tight enough it almost hurt to breathe, as though he were afraid to loosen his grip in case someone might come and rip her from his grasp as well. It was a desperation she had never seen in the young man before, not even when Master Dorozi had been killed. It was as though the concept of their own mortality was finally beginning to sink in as the destruction of the war began to corrupt their lives at an alarming rate. Namida's eyes turned to flint as her resolve became that of sharpened steel, her arm wrapping tightly around Darwe as she silently reassured him she was not about to go anywhere, no matter what he might fear. 
 
    The Queen could wait. For now, they had a different vengeance they needed to pursue. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Twenty summers old. Korrin-ein marked the passage of yet another cycle, the winding down of yet another season of drought as Korrin-los melded seamlessly into the unpredictable, torrential rains of Phan-ein. Namida gave a slow exhale, trying in vain to quiet the cacophony of her mind as she sat, legs crossed beneath her, facing the rising red sun as the day already promised to be scorching hot; the last vestiges of late summer barely holding on with its tenuous but firm grasp. She pursed her lips, her brow furrowing despite her closed eyes. If she had been a typical woman, in less...chaotic times, this would mark her marriage year. Though there was the rare woman that chose to forge her own path, it was Solan custom to marry in one's twentieth year, whether it be for love or arranged by one's family for the woman's benefit, depending on their family and economic status. Though it was true that it was widely believed only the rich could afford to marry for love, it was actually quite typically the opposite, she had found. Usually it was the poorer citizens that married for love, such as her lower middle-class parents had, while the rich tended to marry for the purpose of remaining so. 
 
    Namida sighed. Another day, it seemed, where she would be unable to meditate. Rarely had she been able to do so since Master Dorozi's death, for without his gentle reminders to calm her mind, the soothing hand he would place atop her head when he told her to focus on her breathing and the blood humming in her veins rather than the thoughts that just would not stop, she found it nigh impossible to do so. The issue with that, however, was quite evident when she and Darwe ventured into the crowded streets of the towns they passed through. The tension, the near-panic that overwhelmed her at the feeling of being surrounded, overwhelmed by the bodies pressing in on her...it was almost enough to set her off. In fact, it had, just days ago. 
 
    "Mida," Darwe murmured, his hands on her shoulders as he pulled her out of the crowded street and into the alleyway, noticing her ragged breathing and wild eyes. His hands were on her face, but she barely registered them. Ancients, they were closing in on her, she had no space to cry out, no space to breathe— "Mida, look at me. You need to breathe. In—hold it—breathe out." He pantomimed the actions with exaggerated sound, but she just couldn't, there was no air, how was he breathing when there was no air? Oh Fate, was she dying? She couldn't die yet! 
 
    "No!" 
 
    Namida was back in that house, the burning rubble falling down on top of her, crushing her left side as her spider-webbed scars burned and burned, the acrid tang of smoke and charred flesh filling the air. 
 
    "Namida!" 
 
    The pained shout broke through her senses and she jerked her head up, only to collapse in on herself. 
 
    "Darwe!" She rushed forward, desperation filling her as she tried to smother the hungry flames that licked at Darwe's left shoulder. No, no, no, not again, she couldn't lose her brother again— 
 
    Brother? Her mind whispered, scoffing. You know he is not your brother. Don't fool yourself. He is much more to you than that. But she would not, could not, admit it to herself. She feared if she did, she might finally break. And Fate knew that there was no use for a broken tool in this world. 
 
    The flames were dying, but not quick enough. Darwe grunted as he attempted in vain to smother the flames with the folds of his cloak, but she knew instinctively that it burned much deeper than that. She slapped his hands away, splaying her fingers along his shoulder, plunging them into the fire though they felt no heat. 
 
    "Obey." 
 
    The word bubbled unbidden from her lips, her only thought of the flames that needed to begone, of the young man she had to save from her own wretched, uncontrollable power. 
 
    And just like that, they vanished. 
 
    Namida and Darwe's ragged breaths mingled between them, harsh and grating against her ears in the sudden silence, the blood no longer rushing in them at a deafening roar. How could she have done that? How could she have allowed herself to get to the point where she had injured her best friend, her only friend, to the point where oh Fate he could have died only panic and desperation had allowed her to stop her own terrible handiwork? Tears of anger and frustration flooded her eyes, and she angrily whipped them away with the back of her sleeve before grabbing at the ruined shoulder of Darwe's cloak. 
 
    "Let me see," she all but growled at the stunned man, pawing at the edges of the burnt material to try and peel it away from the wound. Her actions seemed to snap him back to the present as his hands gently pushed hers away. 
 
    "It's okay, Mida," he said. "It's not that bad, really. I can barely feel a thing." His words fell on deaf ears, though. She could see the bloody, blackened mess his shoulder had become. It was a miracle it hadn't gone more than a fingernail's depth, but it had gone through the full layer of his skin into the tissue beneath, the sinew of muscle visible at the core of the burn as it oozed the smallest amount of blood, mostly cauterized but not completely. She would thank Fate for small miracles, but she found it hard to believe Fate would grant her anything good these days. She grimaced at the sight. She had seen worse—much worse—but that was on her enemies. It was so very different when it was on a friend. 
 
    "I'm sorry," she said thickly, then did the one thing she had never thought she would do in all her life. 
 
    She turned on her heel and ran. 
 
    Darwe's alarmed cries echoed down the winding alleyway behind her, but she ignored it. He would be safer without her. She needed to lose him, for his own sake. She had known that bringing him with her on her search for Kaska was a risk, but never had she once thought that she would be the risk. It had always been the faceless enemy that had been the threat to his life, never the fire that simmered quietly beneath her skin. She must have run for miles before she finally stopped, stumbling in the open desert she found herself in, the town long behind her as the stars seemed to glare coldly down at her from their place in the darkening night sky. Her hands were shaking. No, her entire body was shaking. Why had she ever let him come along to begin with? Why hadn't she realized where the true threat laid? She bit off a string of curses, refusing to acknowledge the tears that splattered the sand below her only to disappear between the shifting grains as the wind picked up around her. She had been a fool, she realized, a damned fool to think she could ever have someone as good as Darwe in her life without destroying him. Somewhere, Fate must be laughing at her and her naivety. 
 
    Gasping breaths approached, the scuffle of sand beneath booted feet warning of someone's arrival. She didn't need to turn and look to know who it was, though she wished he wouldn't have followed her. He was a stubborn fool, and she knew now that it would most certainly be the death of him. A stubborn fool, and loyal to a fault. Slowly, the breaths quieted, evening out. 
 
    "You can run all you like, and you can hurt me all you like," Darwe said quietly, "but I will not abandon you. Do you remember when I found you in the desert? Do you remember when we had to amputate your arm to save your life?" The silence stretched between them before he forged onward, not impeded in the least by her coldness. "I do. I remember when you were broken into pieces, both literally and figuratively, and I swore to myself that day that I would help you put yourself back together. I swore to myself that I would watch over you from then on. And I'm sorry, but no matter how much you push me away, I am not about to give up on you that easily." He sounded vaguely annoyed and exasperated all at once. "So can you stop trying already? Because I'm telling you now: I'm not leaving you alone." 
 
    She was so tired, even as the relief flooded her. So tired of the downward swing she seemed to be stuck on ever since the day she had lost everything. It seemed like she would find her own little pieces of happiness to try and build herself back up just to lose them all again. It was like she was stuck repeating the worst emotions she had ever suffered through over and over again, when she hadn't even recovered from the first time around. She didn't react as Darwe knelt in the sand next to her, gathering her into his arms with a gentleness that no warrior should be capable of. She blamed his healer's heart. He was so concerned with fixing her that he gave no regard to the fact that in doing so, he would more than likely result in breaking himself apart for her sake. She didn't know if she could take it if he ended up doing that. Her eyes slid shut as she sagged against him, all of the energy drained from her as exhaustion overtook her. She didn't even have the energy to be upset with him and his single-minded devotion to her. The logical part of her brain chastised her gently. You know, it's not up to you if he breaks himself for you or not. He's a grown man, and you need to let him make his own choices, even if you can't accept them. 
 
    They stayed like that for a long time, as the night grew frigid around them, neither of them saying a word until Darwe scooped her up in his arms, carrying her back towards the town that spread like a black ink stain against the star-speckled canvas sky behind it. She found her breaths deepening as she laid her head against his chest, the steady thud of his heart and the rhythm of his footsteps swishing against the sand making for an odd sort of lullaby, beckoning her to the land of sleep. She was halfway between the pull of wake and sleep when she could have sworn she heard him whisper against her hair. 
 
    "I couldn't leave you even if I wanted to, Namida." Was this real, or a dream? "I couldn't, because I love you." 
 
      
 
    o—O—o 
 
      
 
    It was beyond aggravating, Namida thought, as she and Darwe sat in the flickering lamp light of dimly lit pubs in the town of Bafti, doing their best to maintain an aura of casual aloofness while they strained their ears for whispers of talk not meant for them to hear. Their hoods were drawn, their mugs of ale and wine draining just slow enough so as not to be suspicious to the other patrons. It was the best place for one to hear rumors of Kaska and his troops, where tongues wagged eagerly when fuelled by enough drink. It had been several evenings of the same, though, and they were getting aggravatingly nowhere. They had even taken the precaution of making sure Nyago was nowhere to be seen, the hound still bearing the stigma that he brought with him of those soldiers associated with the Queen. She took another sip of her ale, making an effort not to scowl into it as she thought that perhaps having Nyago with her would make people more eager to talk, if his sharp teeth got close enough to their throats. 
 
    Darwe's finger quietly tapped the side of his mug, garnering her attention. Her eyes snapped up to his as she languidly lowered her mug, and the way his eyes flicked meaningfully towards the far corner of the room made her own flash in anticipation. 
 
    At last, something promising! 
 
    As she strained her ears to hear the conversation happening in the dimly-lit corner, she managed to catch a few growled words--"the general" and "on the move" being the ones that made her breath catch in her throat. 
 
    Yes. This was a neutral town, but it was the furthest north they had been yet, the distance between the town and the capital in the south putting a strain on any military power that might otherwise have been present there. There were only a handful of guards stationed around the city, most of them a part of the town leader's payroll rather than the Queen's. Perhaps there were spies present, but Namida had a hard time picking them out. It was just as well, she figured, because if she of all people could spot them when she couldn't really be bothered to care whether they were there or not, then they deserved to end up on the wrong end of the enemy's blade. 
 
    Either way, she thought, the only reason someone would be talking about a general in a town where there most obviously was none would be if they were talking about a very specific general. One that everyone knew—a famous former general of the Queen's army. 
 
    Kaska. 
 
    Namida's eyes flashed as they met Darwe's, and she nodded almost imperceptibly. It took all of her patience to wait, calmly raising her mug to her lips every few seconds, until at last the whispering man slammed a hand down on the table of the cloaked person he was whispering heatedly with and stormed out of the tavern, a snarl twisting his lips. Darwe pinned her with a meaningful look as her hand twitched, itching to dart to the hilt of her sword already. He held her steady with his gaze for a moment before he wordlessly placed a few coins on the table, giving a small salute to the tavern wench as he stood, grabbing Namida's shoulder as she shot to her feet. She wanted to run after their suspect. Every moment they wasted was another moment he was getting further and further ahead of them, possibly out of reach. 
 
    In the end, though, her agitation was moot, because they caught up to the man's shady figure only two blocks away, muttering angrily to himself as he headed down a back alley. Namida tapped her lips, then waved her two fingers to signal Darwe to make his way around to the other end of the long alley. Darwe nodded, sprinting silently between the buildings next to the alley, dipping out of sight as he made to head their suspect off at the other side. Before the man could make it to the other side, she shuffled along behind him, purposely making noise with her soft leather boots against the stone. 
 
    "Hello," she called out, watching as the man tensed visibly, shooting a furtive glance back at her over his shoulder before he kept walking. She didn't bother wondering if it was her imagination when he started moving just a little bit quicker than before. "How's the general doing these days?" 
 
    That caught his attention. The man whipped around before she could so much as blink, and he was running at her. She didn't move as he pulled out a dagger from a hidden sheath beneath his cloak, didn't flinch as he held it threateningly to her throat, the cold steel biting at her skin. Let him think he had the upper hand, she thought viciously. It would only make it all the more shocking for him when he realized just how poorly he was mistaken. Namida bit back the smirk that threatened to give her away. 
 
    "Who the blazes are you?" the man hissed, pressing harder against her neck. She could feel a faint trickle of blood trickle down to her collarbone, where it soaked into the material of her shirt. "You little snake, were you listening?" His free hand went to grab her by the arm to pull her closer, but all he came back with was a fistful of fabric, the lightweight cloak slipping from her shoulders. The man stumbled backwards, not having expected to have no resistance. He stared dumbly at the empty sleeve fluttering where her left arm should have been, his eyes widening in...fear? 
 
    "No," he breathed. 
 
    Namida was confused as the man's hands began to shake, and he dropped his dagger, moving to run for the other end of the alley, but Darwe was already there, barreling his full weight into the man and knocking him down, his foot pinning the smaller man to the ground. Darwe gave a sharp inhale, and Namida quickly strode over, her eyes silently asking him what was wrong. 
 
    "Busuni," he growled down at the man squirming below him. The man seemed to panic even further, and it was only then as his hands scrabbled for a hold on Darwe's leg, trying in vain to push him away so that he could run, that she noticed the puckered pink scar against the skin of his right hand—one that she vaguely remembered putting there. 
 
    "Oho," she said, now feeling the anger bubble beneath her skin just as it obviously was under Darwe's. "Now I remember you, you traitorous scum. Weren't you thrown out of the complex cycles ago? Six, if I remember correctly. Couldn't even hold your own against a fourteen-year-old and you thought it would be a smart idea to go rogue and start trying to poison the other guards against Master Dorozi." She shakes her head in mock sadness. "What a dumb little worm. Darwe, why don't we put him out of his misery?" She unsheathed her sword agonizingly slow, her nose wrinkling as an acrid tang filled the air when she placed the blade to Busuni's neck. She shot the man a disgusted look as she noted the dark patch blooming on the front of his loose cloth pants. 
 
    "Please, please, no!" The man pleaded, his voice, pitched high with fear, grating on Namida's ears. She clenched her jaw, pressing the blade into his skin and returning the favor as a thin line of blood welled up from beneath it. His breath hitched, and he fell blissfully silent. 
 
    "Tell me what the general is up to," she hissed beneath her breath, leaning towards him and making sure his eyes locked with hers so he could see just how pissed off she was with this little worm thinking he could act against her, against her master, and get away with it with nothing more than a little scar from the dull blade of a practice sword six years ago that Kilish had refused to heal because he was so easily distracted in battle, even if it had only been a mock one. 
 
    Busuni gave a little hysterical laugh, his eyes wild as they darted side to side, as if searching for a way out. "You think I'll tell you? Give me one good reason, you little bi—" 
 
    Darwe's fist cracked into Busuni's face before he could finish the insult, hauling the weasel of a man to his feet with one hand clenched in the folds of his shirt. Busuni's head snapped back and he cried out, clasping both hands to his clearly broken nose as a spray of blood gushed from it, soaking the front of his shirt as it dripped from his chin. 
 
    "There's one," Darwe sneered. "Would you like another?" 
 
    "Okay, okay, I'll talk!" Busuni's voice sounded congested as he held a hand up in surrender, the other still trying to stem the blood flow from his nose. Still, from beneath the blood, he gave a wicked grin. "But wouldn't a more appropriate question be, who betrayed you at the complex?" 
 
    Namida's blood turned to ice in her veins. She refused to let him see how affected she was, though, smothering her emotions as she languidly raised her sword to tip his chin up with the blade. Darwe pressed the traitor against the wall of the alley in response, lifting his feet off the ground completely so there was no way to escape. The man froze, unable to so much as squirm in Darwe's grasp without potentially impaling himself on Namida's sword. 
 
    "Don't toy with me," Namida said, her voice low and dangerous. "Tell me what you know or I'll carve out your tongue and feed it to the dogs." 
 
    Busuni swallowed thickly, flicking his gaze between the two unforgiving faces before him before they settled on Namida. He met her eyes with no small amount of trepidation. 
 
    "You really look like him, you know?" He licked his chapped lips. "Your daddy dearest, that is. Ever wonder what happened to him?" 
 
    Namida growled. Evasion tactics? Those wouldn't work on her. "I don't like it when I have to repeat myself. Talk," she commanded through gritted teeth, once more wishing they hadn't made Nyago wait outside the town limits, as his intimidation factor was much greater than her own or even Darwe's. 
 
    "Okay, okay," Busuni said quickly as Darwe's fist cocks back, ready to deliver another punishing blow. "There was a traitor in your midst at the complex, but the one that betrayed you isn't who you thought it was. I heard you ousted Momal, and while it's true he was a spy, you pinned him on the wrong side. The one that killed Dorozi was actually—" 
 
    Wind whipped past her ears, and she realized she was flying—or rather, falling. There was a choking sound, and the thud of a body beside her as she made jarring impact with the stone path, her teeth clacking together painfully. She scrambled to her feet, Darwe doing the same to her right, and they both stood in defensive stances, her grip on her sword still strong despite the sudden attack. A large, cloaked figure stood hunched over a kneeling Busuni, whose eyes were wild with panic as his hands grasped desperately at the fabric of the man's cloak. Something shone between the man's hand and Busuni's throat. 
 
    A dagger. 
 
    The man drew back the dagger, dripping red, and half turned towards them as Busuni collapsed, the life slipping from his eyes as the blood gushed from the second mouth that had been carved into his throat. Namida could feel the rage and frustration bursting forth from her mind. What had Busuni been about to say? She needed to know! All of the lies and misunderstandings that had led her here, and finally, he was going to clarify things for her! Her lips twisted in a snarl at the hooded stranger, but then she saw the arm that peeked out from beneath the fabric. 
 
    Tattered cloth ties on a bare upper arm. 
 
    Kaska's elite. 
 
    Gray eyes flashed at her from beneath the man's hood, and she could have sworn she saw his lips twist into a smirk at the realization in her eyes. He touched two fingers to the edge of his hood, a mocking salute to the two that stood rigid across the wide alley from him. 
 
    And then he was gone, slipping back into the reaching shadows as though he were melting into them, his dark cloak swallowed up in the black. 
 
    "Wait!" Namida tried to yell, her voice cracking as her muscles finally obeyed her mental command to move already, he's getting away and her sword fell forgotten to the ground as she reached for the slip of fabric that melted away into nothingness, her fingers closing around nothing but air. She screamed, a wordless shriek of rage to the heavens and Fate for stealing away this one opportunity from her. Who knew when, or if, she would ever get another? She scraped her hand back through her hair, messing the already tousled braid Darwe had carefully folded it into that morning when they rose for the day. One of Kaska's elite had been here, and she had just let him slip right through her fingers. She glared down at her sword, lying innocently on the ground by her feet, and she resisted the urge to send it flying with her foot. What good had all her training done her in the face of such an unexpected opponent, one with such terrifying power that he could become one with the very shadows themselves? Nothing. It had done nothing for her. The element of surprise would give any opponent an edge, granted, but she should have sensed him coming. She should have felt that raw power that he had emanated, freezing her feet to the ground when she knew in the back of her mind that she should be attacking him already. That raw power told her that there was no way she could have hoped to defeat him, though. Who was that man? Those gray eyes...they seemed so familiar, even though she had only seen them for a moment... 
 
    Namida shook her head. Darwe squeezed her shoulder, and she looked up at him, her brow furrowed. His face was resolute, as though he had made up his mind about something. 
 
    "We'll find him," he said firmly, his tone leaving no room for argument. "And we'll find out who the traitor was. It will take time, but we will find them. Together." 
 
    Namida's eyes burned, but there was no way it was with tears. She just got some dust in her eye, that was all. She blinked harshly, staring at the mess that they had been left with; a dead, laughable traitor from years ago with his throat torn out and their only lead, snuffed out like the wick of a candle. 
 
    "Yeah," she said quietly. "Together." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Namida's sword sank into the mercenary's abdomen, her boot on his throat cutting off the scream of pain as she crushed his windpipe. Her actions were stiff, as though she had been through them a hundred times before—because she had. She didn't bother keeping track of the number of spies and mercenaries she had killed, the number of traitors to the crown she had maimed for the smallest tidbit of information on Kaska and his troops and what the blazes they had done to Master Dorozi and the complex, but she knew the body count she had left in her wake was frighteningly high, numbering several dozen, if not over the hundred mark. She wondered vaguely if perhaps people would consider her to be as bad as Kaska if they knew how many she had killed and tortured; but then she thought back to that man in the alley, Kaska's elite, and the several cloth ties on his arm that each denoted a dozen kills. Kaska had a handful of elite troops, each with several dozen kills notched plainly on their arms with those same cloth ties, and who knew how many regular troops he had or how many kills they each had made. Skirmishes between Kaska and Queen Gawela's troops were happening in the towns almost regularly, but it was as if Kaska's troops were the shadows themselves, with how quickly they disappeared from the scene—quicker than Namida and Darwe could ever get to each site. And, she thought bitterly, perhaps they truly were shadows, with how that man had escaped from them. Now she knew that Kaska had at least one magick wielder within his ranks, and they would have to be a lot more careful if they wanted to keep their heads attached to their necks until they found Kaska. 
 
    Namida felt nothing as she killed the mercenary. Another dead end. Literally, she thought humorlessly as she looked down at the glassy eyes and still figure beneath her boot. She felt nothing for the man who likely had friends and a family of his own that would miss him. He had chosen his profession, had known the risks when he chose to hunt down other humans for the promise of coin. Yet there was a flicker of warning in the back of her mind at her lack of concern for the dead man or the possible consequences of his death. She couldn't bring herself to care, and she could hear a small voice whispering within her that she needed to care, that she was losing the last shreds of her humanity that remained the longer she spent killing these mercenaries that never seemed to lead her any closer to Kaska than when she started out. Even Nyago was shooting her worried looks, the hound's emotions so thick she could almost taste them, weighing heavy in her mouth. 
 
    "Mida, he's dead," Darwe's low voice sounded from her left, barely registering in her mind. "You can step back now. He's not getting back up." 
 
    Namida realized belatedly she was still grinding her boot into his neck despite the fact that the last flickers of life had already faded from his eyes. She stepped back, noting Darwe's eyes followed her every movement, his posture rigid, as though he were waiting for her to snap. He had been acting like this a lot lately. Was she really that bad? She had been feeling more and more haggard, barely sleeping at all as her mind refused to shut down, consumed as it was with thoughts of everything and nothing. She was starting to give up hope of ever getting anywhere, and thinking that perhaps she might need to go to Queen Gawela after all. Despite that they had delayed their visit to her for almost three years since they had originally set out to see her, the year that Chifuya and Mantas and the others from the complex had been betrayed and killed. She no longer felt that gut-wrenching guilt and heartache when she thought about it. Instead, she just felt this hollowness open up inside her, like a yawning void where her emotions should have been. She couldn't bring herself to feel scared of it, even though her logical mind told her she should be, that this was not natural and she needed to find some way to bring her emotions back. 
 
    Darwe seemed to flutter around her, fretting without words as they headed back to camp, making sure she ate and drank and laid down in the bed roll with her back pressed to his. Even the familiar pressure and warmth just seemed to make the void inside her gape open further. Nyago yawned at her feet, draping himself over both of their legs, but as soon as she felt Darwe had fallen asleep, she slowly disentangled her legs from the hound and crawled out from under the covers. She waited while Darwe shifted in his sleep but did not wake, meeting Nyago's concerned gaze as he watched her cross the tent to the opening. She shook her head, wordlessly telling him that she wasn't going far and not to follow her. The hound snorted, but lowered his head onto his forepaws, still watching her as she pulled back the tent flap and stepped outside into the cold desert night air. Her breath formed little puffs of translucent white condensation, and she shivered as the full force of the cold bit into her skin from through her sleep clothes. She looked up at the stars that hung in the sky above, bright and clear with no clouds to blur them that night, and it was as if something within her broke. Namida fell to her knees in the sand, her hand clenching a fistful of the fabric of her pants as tears coursed down her cheeks in rivers, and she gave loud sniffs, not bothering to wipe away the tears as she stared resolutely at the stars. 
 
    Fate, I can't do this anymore. I need a sign. I need to know where I'm supposed to go. 
 
    Just like that, it was as if an ethereal sense of peace washed over her, and she knew for no reason at all that it was going to be alright. Her eyes slid shut, and she stayed there for a long moment before she thought to dry her tears and slip back into the tent, Nyago's gaze seeming a lot calmer and almost...approving?...as she did. She sighed, feeling rather alone despite having her best friend at her back and her hound at her feet. Without giving herself the chance to rethink it, she turned and pressed her face into Darwe's back, clutching at his sleep shirt. She could use some comfort, and she could think of no better person to seek it from than the person she loved more than herself. 
 
      
 
    o—O—o 
 
      
 
    Namida stirred from her slumber to the feel of a gentle pressure on her hair. She grumbled incoherently, reaching up to rub the sleep out of her eyes as she opened them, squinting against the brightness. It seemed she had overslept, if the sun pouring in from the open tent flap was any indication. 
 
    "Dar?" she mumbled, rolling over to see him sitting at her other side, already bringing out rations and a water skein from their packs for her to break her fast with. She took them with a grateful glance, sitting up beside him, their shoulders brushing against one another. "You should have woken me up. It's rather late for us to set out," she commented from around a mouthful of dried fruit, not that she really put any conviction into her words. She still wasn't sure where she wanted to go from here, feeling more than a little lost despite the sense of peace that had overcome her yesterday when she asked Fate for help. She wasn't sure if it was just wishful thinking, or if Fate really had heard her prayer. It would be nice if it had, but her mouth went dry at the doubting thoughts that nagged her, saying she couldn't rely on anything but herself when Fate had allowed so many bad things to happen to her and Darwe already. She crammed the thoughts down, locking them away as she enjoyed the quiet company of Darwe, Nyago still sprawled at the end of the bed roll, though he had since rolled onto his back, his paws twitching as though he were chasing something in his sleep. The thought made her smile. At least someone was enjoying himself. She glanced over at Darwe to find him looking at Master Dorozi's old map, now worn and creased, the ink faded with time and use. His brow was furrowed as he seemed to be mouthing the names of villages to himself in deep thought. She stuffed the last of the jerky in her mouth and chased it with a large swig of water. 
 
    "What are we looking at?" she asked, leaning her head in close to trace the path his finger was forming on the paper. Darwe gave a low chuckle, and she was struck by how pleasant the sound was. He didn't laugh enough these days. Then again, she was one to talk. Darwe bumped her shoulder lightly with his own before growing somber once more. 
 
    "I was just making note of all the towns we've been to, and the ones where we've actually found people connected to Kaska." He set the paper down in his lap, and the number of towns he pinpointed with his fingers was rather worrying. Kaska's influence had spread further than they had thought, slow and insidious, working its way through the formerly neutral villages, and even in many of the ones like Bafti that still claimed to be neutral but seemed to house more people that were for Kaska than against him. Namida cursed under her breath. Nine villages, most of them in the central or northern part of the country. Given, they hadn't been too far north yet, but it would seem that the further they got from the capital, the weaker the Queen's sway was on the people. She thought bitterly once more of the weak support that had been given even to her own loyal village by the Queen when Kaska's troops had come and slaughtered them like animals, and she knew that the people had good reason for not wanting to ally themselves with her. She took a deep breath. It didn't change the fact that Kaska was ultimately the one in the wrong here, though. She wasn't after the Queen, she told herself. She was after the one that ordered the killing blow for her family. 
 
    "If you were Kaska, where would you hide your troops from prying eyes?" she murmured, her eyes tracing the deserts and the mid-eastern swamp region, all the way up to the mountain range along the northern coast. Darwe's fingers followed her eyes as they rested on the ink-drawn ridges. 
 
    "The one place she can't reach." 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. "I think it's time we take things to the next level, don't you think?" Even though she wasn't sure she quite felt prepared for the confrontation she knew would come, she was sick and tired of waiting. Maybe this conclusion was the sign she had asked for. They hastily packed up the camp, heading through the town they had camped outside of to pick up some provisions before they headed out into the open desert once more. Nyago led the way, trotting ahead with his long tongue lolling as he panted in the late morning heat. As they left the village behind them, though, Nyago stopped dead in his tracks, his large ears flattening back against his skull as he turned to growl at something behind them. Namida and Darwe bristled, trusting the hound's instincts as they both whirled, weapons drawn. 
 
    A familiar face stood before them, one that she had not expected—nor wanted—to see again in this lifetime. 
 
    "Traitor," she snarled, moving to lunge at Momal with her blade. Darwe caught her arm, and she whirled to glare at him. How dare he stop her! This was the man that Kilish said had killed Master Dorozi, no matter what that idiot Bufuni might have said to the contrary. Darwe did not meet her eyes, though, staring straight ahead at the bespectacled man with a set jaw and hard eyes. He hadn't forgiven Momal either, then, even though he seemed to be giving the man the benefit of the doubt. She relaxed a little in his grip, though she still maintained a stance that said she wouldn't hesitate to attack him given the slightest opportunity. 
 
    "What are you doing here?" Darwe demanded, getting straight to the point. 
 
    Momal pursed his lips. "I'm here on behalf of the Queen," he said, and a shock traveled down Namida's spine. She had been wrong. So wrong. Momal had even tried to tell her how wrong she was, but she hadn't been willing to hear him out in the face of her anger and grief. Bufuni's last words rang in her ears. While it's true he was a spy, you pinned him on the wrong side... 
 
    She cursed under her breath. Momal's eyes flickered to her in response. 
 
    "Queen Gawela has requested an audience with you. She wishes to offer her assistance in wiping out the rebel threat." 
 
    Namida couldn't help the sneer that twisted her lips. "Oh yeah? And where has her assistance been all these years the rebels have been killing and pillaging throughout the country? She hides behind her palace walls and is content for the rest of the world to burn, is she not?" 
 
    There was something about Momal's gaze that seemed to know more than she gave him credit for, and he seemed to gaze at her almost sympathetically. She refused to let him know it phased her, but there was something in the back of her mind that told her he was not everything she thought he was, and she could not seem to shake it. After all, this was the man that she had thought to be a spy for Kaska, and how wrong she had been about where his loyalties laid. 
 
    "We'll go with you." 
 
    Namida's head snapped to Darwe as she bristled. Why was he speaking so boldly for her when she had just voiced her distaste for their damned queen? She bore her teeth at him, all but snarling. 
 
    "And why the blazes would we do that?" Her eyes were narrow slits in her face as she ripped her arm from Darwe's grasp. Darwe frowned, flashing her a scolding look. It didn't even phase her. 
 
    "Because," he said simply, "we are at a stand-still in our investigation. We have a vague idea of where Kaska may be, but we have no idea about what is going on in the area; who still lives there, who the villages have allied with—if anyone—or what sort of things we will need to prepare for. The wilderness is...different in the north. As is the terrain." Darwe looked suddenly uncomfortable. "I have never been to the mountains, but I hear that they can be a very treacherous place for the unprepared." 
 
    Momal gave a sage nod. "You are correct," the man confirmed, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. "Queen Gawela is willing to sponsor for you for the trip. Not to mention, she has heard of your...special abilities," he said, pinning his gaze on Namida, "and will provide you with the tutelage you require for them." 
 
    She could feel sweat prickling the back of her neck underneath her thin cotton hood, and not from the blazing sun that beat down on them. She didn't even want to think about using the flames, about making peace with them, not after what had happened with Darwe. Her eyes slid shut as she took a deep breath to calm herself. If she wanted to have a hope of defeating Kaska, then she would need to utilize everything she had, and as much as she might hate them, her flames were quite a powerful weapon she had at her disposal. She needed to learn how to use them—and without the risk of destroying the few things she had left that she loved. When she reopened her eyes, Momal was looking at her with knowing eyes, as though he already knew what her answer would be. She could feel the anger prickling just beneath her skin. He didn't know her, just like she didn't know him. Despite having lived with him for so many years ago, when she found out that Momal was a spy in their midst, she realized that he was in truth a stranger to her. He might act like the friend she had once had, but that man was nothing more than a facade. 
 
    It didn't matter, though, she thought as they followed along after the stranger in a former friend's skin. He was a means to an end, and she would use him all the same. 
 
      
 
    o—O—o 
 
      
 
    Four days into their journey towards the capital and Momal was really starting to set Namida on edge. She didn't know how Darwe never seemed to notice the odd look the older man got in his eyes whenever he looked at either of them. It was almost like he was looking straight into their souls, as if he knew them better than they knew themselves. It set her on edge, making the hair on the back of her neck stand on end. When she tried to tell Darwe about it, though, he just gave her a funny look, like he didn't know what the blazes she was on about. She sighed, raking her hand through her hair. She had finally had the chance to wash it, and the gathering storm clouds had the humidity sending her hair into a frizzy, fly-away mess. She scowled. She would have to ask Darwe to smooth some rose oil into it. She usually didn't use the stuff, expensive as it was and as limited as her cash flow was, but her hair was one of the few vanities she allowed herself. Her skin was a hopeless cause, for although the right half of her face had decent skin, free of pimples or large pores, the left half was left with spider-web burns that trailed all the way down the left side of her body to her hip. She saw no point in fretting over the state of her skin when only half of it had any semblance of normality to begin with. 
 
    Sighing, she set out to find Darwe, pulling her hood over her unkempt hair and tying it in place with her scarf. He was likely at the tavern below the inn they were staying at, listening in for any information on Kaska's troops. Old habits died hard, she thought, even though they didn't really have much need for gathering their own intel now that they would have access to the Queen's information network once they reached the capital. Nyago lifted his head as she headed out the door, whuffing softly and settling back to sleep as she assured him she would only be downstairs. 
 
    Namida's nose wrinkled as the smell of the tavern patrons wafted over her. Her eyes scanned the dimly lit room searching for Darwe, quickly spotting him despite the fact that his back was to her, sitting at a table with Momal and two other men who had the Queen's sigil stitched to their cloaks. Royal guards, then? She raised a brow. Now they would certainly stick out like sore thumbs amidst the neutral-aligned villagers they mingled with. She frowned at the thought, scanning the rest of the patrons. There was...what? 
 
    She blinked, not sure she was truly seeing what she thought she was seeing. But no, there it was again. A familiar pair of eyes peering out from beneath a deep-set hood, a scarf wrapped around the lower half of their face, but there was no mistaking it. It was Kilish. The woman's eyes flashed as she caught Namida's shocked gaze, and her eyes darted towards the door before she pulled her scarf down just enough to down the last of her drink and press a few coppers to the table as she headed for the exit, shooting a loaded gaze back over her shoulder at the one-armed woman still half-hidden at the foot of the stairwell. Namida shook her head vigorously as though to shake herself of her stupor and quickly strode after the woman, the curiosity burning in her to know what exactly the other woman was doing here, of all places. It had been years now since they had gone their separate ways, but it was as though Kilish wanted Namida to follow her. Why? Did she have information they could use? Something gripped her. Fear, maybe, as she thought that perhaps Kilish needed her help. Though Kilish had not been her best friend—Darwe had, and forever would hold that role—the woman had been like an older sister to Namida, despite the jealousy she had shown for Namida's magick and her talent with a blade despite her handicap. As such, Namida would not hesitate to offer her help to the other woman should she need it. She was one of the few precious people Namida still had, after all, despite the fact they had not spoken for so long. Time and distance did nothing to change the fact that she was fond of Kilish as the sister she had never had. 
 
    Namida trailed Kilish to a small alley a few blocks away from the inn, frowning at the dusty path, nothing more than packed dirt. It was not a rich town by any means, but most villages half their size had stone pathways even in the smallest of alleys. Perhaps this town had never been Blessed, she thought, if there was any truth to the myth that the Ancients had once blessed the settlements of Solus with solid foundations, that they would not sink or be swallowed by the shifting sands of the desert. She frowned. Now was no time to be distracted by such trivial thoughts, she told herself as Kilish stopped a few paces from the end of the alley and turned towards her. There was something in the encounter that brought a sharp reminder of her encounter with Bufuni not so long ago. Something about the mental comparison sent an inkling of dread through her. 
 
    Kilish gave a small smile as she pulled her scarf and hood down at the same time, the older woman's familiar face coming into clear view at last. So she had not been mistaken, after all. 
 
    "Hold, friend," Kilish said warmly. "How have you been these past cycles?" 
 
    The cycles had treated Kilish well, Namida thought. The older woman didn't look as though she had aged a day, and her hair was meticulously braided, decorated with the warrior's beads that Namida had never bothered with, thinking the tradition foolish when one was trying not to be identified as an enemy. It was just as well. None of the warriors they had come across that sided with Kaska upheld the tradition, anyway. It eased the fear she hadn't realized she'd been entertaining in the back of her mind to see them in Kilish's hair, and her hand that had been twitching towards the dagger tucked in the back of her belt—her sword still being up in the room at the inn—relaxed at her side. 
 
    "Well enough, I suppose," Namida said stiffly, not sure how to treat the time that had passed without their speaking. Should she ignore it, act as though no time had passed at all, or would that seem too familiar? Pah, she knew nothing of how to socialize with other people outside of Darwe. She was clumsy and awkward in her dealings with them, and usually left anything that required being relatable or charismatic to Darwe. He knew how to deal with people. She, to be frank, did not. "You look well. What have you been doing with your time?" 
 
    Kilish's eyes turned sharp, and she pursed her lips. "I've been trying to track down the traitor Momal. Last I heard he was seen traveling this way, heading southeast. I plan to confront him." Her gaze pinned Namida in place, a strange glint in her eye as though she already knew the answer to her question before she even asked it. "Have you seen him?" 
 
    Namida was silent for a moment, trying to debate whether or not she should let the information slip. Kilish was on their side, she thought, had never shown any indication to the opposite; but still, did she want to tell the woman who had been like an older sister to her, the one who had found her own uncle dead and sworn revenge on his killer that she was going to see the queen with the man whom Kilish still believed to be his killer? Namida was still struggling herself with the idea that he might not be. There had been no evidence pointing to anyone else, but she knew now that there had been another spy within the complex. There had to have been, if Momal was a spy for the queen, as the one who killed Master Dorozi for wanting his apprentices to ally with the queen would have done so under Kaska's orders. She resisted the urge to yank at her frizzy, unbraided hair in frustration. She owed Kilish the truth, she supposed. She knew how all-consuming the drive for revenge could be better than anyone. She raised her eyes to meet Kilish's piercing gaze once more. 
 
    "I know where he is. But you should know, I don't think he was actually the one who killed Master Dorozi." Kilish's eyes flashed, and then she was gripping the front of Namida's cloak, pulling her close to her face. Namida's eyes widened. When had she closed the large gap between them? It was as though she hadn't even moved, no rustle of fabric or hair out of place from where she had been before. Kilish's teeth gleamed white in the dim light of the alley as she bared them in a snarl. 
 
    "And why, pray tell, do you believe that?" Kilish said, her voice low and dangerous. 
 
    Namida refused to blink, to move her eyes from Kilish's. Her nerves were on edge, ready to explode into action at a moment's notice. Things had gone from distant but amiable to dangerous and foreboding in less time than it took her to bat her eyelids. Her fingers twitched for the dagger once more, but she forced her hand to still for now, not wanting to create conflict where was none...yet. 
 
    "Momal is taking Darwe and I to see the queen," Namida said quietly, not wanting any unwanted listeners to hear, should there be any looking in on their private conversation. "We were right that he was a spy, but he was on the opposite side all this time. If Master Dorozi had intended Darwe and I seek audience with the queen, why the blazes would Momal murder him? It would only benefit his side in the end if we had gone to her to begin with." She took a deep breath. "I think there was another spy, someone who actually was on Kaska's side all along. I think that's who you're looking for. That will be who killed Master Dorozi." 
 
    Kilish's face went carefully blank, and it set off more alarm bells in Namida's head than her former hostile expression had. 
 
    "I see... Thank you for sharing your theory." The momentary twist in her expression, the malice and contempt that suddenly shone in Kilish's eyes, was the only warning that Namida got before the knife was at her throat. "I suppose you've shared these theories with Darwe, too, hmm? Of course. You two share everything, after all," she said, not even giving Namida a chance to respond. She shot Namida a poor attempt at a sympathetic look. "It's a pity. I was truly hoping I wouldn't have to kill him. You, on the other hand...well. You can kindly die." 
 
    Namida grabbed Kilish's wrist before the dagger could plunge into her neck and twisted harshly, ripping a cry from Kilish's lips that morphed into a snarl as they both leapt backward, slowly circling as they tried to identify the weak spots in each other's defences. The dagger hung limply in Kilish's hand, but her eyes hardened as she touched her other hand to the wrist there and murmured a few words of magick, her fingertips glowing as she healed the wrist. 
 
    This was her chance. Namida slid the dagger from her belt in one fluid motion and leapt across the distance between them. Her dagger aimed straight and true, propelled by the anger she felt at having been so blinded by her closeness to the older woman that she had so completely missed her involvement in Master Dorozi's murder. How could she not have seen that Kilish was the other spy? She was furious, but even moreso than with Kilish, she was angry with herself for being so foolish as to think she knew Kilish well enough to have ruled her out as the traitor on Kaska's side. She thought Kilish was like her, her father having been killed by Kaska early in the war, but it just went to show that you could never truly know a person. And that Kilish was a damned fool. 
 
    Kilish's eyes flashed as the dagger drew near, and then her glowing hand came up to protect her throat. Unarmed? Namida mentally scoffed at the thought, until she realized that Kilish's hand still glowed—but the glow had turned black. She felt a sudden dread fill her as she tried too late to avert her course, and the dagger plunged straight into the miasma surrounding the older woman's hand. 
 
    Namida screamed as a wound opened up in her own hand where it should have been in Kilish's, her grip stuttering on the hilt of her weapon as bright red blood gushed over it, causing the dagger to drop to the dirt with a dull thud. She grit her teeth, diving to the side as Kilish swiped at her with her own dagger, her wrist now fully healed. With only one hand to wield a weapon with, Kilish had put her at a distinct disadvantage by injuring her hand right from the start. What was she left with? All she had now were her flames, but even those were sporadic at best these days... She ground her teeth together, clenching her bleeding hand into a fist, her fingernails digging painfully into the wound as she leapt back out of range of Kilish's arcing blow aimed for her shoulder and chest. Damn her powers, where were they when she actually needed them? She danced back out of range once more as Kilish continued to press forward, holding out a hand and trying to envision the flame appearing around Kilish, her brow furrowing as she reached out unconsciously... 
 
    Kilish's eyes widened and she leapt sideways, a roaring flame bursting to life in the air where her head had just been. Kilish's eyes widened as she stared at the crackling fire that would have killed her. Her distraction was her downfall. 
 
    Namida leapt at Kilish with a high kick that caught her chin, causing her teeth to jar together and her jaw to crack as she was sent sprawling to the ground. Namida quickly pinned the older woman's arms to the ground with her legs, wrenching the dagger from her now useless hand and pressing it to Kilish's throat. 
 
    "Now, what was that you were saying about dying?" Namida sneered even as her mind raced. She should plunge the dagger into Kilish's perfect throat, ruin her blemish-free skin and end her life, just as she had intended to do to her. This woman had killed Master Dorozi in cold blood, her own uncle for crying out loud, and had pinned the blame on someone who aside from having ulterior motives for being at the complex had, in truth, been entirely blameless for the tragedies that had taken place there. 
 
    And yet...her hand shook as she pressed the blade closer to Kilish's throat. She had killed so many people in the past few years, but they were all just...people. She had never known them before she killed them, never knew their names or faces or if they had families back home. Never knew their likes or dislikes, or that they still dreamt of having kids one day even though their lover's family had fled the country and they were still hung up on the man they'd once thought they would marry. Even if everything that Kilish had told her about herself and discussed with her over meals or tea had been a lie, she had still known the woman that she had once thought Kilish to be. That woman was still her friend, even though the person in front of her now had betrayed her trust and tried to take her life. 
 
    No. She couldn't kill her. 
 
    "Well?" Kilish said through gritted teeth. "Do it already. Get it over with." 
 
    Namida looked at her, really looked at her, her eyes searching for any sign of the sister figure she had once known. She couldn't seem to see it anymore. Perhaps it had never really been there at all. She sighed, standing up and stepping back to let a shocked Kilish scramble to her feet, moving back into a defensive position once more. Namida tucked the dagger she still held into the back of her belt, slick as it was with her own blood. It was a nicer blade than hers was, anyway. 
 
    "Leave," Namida said. "If I ever see your face again, I won't hesitate to kill you." 
 
    There was nothing but malice in Kilish's eyes as Namida turned to walk away, heading back down the alley to the road that would lead her back to the inn. She frowned as she spotted Nyago at the end of the alley, making his way towards her. The hound's ears suddenly flattened back against his skull as he bounded towards her. 
 
    "Nyago? What—" 
 
    He growled as he leapt at her...and past her, a cry sounding as his teeth gnashed and ripped at flesh as Namida whirled to see what was going on. Nyago's teeth were dug into Kilish's arm, Namida's dropped dagger from earlier now fallen at her side. The hound shook his bulky head, tearing at the flesh of Kilish's arm as she shrieked. Before Namida could call out to warn Nyago, Kilish had curled up her legs between her body and his and, with a powerful kick from both legs, sent the hound flying—along with a fair sized chunk of her own arm. She gave a ragged gasp as her hand clenched around something on her chest—an amulet?—and suddenly she was enveloped in the same darkness that Bufuni's killer had been. Namida inhaled sharply. The dark magick set off alarm bells in her mind, putting all of her senses at edge with the very wrongness of it. There was nothing to be done about it now, though, as the darkness faded to reveal nothing more than a pool of blood soaking into the dirt where Kilish had lain mere moments ago. Nyago shook himself as he stood from his sprawled position in the dirt, favoring his left forepaw as he made his way over to her. Namida sighed and knelt before her faithful companion, ignoring the blood that dripped from his maw as she wrapped her hands in fistfuls of his fur and leaned against his side. 
 
    "You've got to stop saving me, Nyago. One of these days you'll wind up dead." 
 
    She meant it, too. It seemed to be all that happened to anyone she loved—they either ended up dead, or they betrayed her. And she did not want to live to see the day that Darwe or Nyago ended up in either of those categories, because if she did, then she might as well die herself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Namida felt awkward. The palace was a looming structure, four storeys high and twice as wide and long as the multi-building structure the compound had been before it was destroyed. She felt it was an overly flamboyant symbol of wealth and status, and she frowned to think that she and Darwe were going to go in there looking like paupers in their well-worn travel clothes and kneel before a monarch that in all honesty, she wished she could do without. She sighed, glancing over at Darwe and noting his frown. She nudged him in the side with her elbow, making him glance over at her, one eyebrow raised. 
 
    "How do I look?" she drawled, smearing some dirt from the back of her hand onto her cheeks. "Fit for an audience with the queen?" 
 
    Darwe gave a bark of laughter, and Namida grinned in turn. At least she had dispelled the tension looming in the air as Momal led them past guards posted almost every few feet. Her smile faded at the realization that there were so many soldiers posted here, at the palace, with few to none in any towns further than a few days' travel away. She schooled her expression so she would not show how her blood was boiling as Momal flashed a letter with the queen's royal seal on it to grant them entry to the palace. The guards gave brisk nods of approval after inspecting it, and the heavy wooden doors were pulled open to let them through. 
 
    Gleaming marble floors and white-washed stone walls seemed to swallow them whole. The ceilings were much higher than she was used to, and the corridors wide enough to allow soldiers to march down them at least ten abreast, she thought. She worried the inside of her cheek, her eyebrows furrowing when she bit down too hard and a familiar coppery taste leaked onto her tongue. Nyago butted his head against her hip, and her eyes darted over to him as he padded silently at her left side. His large pointed ears flicked forward and back, as though he was overwhelmed by the strange new sounds of their surroundings, but his dark eyes bore into her own. He could probably smell the tang of blood as soon as it filled her mouth. She shook her head, silently telling him not to worry. Not that she believed he would listen to her for one moment. Nyago might not be able to scold her like a human could, but he was always worrying over her, sending her annoyed looks when she didn't heed his warning glances. She stifled a sigh at the thought. Nyago fussed over her even more than Darwe did most of the time. 
 
    Darwe's eyes were fixed on Momal's back as the older man led the way down corridor after corridor, twisting through the winding maze of hallways lined with priceless art; tapestries and vases from the first days of the humans, dating them all at about six hundred cycles old. It infuriated Namida that the queen must have spent no small fortune on collecting these priceless artifacts, having them shipped all the way from their original home in what was once the country of Nath'Reen, the land the first humans had originated from. All of the other lands—Solus, Memiria—by the Ancients, even the Wildlands of all places had become populated only several decades after the first humans had settled throughout all of Nath'Reen. Even though their progress towards civilization as they now knew it had been largely guided by the first Ancient, Ternalara, it was rare that humans tried to cross the untameable sea; and even rarer still that they survived the return. As such, shipping goods across the sea came with an exorbitant price—the only thing that lured the rare, reckless soul to risk life and limb on the open waters. 
 
    "Why is security here so tight?" Darwe blurted out at length, finally unable to hold his tongue any longer. Namida was glad of it. It pulled her out of her seething rage momentarily, even though it didn't last for long as she was reminded of yet another reason she was having trouble keeping her anger in check. At Momal's glance back, eyebrow raised, Darwe frowned. "Well, you saw for yourself how largely unguarded the villages to the north are, and yet those are the ones that are being attacked. Wouldn't it make more sense to guard the villages that are being targeted? To send aid where it's needed most?" Darwe's face was twisting with emotion as he continued, "Even Endothar was ill equipped to last against Kaska's troops, and it was one of her most loyal villages!" 
 
    Namida's hand snaked out to grip Darwe's upper arm tight enough to cut off the circulation; a silent warning for him to back down. She could see the guards at the end of the corridor shifting their hands to the pommels of their swords, glaring at the dirty cutthroats that dared invade their sacred space and had the gall to badmouth their queen. Darwe's expression was one of frustration as he looked down at her. She shook her head ever so slightly, glancing down the hall at the guards as they stood guarding the largest set of doors they had come across yet. Perhaps they had finally reached their destination. Namida couldn't tell if that was a good or bad thing, what with how high their tensions were currently running. 
 
    Momal heaved a sigh, waving them to continue on after him as he approached the guards—two on either side of the doors—and once again flashed the parchment with the queen's royal seal on it for them to inspect. The two inspecting it shot suspicious glances at Namida and Darwe, though looked surprised to see the large hound that stuck close to Namida's side. Traditionally, hounds were known to bond with those in the royal guard. Though some later bonded with family members of those deceased guards, it was a rare thing to see a hound bonded to an ordinary civilian. Not that Namida figured she could really be classed as either term anymore. Not for the past several years, at least. 
 
    "Do you want us to send some men inside with you?" the one guard asked, though Namida could tell he was trying to keep his voice low enough that the two of them couldn't hear. It was hard for her not to scoff at his thought that ordinary guards could take on their deadly trio. They knew each other's fighting styles inside-out and backwards, and they had been training every day since she arrived at Master Dorozi's complex to be able to take down Kaska and his elite troops in one fell swoop. They weren't about to be put down by some paltry guards. Not even the Queen's Chosen could take them when they were in top fighting form. 
 
    Momal shook his head, murmuring back, "The Queen's Chosen will all be present. I'm confident that they will suffice." 
 
    Speak and they will appear, Namida thought in amusement. The Queen's Chosen were the handful of skilled warriors she herself had picked to serve at her side. They were essentially the queen's bodyguards, never leaving her side except for when she retired to her chambers at night, but even then they stood on watch outside her chambers at night; one outside her door, one on the veranda, guarding the only two ways in or out of her chambers. It sparked rumors of paranoia and mistrust of her own servants among the citizens of Solus, but to Namida, it was the one thing she approved of when it came to the queen's apparent priorities. After all, being a monarch was not without its share of critics and traitors that would see her dead, even had the country not been embroiled in a war of the queen's own making. 
 
    The guards shot the trio behind Momal suspicious looks, but grudgingly allowed them all to pass. The heavy doors creaked open to reveal an opulent throne room, all gleaming with gold and silver. Precious stones were set into the very columns and walls themselves, and the dark marble floor was polished to the point that she could see her reflection in it as she walked. She frowned as she noted how tattered and dirty her travel clothes were, worn almost threadbare as they had not been able to afford new ones in quite some time. Her hair was almost passable, twisted back in several small braids that were gathered at the back of her head with a leather cord. Darwe wore his much the same way. At least there was one thing about her that was somewhat presentable, she thought as she narrowed her eyes at the smudge of dirt on her cheek, trying to surreptitiously rub it off on the folds of her cloak. Darwe gave her an odd look as they trailed after Momal towards the back of the room where an imposing figure sat. Both of the men wordlessly clasped their hands in front of them in a sign of respect, and Namida gave a poor mockery of the act, her arm crossing in front of her to grab the empty sleeve that hung limp at her side. It angered Namida to show respect for someone who had none for her own people, but she would play along for now. She would do anything to reach her goal of destroying Kaska and his elite, of ending this war. The queen was just the means to an end, she told herself. She was so close to the power she needed to get her revenge. There would be no turning back now. 
 
    Momal bowed as he reached the raised platform that held the throne, and Namida and Darwe followed his example. Nyago yawned and sat down at Namida's side, looking the picture of relaxation. She shot him an envious glance that he didn't need to bear with all of these irritating formalities before sneaking a glance up at the queen from beneath her lashes, as they had not been told to rise yet. Gawela studied them with a piercing gaze, as though sizing them up, gauging their strength and potential. She was garbed in an elaborate mosaic gown, threaded through with tiny colored glass beads to depict the mountains of the north merging into the fiery sands of the southern deserts below. Her fingers and arms dripped with gold and silver jewelry, everything from firestones to opals decorating her rings and bracelets. Her pierced ears signified her high status, and Namida's eyebrows rose as she counted seven piercings on each ear—more than even the most daring thief had ever given himself out of spite for what they deemed a preposterous symbol of wealth. Queen Gawela's light brown hair was short, barely chin-length, and its tight spiral curls were held back from her face with a crown even more elaborate than the rings adorning her fingers. Gawela's gaze flickered, catching on Namida's. She held her breath, but didn't back down from the queen's molten stare. The queen's eyebrows raised as her fingers curled over the arm rests of the throne that towered behind her, making her look strangely small. 
 
    "Rise," she commanded, her gaze never leaving Namida's as they straightened. 
 
    "My Queen—" 
 
    Gawela raised a hand, silencing Momal without so much as a glance in his direction. She pursed her lips, narrowing her eyes at Namida as she stood unmoving, her face a careful mask of indifference. 
 
    "Namida the Red," she said, using the title that she had begun hearing whispered in taverns and inns in the past few months. It wasn't for her magick, either, but for the trail of bodies she seemed to leave in her wake. "It is a pleasure to meet you at last. I had hoped you would visit me several years ago, when your master first passed, but no matter." She folded her hands in her lap, leaning back into the plush cushions that lined the throne, looking for all the world as if she had not a care in the world. It irked Namida. "Come, tell me how your trip has been." 
 
    Namida took a deep breath, having to fight to maintain her calm facade. 
 
    "Permission to speak freely, My Queen?" 
 
    She ignored the look of alarm that Darwe shot her, his fingers clenching as he tried to shake his head at her surreptitiously, telling her she shouldn't do this. She didn't care. 
 
    Queen Gawela gave her an amused look. "Permission granted." 
 
    "I don't like you." She noted the way the queen's eyebrows shot so high they almost disappeared into her hairline. There were murmurs of disbelief from the Chosen as they shifted at their posts, three on either side of the platform. Momal seemed to sigh, while Darwe had relaxed at her side. She could see the slight difference in his stance, though; one foot had slid back ever so slightly in preparation to launch into action should the need arise, his expression carefully neutral to hide his intent. All these reactions from just a few little words. Namida smirked as she continued. "I don't think I'll ever like you. In fact, one might even go so far as to say I despise you." 
 
    One of the Chosen began to draw his sword, the others' hands flying to do the same. 
 
    "Stop," the queen's voice cut across them like a whip, and they froze, looking none too pleased as they sheathed their weapons once more. She noted how their hands lingered near them despite the fact that they had stood down. Queen Gawela pursed her lips, giving Namida a thoughtful look. "Continue." 
 
    Namida sighed. The smell of the throne room was bothering her, the strong scent of incense heady and overpowering. She ignored the throbbing in her temples as she met the queen's gaze. "The fact remains that even though I don't like you, you are my best chance at defeating Kaska. I'm sure you're aware of my powers, but they are...erratic, at best," she ground out, not wanting to admit her flaws to strangers, let alone the queen, of all people. 
 
    The queen nodded sagely. "Yes, Momal has informed me of such." She smiled, but it looked...odd on her face, Namida thought. Almost as if she wasn't used to using the muscles to smile. "Fortunately, we can fix that." She beckoned to her side, and a person that Namida hadn't noticed before separated themselves from the wall, seeming to detach from the very shadows. It sent a shiver down Namida's spine as her thoughts turned to that night in the alley, when that man had killed Bufuni before disappearing into the night... 
 
    As the person neared the platform, Namida noted their feminine features despite the fact their hair had been sheared off. The smooth dome of their head had swirling symbols that she vaguely recognized as being of the Old Language tattooed into it. She cringed at the thought, having heard what a painful procedure that was. 
 
    "This is my mage, Larani," Queen Gawela said, motioning to the figure that stood on the step below her, peering at Namida now with haunting gray eyes. She couldn't shake the thought that they looked oddly familiar, but she was certain that she would have remembered someone with such a striking appearance as that. "Larani will provide you with the practice and supplies needed to properly harness your power. After all," she said with another odd smile, "I believe it would be in all of our best interests that you be able to put Kaska down. The mad dog has been running off leash for long enough, don't you think?" 
 
    Namida didn't deign to respond, turning her gaze to Larani instead. 
 
    "When do we start?" 
 
    Larani's eyes sparked with mischief as she stepped past the Queen's Chosen, the guards giving her wary looks as they stepped back, forming a line in front of the queen. 
 
    "Now." 
 
    Nyago and Darwe were shoved aside with an invisible force as Larani launched herself at Namida. A deadly dance had begun, and she was in no way prepared. 
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    Namida pinned Larani to the floor with her boot, the flaming tip of her sword hovering dangerously over the woman's neck. The woman's eyes danced with excitement at the threat. The fact that her protégé had finally mastered her magick to be able to summon it at will like this was the product of blood, sweat, and tears on both of their parts. Well, actually the tears were only on Namida's part. She wasn't even sure if Larani was capable of remorse. The woman was all hard edges and condescension, her only emotions seeming to be anger and frustration. Unfortunately that meant she got the brunt of both throughout their training. The days had melded into weeks, which then turned to months. It had been almost a year already that Namida and Darwe had lingered at the palace, and not a day went by that she wasn't itching to leave. Not only did she want to be on her way to end it all already, but everything about this place made her angry. The longer she stayed here, the more she wondered if Kaska was really the one she should be killing. She had finally been able to start meditating again, under Larani's guidance that rather than completely emptying her mind as Master Dorozi had taught her, she focus on a single thought. She had begun to focus on the thought of how her confrontation with Kaska would go. She could almost feel it, her blade clashing with his, sending sparks flying as she set her sword aflame... 
 
    But when she opened her eyes again, she was always there, in her gaudy chambers decorated with lace and silver. It disgusted her. She had such trouble sleeping in the soft feather bed at night that she often ended up sleeping in a nest of blankets on the floor. She didn't want to get used to the decadence of the palace. She was a warrior, and by Fate, she would not allow herself to soften when she had yet to achieve her revenge. With her enemy beneath her, all she would have to do was place the sword to his neck, and... 
 
    Clapping brought her back to the present, and her eyes widened a bit as she looked down to see Larani still pinned beneath her, the flames of her sword licking dangerously close to the mage's face. She quickly snuffed out the flame with a thought and sheathed the resilient metal, having been proofed with magick to withstand the heat of her flames without melting. A firestone gleamed in the hilt now; a gift from the queen, it was a regent rumored to aid in the control of fire magick for those able to summon it. Even just holding it caused warmth to surge through her veins, as though the fire itself was warming her from the inside out. Namida took a deep, steadying breath and turned to the source of the sound. 
 
    "Well done, Namida," Queen Gawela said. Even after all these months, her smile still seemed strange and unnerving. "I believe there is nothing more Larani can teach you, correct?" 
 
    "Yes, My Queen," Larani said as she stood, bowing. "I believe Namida is ready to receive the latest reports." 
 
    Namida's gaze flicked between the two, narrowing slightly. Had they been withholding information from her? The thought, like most things these days, infuriated her. 
 
    "Very well," Gawela said with a lazy flick of her hand at one of her Chosen. "Give her the parchment. The boy and the hound may come in now." 
 
    Namida barely registered Darwe and Nyago's approach as the guard swept forward and handed her a rolled parchment, quickly backing away as though she might burn him if he stood too close. She ignored the conflicting feelings it caused. She didn't understand why they would be more afraid of her now than they were when she first arrived. After all, she had much greater control over her fire now than she did back then. Unrolling the parchment, she was aware of Darwe peering over her shoulder as she read. Her brow furrowed. 
 
    "He's right where we thought he would be," Darwe murmured as he traced the small map that had been etched at the bottom of the report. "He's in the mountains." 
 
    Namida had the passing thought of wondering just how many soldiers died so they could have this information. She grit her teeth. It would not be in vain. 
 
    "Thank you for your help, My Queen. We'll be taking our leave now," she said with a sloppy bow before she turned on her heel and strode out of the open doors as Gawela shouted after her. 
 
    "You can collect your provisions at the gate!" 
 
    If only they didn't need them. Being this indebted to the queen was insufferable enough as it was. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Namida casually wiped her blade clean on the rag she kept tied to her belt. Nyago huffed as he licked his bloody chops, not caring that it was human blood on his muzzle rather than animal. She fought the urge to cringe at the sight. Even after the many years she had fought beside the hound, it still felt unnerving to see him lick the blood of their enemies off himself as though they were nothing more than the desert mice he hunted after darkness fell. It made her wonder, if she ever parted ways with him, would he see her the same as the rest of the humans he was so eager to fight and kill with her? 
 
    The sound of Darwe sheathing his twin swords drew her attention, and she glanced away from Nyago to see him looking at her. She met his eyes for a moment before looking away again. When he looked at her that way, like he cared about her and needed to make sure she was okay after a battle, it sent a strange and unwelcome feeling through her. A tingling warmth settled in her chest, and she bit the inside of her cheek to try and distract herself from it. She didn't need this kind of attachment that could be used against her by her enemies, whether that enemy was Kaska—or the Queen. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed as she scuffed her blood-splattered boot in the sand to dry it off. She hated that she and Darwe were living off the provisions of the Queen as they trekked steadily towards the mountains in the north. They had been on the move for almost two weeks now, trying to go as quickly as they could in case Kaska decided to move from his base while they were on the road. From the intel the Queen had showed them, though, it seemed as though Kaska had very little concern about being found or not. His army's encampment was claimed to span the entirety of the pass between Mounts Elin and Pardus. Of course he had chosen the two tallest mountains to settle between. The irony was not lost on Namida that an entire army had gone for all intents and purposes unnoticed, camped between the two tallest mountains on the continent for Fate knew how long. 
 
    Namida stared into the distant horizon, rolling the pommel of her sword in her hand before regretfully sheathing it. She wasn't sure if the regret was for leaving the battle site with no more enemies to slay, or if it was for walking away from her partner with the feeling that still swelled within her. She closed her eyes as she went, breathing in the dry heat of the desert, the coppery scent of blood overwhelming her senses. She gave a short, sharp whistle to cue Nyago that she was on the move again and looked over to see him loping to her side. Now that he was clean of blood, she gave him an approving nod, hearing Darwe shuffle up to join them on her other side as well. What a sight they must make, she thought to herself; a one-armed warrior woman, a reluctant killer, and an oversized beast of a hound that bonded to a nobody. 
 
    "Kaska is in those mountains," Namida muttered, more to herself than to either of her traveling companions. The mountains seemed to loom three times higher after she uttered those words, towering to an unsurpassable height. A hand gripped her shoulder, and she looked to her left to see Darwe looking at her with that same look as before. She quickly looked down at the ground instead, unable to hold his gaze without something in her gut twisting uncomfortably. 
 
    "It's okay, Mida," he said softly. "You're not alone. You don't have to do this by yourself." 
 
    But in the back of her mind, she knew that at the first chance she got, she would leave both Darwe and Nyago behind. This was her fight, even though they had both been with her every step of the way. She was the one who would die for her revenge. 
 
    No one else would be there when she took Kaska down with her. She would make sure of it. 
 
      
 
    o—O—o 
 
      
 
    A cold fog crept through the desert that night, no doubt the chilly air swept south from the mountain peaks that stretched high from the horizon in the distance. The change in weather seemed to be setting Nyago on edge, and it made Namida feel a bit antsy herself. Her loyal hound tended to have a very good judge of what should and shouldn't be concerning to the party of misfits. She trusted that his behavior wouldn't change so drastically unless there was something coming. Namida lay awake in her and Darwe's shared bed roll that night, her hand clutching the throwing knife that she kept hidden under her pillow just in case. Darwe shifted under the blankets at her back, pressing himself against her for warmth. She tensed at the movement, finding it very hard to relax that night as Nyago sat awake at the mouth of the tent, his ears flicking back and forth as he stared out into the surrounding desert from where the tent flaps didn't quite meet. She ground her teeth together and shifted her grip on the knife by her head. That was when it happened. 
 
    A distant snap alerted her to the fact that one of the hidden traps she had set up around the perimeter of their camp had been activated. Within the blink of an eye, she was on her feet, her throwing knife in hand. Darwe gave a startled grunt as he was jerked from his sleep by her movement, sitting up right away and reaching for his swords when he saw her poised and ready for a fight, knife in hand. Nyago was standing silently at the mouth of the tent, his hackles raised as he growled low in his throat at the approaching threat. Namida crept closer to the tent flaps to peer out at whatever it was he was so fixated on. 
 
    The fog in the desert night had intensified to the point where it was almost impossible to see through. The hairs on the back of Namida's neck stood on end as she sensed, rather than heard, a blade being unsheathed. She ducked to the left as a sword cleaved the spot she had just been standing in, ripping through the fabric of the tent and shredding the flap open so it fluttered in the night air. Hissing, Namida lunged forward and struck out at her unseen opponent, vaguely seeing their outline dressed in dark robes as their sword flashed in the dim light, aiming a strike for her jugular as she ducked underneath the blade. She struck at their ribcage, trying to seek out a killing blow with her knife, but they leapt backwards, out of her reach. Darwe gave an indignant cry as he ran at the pair of them, not caring that he and Namida were dressed in only their night clothes as he swung both swords at their stealthy opponent. He grunted as his blades were both deflected by the shadowy fighter's broad sword. He cried out as an unseen force shoved him backwards and he was sent stumbling back into the tent, dropping his swords as he went. 
 
    "Darwe!" Namida shouted in worry, unable to see if he had been harmed. She quickly turned her attention back to her opponent though as he charged at her, blade first, and she somersaulted under and away from his strike, grabbing one of Darwe's swords from its resting place in the desert sand as she went. Her lip curled in anger as she hoisted the heavy blade, unused to its heavier weight than her light scimitar, built for her speed-over-strength combat style. After all, her opponents couldn't hit her if she was just never in the place they aimed for. 
 
    "Who the hell do you think you are?" she hissed at the tall figure that loomed before her, half-shrouded in fog as they were. They shifted, and she could see as they lifted their great sword the strips of colored cloth that decorated their arms. She snarled. "Kaska's elite. I should have known." 
 
    The figure chuckled. 
 
    "Guess again." 
 
    With that, he was upon her, swinging with such strength and wildness that she was driven back step by step, even as she frantically dodged his hits. If he were to land a blow at that strength, even with her sword up to deflect, she would be on her back in the sand. As it was, she was barely able to keep up with him. How did he have so much speed when he was wielding such a cumbersome blade? Surely he should be slowed down by it at least in the slightest. Her breathing was beginning to turn ragged as she fought to keep out of his reach, twisting and turning just out of range, unwilling to even meet his blade with her own borrowed one for fear that she would lose her only offence in the clash that would ensue. She was struggling, and she knew that this beast of a man was a fighter in a league all his own. 
 
    The man growled. "Namida, I thought you would have been better than this by now. You think you can defeat me like this? Perhaps it would have been better if your brother were the one to survive..." 
 
    A chill raced down her spine at the words. He knew her name? Not even that, but his last comment...it couldn't be. 
 
    "Zuwa." The name came out as little more than a whisper. The man responded by swinging at her again. 
 
    "Say it louder." 
 
    A scream of outrage twisted its way out of her lips. "ZUWA!" 
 
    A flame spiraled from her sword, and the man leapt aside, the edge of his cloak catching fire as he quickly patted out the smouldering edge of his hood. She could see the eyes that peered out from behind it, and they looked hauntingly familiar. She knew that shade of gray. 
 
    It was the same shade that stared back at her in the looking glass. 
 
    "Very good, Namida," her opponent said as he sank back into the fog. "Perhaps you stand a chance after all. Come find us then, if you truly think you're ready to take us on..." 
 
    Namida let out a cry of rage and charged the spot he had been standing in, only to find no trace of him anywhere in the fog as she swung wildly around her, sending tendrils of flame scattered out into the fog to try and locate him. It dissipated the clinging dampness just enough to see that he was nowhere in the vicinity any longer. A choked sob rent itself from her throat and she sank to her knees in the sand, the heavy long sword dropping uselessly beside her. She clenched her fist in the sand, vaguely feeling the grit dig in beneath her fingernails as she did. Tears of anger streaked down her cheeks, and she collapsed on her side in the sand, staring unseeing into the distance as she did. What was she supposed to do now? She had found the right hand man of her intended victim, the one whose punishment was the reason for her existence, and she had allowed him to escape. Not only that, but those eyes...in the back of her mind, she had known who those eyes belonged to. She just didn't want to believe that it could be possible. She bit the inside of her cheek so hard that it bled, the coppery taste filling her mouth as she spit the red substance in the sand beside her head. The red scattered over the golden grains, causing a miniature re-enactment of the macabre scene she had painted a thousand times before with Kaska's underlings. But she couldn't manage to do that to Kaska's mage. Was it her subconscious that had held her back during that fight? Now that she knew where to place those eyes, his voice became familiar once more. It was a voice she hadn't heard in eleven long years, but now it came back to her as clearly as it had the last time she had seen him as a child. The flash of a memory appeared in her mind's eye, and she remembered a large hand rustling her hair; the warm voice bidding her goodnight as he tucked her into bed. 
 
    "Father..." 
 
    "Namida!" 
 
    The sound of her name brought her back to the present, and she slowly let go of the fistful of sand she held clutched in her fingers, reaching for the sword at the edge of her reach instead. She vaguely felt the metal bite into her fingers as she held it by the blade instead of the hilt, dragging herself to her feet and facing the direction the voice had come from. Darwe came stumbling towards her, nursing the back of his head as though he had hit it against something when he was sent flying. She frowned, forgetting about herself and instead being filled with concern for her partner. She dropped the sword once more, forgetting about her bloodied fingers as she jogged forward and reached for him, grabbing his face to turn his head so she could inspect the spot he was nursing. 
 
    "Mida, what—" 
 
    "Hush," she said, rustling his hair to feel a large knot on the back of his head. "This is going to bruise." 
 
    "But your hand—" 
 
    "My hand doesn't matter like a head injury does, and you know it." 
 
    That shut him up quick. He muttered something under his breath about how stubborn she was, but gave in as she grabbed his hand in her bloodied one, dragging him into the tent so she could inspect his head by the lantern she promptly lit next to their bed roll. She didn't even think anything of the fact that Nyago was nowhere to be seen, too focused instead on making sure Darwe was going to be okay. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Namida sat sharpening her sword to a razor-thin point, until the smallest slice that it made would rend flesh and spill blood. Her mind was racing despite the calming, repetitive motion as she dragged the whetstone across the steel, and the anticipation of finally taking down Kaska and enacting revenge for her family and village. It didn't matter that her father was part of Kaska's elite; that he had never died in Endothar like she had thought. He might as well have, to her. The man she had loved and respected was not the man she thought he was. The man she had called father was not the man who had helped slaughter his own village and threatened her and everything she loved. He was not the man who told her it would have been better if her brother had been the one to survive, and was disappointed she had lived instead. Even though she had already known that it should have been Kafar who lived, had already been wallowing in that pain for a number of years since she first discovered her power over fire, the man she had once called father would never have said that to her. 
 
    No. That man was not her father. She would cut him down, too, if she needed to in order to achieve her goal of killing Kaska. 
 
    But what of Kilish? What if the woman was there in the midst of her allies—Namida and Darwe's enemies—and came to confront them with the others? Namida felt a shudder run down her spine as she realized just how many of her once loved ones had betrayed her, even though they still lived. She could all but feel the knife twisting in her back from all that they had done to her, the things that she hadn't even known until so recently. Her mouth drew into a grim line as her hands paused in their ministrations. 
 
    No. She had made a promise to Kilish that if she saw her again, she would kill her. She would cut her down, too, if she needed to in order to achieve her goal. 
 
    And Kaska...the monster that was once a man. Kaska the Maimed, the once renowned general of Queen Gawela's army. He had been named a war hero upon his fleet's return from the only Wildlands expedition ever funded by the monarchy. He and the queen had once been lovers, back when her reign had just begun and he had just started moving up the ranks of the royal army at a frightening pace. His skill with a blade had been unparalleled by all but Dorozi, his friend and comrade who had tried to refuse much of the power and titles he had been granted during his time there. But after Kaska and Dorozi had both been sent on the Wildlands expedition, they had come back changed men. Kaska visibly so, for the left side of his face was horribly disfigured, and Dorozi...well, he had sworn never to serve another ever again. He had become Dorozi the Unbound. He was unbound to the monarchy, unbound to a ruler or leader, as he took his most trusted comrades into the desert never to be heard from again. 
 
    But Kaska...he had confronted Queen Gawela. He accused her of misleading her people, of abusing her power, and of being purposefully blind to everything that occurred outside of the capital. He accused her of sending her own soldiers—of whom only a ragged handful returned—off to die in the frozen wastes of the north. He accused her of killing men for nothing more than the whims of her own selfish curiosity. And when she had, in her fit of rage, stripped him of his rank and power, he had openly declared war on her. 
 
    Having met Queen Gawela now, she had no doubt that the queen was rather detached from the fates of her people, but there was very little she could do at this point. The queen was not her target, though she would admit to herself that she rather despised the woman for her inaction in the war up to this point. 
 
    Darwe's hand wrapped softly around hers, stilling the movement of her whetstone against the steel of her blade. She felt anger bubbling up within her at his interference, knowing that she needed to be prepared for this battle, and he was keeping her from that. The moment she looked up into his eyes, though, her anger faltered. His eyes were soft with an emotion she always dreaded seeing on his face. It was rare that he was so open with his affection, usually stealing glances and smiling softly or worriedly at her when he thought she wasn't looking. Those sorts of things were easy enough to ignore, to pretend she never saw in the first place. This, though? She fought the urge to grimace. There was no avoiding his loving gaze. She wished she didn't have to look at it. It made her regret ever letting him follow her. He could very well die tomorrow, and if he did, she would have to carry that burden to her grave. Perhaps she would even carry the guilt with her into the afterlife. 
 
    "You've sharpened it enough, Mida," he said, slowly prying the whetstone from her fingers and removing the sword’s hilt from where she had wedged it between her knees, setting them both aside where neither of them could injure themselves on the wicked edge she'd refined while lost in thought. She frowned, tensing up when Darwe walked back and folded himself down to sit next to her on the bed roll. He rested his hands on his knees, and while his posture would look relaxed to anyone who didn't know him, she knew immediately the slight hunch in his shoulders and the way his hands didn't lie flat on the fabric of his pants meant that he was uncomfortable. She raised an eyebrow. It was rare that something shook Darwe enough that he showed his discomfort, even to her trained eye. He was always the epitome of calm; the ideal healer's temperament. She was struck again by how out of his depth he was going by following her down the path of death and destruction she'd chosen to pursue. Namida clasped her hands in her lap as she folded her legs in front of her. 
 
    "Darwe," she said, catching his attention. He glanced over at her, giving a grunt of acknowledgment that she took as a sign to go on. "I've told you before, and I'll tell you again. You don't have to come with me." 
 
    The glare he gave her said he was not to be trifled with on the subject. "If you think I'd abandon you now after everything we've been through, you're dumber than I gave you credit for," he said drily. 
 
    It was Namida's turn to glare at him. "Doesn't matter what you say," she said, turning her glare down to her hand as she smoothed some unseen wrinkles in her pants. "I just don't want you to waste your life chasing after something I know you don't even care about." A glance over at Darwe caught the hesitant look on his face before he turned to her, wrapping his arms around her shoulders. She froze, not daring to move as he pulled her close to him. 
 
    "You're right that I don't care about revenge, but that's never been what I was chasing after," he said. Her hand clenched into a fist as her shoulders hunched. She could practically sense the words that were about to come from him, and she didn't want them. She didn't know what she would do with them if he said them to her. She pushed against his chest half-heartedly, torn between wanting the comfort of his arms around her and the separation that would keep her heart safe in the hours to come. It didn't work. He said it anyways. 
 
    "I love you, Mida." 
 
    Her struggling ceased as she clutched at the thin fabric of his shirt. There. He had finally put it out in the open, where she could no longer ignore his feelings, pretending to be ignorant even though she knew he suspected she was well aware of them. She felt utterly lost. What was she supposed to say? She couldn't return his feelings, even though she felt them stronger every day. She was a broken wisp of a woman with only one goal in life, and she refused to sacrifice that goal for her pitiful little feelings. She hesitated before lifting her head, having every intention to reject him then and there. 
 
    "Darwe—" 
 
    His lips crashed on hers, silencing her once and for all. She felt her heart break even as it felt it might burst with the emotions that flooded through her. It was as though her very blood was singing that she loved him. She loved this man, her best friend, the one who had followed her past the ends of the only world they had ever known and into the uncertainty that the future held. She loved this man that had been her protector since before she had the gall to believe she had the strength to look after herself. She loved this man. She loved Darwe. 
 
    Namida kissed him back with a ferocity that she hadn't felt outside of anger in a long, long time. Her single hand tangled itself in his warrior's braids, pulling him closer still as his hands dipped lower, settling in the small of her back. Only when her lungs burned did she pull back for air, but Darwe pulled her back in, his eyes burning her with the heat that smoldered within them. His lips and hands sparked an unfamiliar heat within her that would have scared her were it not for the gentleness that he touched her with, softly wrapping himself around her as they fell backwards onto the bed roll. Their limbs tangled to the point where she was no longer sure where she ended and he began, and when his bare skin met her own, she could have sworn that nothing else in the world existed but them. 
 
    For the briefest of moments, nothing else mattered but the way Darwe looked at her; as though she were his entire world, and he would give anything to keep her in his arms like that forever. 
 
      
 
    o—O—o 
 
      
 
    Namida woke slowly, her mind feeling as though it were full of sand that stuck in all the crevices, refusing to be sifted out. The first thought that came to her mind as she groaned at the first gray light of dawn was that Master Dorozi would have her hide if she didn't get out of bed soon. As she reached up to rub the sleep out of her eyes, though, all of the contents of the past few years came flooding back to her mind. The pain and anger that she had been struggling with for what seemed like forever came back full force, along with the underlying bitterness towards Fate she couldn't help but feel. She felt guilt over the fact that she couldn't seem to accept Fate's hand in her life, for she knew that the few times she had let Fate take control, it had helped her along her way. She couldn't bear it, though. All of the suffering she had endured...why? She didn't feel any better for it. With a quiet sigh, Namida tried to sit up. 
 
    A hand tugged her back down. "Mmm...five more minutes," Darwe mumbled, clearly still half-asleep. 
 
    Panic surged through Namida as she remembered what had happened last night. He had finally told her point-blank that he loved her, and she...and she... Her face burned as she realized that they were both naked underneath the blankets, his arm wrapped around her middle and his muscular chest pressed against her back, along with...other parts. Taking a deep breath to keep herself from screaming, she slowly and carefully extricated herself from his grasp, grabbing her clothes that she could now see in the half-light were strewn across the tent. She mentally cursed herself for ever having let her emotions take control. Now she was going to have to deal with the fallout of what had happened last night. Perhaps if she ran off on her own... She paused. 
 
    No. Even after last night—perhaps especially so, now—Darwe would never let her just run off on her own to face her corporeal demons. She stifled another sigh as she fastened her cloak, sparing one last glance back at Darwe's peaceful sleeping face before she stepped out of the tent. She took a deep breath of the crisp dawn air, knowing that it would soon enough be stifling hot. Her clothes were layered, but light—light enough for travel and fighting, but thick enough that in case a storm hit before they could find shelter, she could wrap herself up in them and not freeze to death. The mountains were perilous at the best of times, Momal had said, and she was glad he had helped them prepare for their venture into them. 
 
    The sound of quiet footfalls on the sand made her glance to the west. Nyago was padding back from his early morning hunt, a sizeable hare clamped in his strong jaws. When he reached her, he cocked his head at seeing her up and dressed so early. He was used to the morning routine of her and Darwe waking up to break their fast together while he ate outside the tent, knowing neither of them found his eating habits pleasant. Nyago silently dropped the hare's limp body on the ground and stepped over it, bumping her side with his head and staring up at her with what looked like concern. Namida gave a wan smile. Somehow Nyago always seemed to know when something was wrong; sometimes even before she knew it, herself. She silently scratched behind his ear, and he gave an approving whuff, leaning into her hand. 
 
    "It's okay, Nyago. I just needed to think for a bit," she murmured, quiet enough that Darwe wouldn't hear. The hound flicked an ear and gave her a doubting look. She scoffed and rolled her eyes. As if the hound was sassing her this early in the morning. She tapped him on the nose, causing him to fold his ears back and glare at her. "I'll be okay. I'm just not sure what to do from here," she said in a distracted voice. She was speaking more to herself than to the hound, at this point. She could never be sure how much Nyago understood, but something told her she would be surprised at how intelligent the hound was if she ever found out. She frowned as her gaze drifted back to the eastern horizon and the sun that was slowly creeping over the hills there, trailing off from the mountain peaks that loomed to their immediate north. She bit her lip, hesitating. They needed to get a move on if they wanted to find the main encampment without being spotted by the patrols. There was a reason they had camped on the lowermost cave they could find in the mountainside, and it was because they needed to be out of sight of prying eyes. If they hadn't needed to, she would have preferred to camp in the desert sands one last time. They were her home; the place where she felt most secure. By venturing into the mountains they would be allowing the fight to be on Kaska's terms, and despite the necessity of it all, she was loathe to give up any minor benefit she might have over him. 
 
    Closing her eyes and taking one final deep breath to calm her already shot nerves, she took a moment to stretch and limber her muscles before ducking back inside the tent. She pursed her lips as she spotted Darwe's sleeping face once more. He was so peaceful, a small smile on his lips even as he slept. Her hand clenched into a fist as she gave him a hard shove in the leg with her foot, quickly turning her back on him as he woke with a grunt. She heard him rustling the blankets as she hastily packed the things they couldn't be bothered with last night into their bags. 
 
    "...Mida?" he said, his voice rough and tired. "You're dressed already? You should have woken me earlier. Do we have time for breakfast yet?" 
 
    Wordlessly, she threw the satchel with their rations in it at him, suppressing a wince as she heard it knock the wind out of him. She couldn't quit moving or she would be overcome with emotions, and she couldn't afford to have that happen today of all days. 
 
    She heard the blankets shift again, and she went rigid as Darwe's arms wrapped around her from behind. She felt him place a kiss to the top of her head, her braids from yesterday messy but still intact, as she had unintentionally slept with them in. "Mida, what's wrong? You're so quiet this morning. Come sit with me," he said, and the pleading note she could hear in his voice almost made her break. She took a deep breath, her fist clenching and unclenching at her side. 
 
    "Unhand me," she said coldly, and she could feel him tense before he slowly drew back from her. She didn't want to hurt him like this. Why did she let him in in the first place? She was such a foolish girl for letting her barriers fall. It had only taken a moment for her to make a decision she would ultimately regret. She felt her eyes grow hot with unshed tears, but she blinked them back, refusing to let herself be weak again. She had a madman to kill; a family to avenge, and a war to end. She could not do that by being weak. She heard Darwe inhale as though he were about to say something, but no words came. She grimaced. She had put a proverbial knife in his back with her actions, and that could never be undone. 
 
    "We need to move," Namida said quietly as she grabbed her leather bracer and chest piece from where it sat next to her sheathed sword and strap. "Help me put this on. We'll move after you've dressed and eaten." 
 
    Darwe fumbled with the straps of her armor in strained silence as she stood perfectly still, only moving to pull her cloak out of the way and to hold her arm out for him to slip her bracer on. With one final tug and glance over the straps to make sure they were all held firmly in place, Darwe stepped back. Namida fixed her gaze on the fabric of the tent, determined not to stare at his sculpted chest or toned arms, dressed as he was in only the breeches he had pulled on when he rolled out of bed. 
 
    "Eat," she murmured, not daring to meet his gaze. She didn't want to see the pain that she had put there. She stooped to grab her sword and fumbled with the buckle, managing to get it together and step into it, pulling it up over her hips before she tightened it. She brushed past Darwe to exit the tent, calling back over her shoulder as she went. "Leave the tent and the bedroll. We'll take what's left of the rations. If we make it out of this alive, we can come back to collect the rest." 
 
    If they made it out alive, she would try to mend both of the hearts she had broken. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Namida was glad for all of the hiking they had done up until this point, that they were able to trek up through the hills and plateaus of the badlands that wove through the northern mountain range without too much difficulty. She tried to keep her breathing quiet and even, knowing that around any rocky outcrop there could be scouts or guards waiting. Namida held a throwing knife in one hand at the ready in case such a thing happened, and Darwe held a nocked arrow to his bow, pointed to the ground but ready to draw and release at a moment's notice. She could feel the tension between them, though neither said a word. She never should have allowed what had happened between them to transpire. She had been so careful over the past few years to never let herself grow too attached to anyone, and even though he had become like a brother to her, she had never intended to fall in love with him. She wanted to punish herself for doing so, to hurt herself until she smartened up, but instead she had only ended up hurting him. She couldn't bear it, seeing that look of pain and longing on his face as they'd broken their morning fast and she had refused to so much as look at him. 
 
    Darwe loosed an arrow, and Namida snapped out of her thoughts to see it sail past her head, impaling a hidden scout in the eye just as he raised a horn to his lips to blow the warning signal. He fell to the ground motionless, and she took a deep, steadying breath. She needed to be in the mindset for this; she needed to be in this moment, right now. If she didn't, she would end up like that scout before she even reached her goal. She thought of all the people between her and Kaska still, and she knew that their chances were slim as it was. Gripping the hilt of her sword a bit tighter, she turned and nodded at Darwe, not meeting his eyes as Nyago nudged at her leg before trotting silently ahead of the two of them. According to the reports that the queen had showed them, they should be getting very close to the main camp by now, yet they had only encountered a couple of scouts and a single patrol group. She would have thought that this entire mountain path should be crawling with Kaska's troops. It made her nervous to think that they might be walking straight into a trap. She heard Nyago snarl from around the next curve in the path, and a strangled yell followed with a loud snap. She raced forward to find Nyago's jaws clasped around a guard's clearly broken neck, and she quickly threw a dagger at the retreating back of the second guard as he ran away. There was a sick thud as it embedded itself in the back of his skull and he fell face-first into the stone, blood quickly pooling beneath him. She moved forward to retrieve the dagger, planting her boot on the dead man's neck and tugging hard. The wet sound it made as she removed the dagger from his skull made her grimace. Darwe moved past her, approaching the edge of the path as it overlooked the valley between the mountains that they were quickly approaching. 
 
    "Mida," he said softly, his voice sounding odd. "Mida, you need to take a look at this." 
 
    Namida furrowed her brow at him, but approached the edge as he requested. 
 
    The first thing that caught her attention was the smoke. The air in the valley was filled with it, as though the entire area had been swept through with wild fire. Tents scattered the valley below, but many of them appeared to be flattened or burnt. Had someone gotten here before them? She had thought the queen didn't care enough to send her troops into war, especially not this far from the capital in the South. Who could have possibly done this much damage? She could see a few soldiers moving around the edge of the ruined encampment, seeming as though they were trying to collect whatever provisions had not been destroyed in whatever melee had occurred to leave it in such a state. 
 
    Namida raced down the path towards the camp, no longer worried about whether or not there was an army remaining between her and her opponent. She could see from the piles of charred bodies that the majority of Kaska's once-great army had fallen to whatever enemies had swept through here mere hours before. She only hoped at this point that she would still be able to enact her revenge; that Kaska was still alive to feel the brunt of her wrath. 
 
    The way to the encampment was clear save for the occasional burnt body. Namida vaguely wondered what had caused all these men to die. Many of them bore scorch marks and holes in their armor like they had been struck by lightning, but there was no way so many could have been hit by lightning, even if a Chaos storm had opened up directly over the camp...right? Namida shot a nervous glance at the sky, but save for a few wispy clouds, the early morning sky was gray and empty of any signs of unwelcome weather. 
 
    "Hold!" 
 
    As they approached the ruined camp, two familiar faces came into view. Kilish stood to the left, armed with her swords and a snarl on her face, and to her right stood... 
 
    "Father." 
 
    She could feel Darwe startle beside her, and she saw Nyago's hackles raise as he bore his teeth at the man, but made no move to attack him.  
 
    "What happened here?" Namida asked, but Kilish scoffed. 
 
    "You don't get to ask questions here." She clanged her swords together loudly, catching the attention of two soldiers further into the camp who were scavenging for surviving supplies. "We have an intruder, gentlemen! Let's take care of her for our leader, shall we?" 
 
    The two men gave each other an uncertain look before Kilish snarled, sending them flying into action. The two of them charged at the group, Zuwa backing off to watch what would conspire and leaving the two soldiers to attack Darwe and Namida. The one that came for Namida, however, was quickly diverted by the snapping jaws of her hound companion. He gave a sharp cry and dove to the side, quickly set on the defensive as Nyago began to herd him away from the fight. Darwe began to do the same thing on her other side, slowly using the force of his blows to back his opponent away from Namida as she stared Kilish down. She could see the bloodlust shining in Kilish's eyes, but the older woman turned to glance to the side. 
 
    "Watch how I've grown, father," she said to a cloaked figure standing off to the sidelines, his face shrouded but his hand clearly resting on the pommel of his sword, as if to say he would readily step in if she proved herself incapable of winning the fight. It set Namida's blood boiling. 
 
    "You lied to me, about everything," she accused. "Not even Kaska taking away your father was true." 
 
    Kilish clicked her tongue disapprovingly, seeming annoyed at the interruption. "Of course it was true. He took my father away. The only part I left out was that it was by his own choice." 
 
    Namida growled. She unsheathed Sin-Seeker from where it hung on her belt, hearing the blade sing as it left the sheath. She reveled in the sound as she watched Kilish's eyes follow the movement, a certain wariness in her gaze at it rested on the firestone it held encased in the hilt. Her gaze flicked back to meet Namida's, and a mask of bravado quickly replaced the uncertainty as she twisted her lips in a snarl once more. 
 
    "Fancy gems won't save you from your fate!" she called, leaping forward to rain her blades down in a devastating overhead blow. Namida dove into action, somersaulting past the deadly blades and springing to her feet behind her opponent, whirling to aim a slash at her midriff. Anticipating the attack, though, Kilish dashed forward out of range, giving herself just enough time to turn and block the next blow Namida sent her way. "Hah!" She parried with both blades, sending Namida on the defensive as she was forced to dance to the beat of her opponent's blows. The clanging of their swords echoed throughout the valley, and her teeth jarred at the metallic sound. Kilish rained a particularly heavy blow down on her, and she grunted as she blocked it with her own blade, but was driven down onto one knee from the force of it. 
 
    "Kilish!" The other woman's father called out from the sidelines. "Finish her!" 
 
    Namida's own father remained silent as Kilish's eyes flashed and she went for the killing blow. Namida barely rolled out of the way in time, springing to her feet once more as she sent her father a betrayed look as he allowed his own child to face the threat of death without raising a finger to help her. She shouldn't have expected anything more from him at this point, now that she knew all of the things he had allowed her to suffer—how he had allowed his own wife and son to perish for the sake of his twisted ideals, even—but it still hurt to know that the father she had once loved and thought she knew was nowhere to be found now in the man that gazed detachedly at her as she fought for her life against the woman she had once thought of as her mentor and friend. 
 
    Kilish gave a cry of rage at her escaped victim and whirled on her again, swinging her blades in a focused frenzy. Namida fell into a battle trance, parrying and dodging with the precision that had been hammered into her through her years of training under Master Dorozi and fine-tuned by Larani in these past few months. She could feel the heat welling up within her, the tell-tale sign that her magick was gathering itself at her core, ready to burst forth at a moment's notice should she find the need to unleash it on her opponent. 
 
    "Very good, Namida," she heard her father say as though he were at the other end of a long tunnel, so focused she was on the fight at hand. "I only wish that you would use that power of yours for the right cause." 
 
    Namida snarled, pushing back against Kilish and sending one of her blades clattering to the ground. She quickly kicked it away, sending it skittering over the rocks away from their fight—and any unwanted audience that might see fit to try and get it back to its wielder. "What gives you the right to judge what cause I should fight for? Your cause is the one that left me orphaned and crippled!" 
 
    Zuwa sighed. "My dear child, can't you see that you are neither of those things?" He spread his arms in her peripheral vision as though to indicate himself. "If you would only join me, we could be a family again. And you are no cripple, the way you wield your sword...and your magick. You would be a valuable addition to our cause..." 
 
    "Damn your cause!" she shouted, knocking Kilish further back with her rage-fueled blow. The older woman grunted as she stumbled, desperately trying to keep her footing. 
 
    "You need to open your eyes, my child. This country needs a new leader more desperately than you know. You would follow the queen that hides herself away from her country while it tears itself apart from the inside, who fears only for her own life rather than the lives of her people?" 
 
    "No, I wouldn't," she growled. "But I won't follow Kaska, either. I...will destroy them both!" 
 
    Kilish's other sword went flying from her hand, and she fell to her knees before her opponent. There was fear in her eyes as Namida stood over her, chest heaving from exertion as she brought her sword up for the final, killing blow. 
 
    "Kilish, what do you think you're doing?" her father shouted. "Get up!" 
 
    It was the last thing Kilish heard before her head was separated from her shoulders. Her father cried out as her head and body tumbled to the now blood-soaked ground independent of each other, her head turning to him, face now frozen in a permanent look of fear. He let out a wail of anguish and charged at her. She barely registered her own father slipping away into the remnants of the camp as she became locked in combat once more, dodging the unwieldy great sword that Kilish's father brandished against her. 
 
    Namida was distracted from her opponent by the sound of metal plunging into flesh; the sound of choking. She quickly disarmed the man before her, sending him stumbling backwards with a kick to the chest as she turned to check that her would-be lover was okay. 
 
    Only to find him kneeling unarmed before his foe, his bleeding hands gripping the sword running through his chest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    "DARWE!" Namida shrieked, and suddenly, it was like nothing else mattered. Not the years of training she had endured just to reach this moment. Not the thirst for vengeance that had driven her all of those years after her village had been destroyed. Not the betrayal and heartbreak she had suffered at the hands of Kilish and Momal, and even Master Dorozi. Not the hatred for the war and Kaska and all of his Fate-damned followers. All that mattered was Darwe, and the need to reach him; to protect him; to save him. She turned to run towards him, but he was looking at her and shaking his head, opening his mouth to warn her of something she didn't care what. 
 
    Pain blossomed from the back of her head, and she saw stars as she collapsed forward onto the ground at the same time Darwe's opponent withdrew his sword, sending the man she loved sprawling forwards onto the dirty ground, clutching at the yawning wound to try and stem the blood flow as it seeped out of him at an alarming rate. 
 
    Kilish's father kicked Namida in the ribs, forcing her to roll over onto her side, clutching them as she glared up at him. His lip curled in distaste as she glared up at him with a spiteful look. 
 
    "What's the matter? Not going to say your last prayers?" The dirty man sneered. Namida clutched at her bruised ribs, trying to catch her breath so she could curse the man who would see her dead. 
 
    "Get...out..." 
 
    He cocked his head to the side, cupping his ear mockingly, as though he actually cared to hear what she had to say. "Sorry, what's that?" 
 
    "Get...out of my way!" She slashed out with the blade hidden in her boot, slicing the man across the face. He stumbled backward, crying out in pain as he clutched his severed eye. 
 
    And suddenly, the world was on fire. 
 
    Men were screaming, thrashing about as the flames consumed them. They screamed and ran and dove, rolling to try and quell the flames, but nothing they did seemed to work. Namida was blind to all but the red. 
 
    All but the red—and Darwe. 
 
    Namida crawled as best she could with her one arm towards Darwe's fallen form in the midst of the chaos. He lay curled on his side, both hands pressed against his open wound, but there was too much blood soaking into the earth around him, into his clothes, staining his hands like spilled wine. Her vision grew blurry with tears as she reached for him, her fingers tangling in his matted braids as she kissed him deeply, urgently, for the first time. 
 
    "Don't leave me, Dar," she whispered, her voice barely audible over the screams of the dying in the flames all around them. "You know I won't make it without you." 
 
    He gave her a weak smile, but she could see the fear flickering behind his expression; the fear of death, the fear of going alone to meet Fate in the eternal thereafter. "Yes, you will. That's part of what I love about you." He moved one of his blood-slicked hands to wipe the tears from her cheeks, replacing them with sickening streaks of warmth. She didn't want to think of what a grisly sight it must be. She grabbed his hand, kissing him fiercely once more. She needed him to know how she felt. 
 
    "I love you too," she whispered, the words finally spilling out of her after so long of being repressed. She hated that she was only saying them now, when she was about to lose him. She wished she had said them so much sooner, but there was no way for her to change it; no way to go back in time and tell him everything she had felt for him in the last fifteen years, how he had gone from being someone she hated, to her brother, to her friend, and finally to the man she loved but would never let herself be with. She wanted to explain to him how she had only ever pushed him away to try and save him from herself, and when that hadn't worked, she had simply made herself an island out of the fear of one day losing him. The fear of just this situation ever coming to pass. When she opened her mouth to speak, though, he hushed her gently. 
 
    "I know," he said, and the twinkle in his eyes spoke of the love he had for her, of the fact that he had known all this time of her feelings, even though he had never said a word. Her breath hitched in her throat, but then he was pushing her away. 
 
    "Go. You need to go. If you don't Kaska is going to escape, and this will never end," he said, suddenly filled with urgency as he pushed her away. She fought his hands, slippery and weak as they were, trying to reach for his wound. 
 
    "Let me—just let me try—" If she could just get her powers to spark, she could at least cauterize the wound! She tried to focus on her hand, on creating a flame, on creating something, anything— 
 
    An inhuman roar ripped through the air. 
 
    "WHO CHALLENGES KASKA THE MAIMED IN HIS OWN LAND?" 
 
    She couldn't face him, not now, not when she hadn't produced a spark for Darwe, but the flames around them were falling and the stench of burnt flesh was overwhelming as she struggled to her knees and turned to survey the carnage, Darwe's hands pushing her weakly away. 
 
    And there he was; Kaska the Maimed. He stood atop the hill overlooking the bloody, burning battlefield and sneered at his own dying men, his towering figure looming like some ferocious beast on two legs. His hair was long, wild and untamed, and the gashes running down the right side of his face were interrupted only by the empty eye socket there, a dark void that made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. His three-fingered right hand clenched around the pommel of his sword as he lifted it lazily, his single, bright yellow eye catching on hers. 
 
    "You must be the girl Kilish spoke of," he said with a sick smile, twirling his blade absent-mindedly with nimble fingers. She refused to let the action intimidate her, as he must have hoped it would. "The little girl with one arm who fancies herself a swordsman...a pity you made it this far just to be proven wrong." It certainly didn't look like he thought it was a pity, if the bloodlust and excitement gleaming in his eye were any indication. He was itching for a fight, for a challenge. Any other time, Namida would have been more than happy to provide that, but...her eyes flicked back to Darwe, who tried to smile for her, but it turned out more like a grimace. 
 
    "Go," he said. "There's nothing more you can do for me. You need this," he whispered. But he was wrong. She didn't need this, she needed him. She could still save him, if she could just get her Fate-damned powers to work— 
 
    There was no time to think. Kaska was rushing down the hill, his boots skidding on the loose soil. Even in the badlands, the footing was no good. Namida grit her teeth and hefted her sword, running to meet her opponent. If he insisted on bringing the fight to her, the least she could do was keep the fight away from Darwe. 
 
    Kaska snarled. "You think you can face me?" he spat as the sound of steel meeting steel rang out across the plateau. "I was wielding a blade before you were even a lump in your mother's belly." 
 
    It was Namida's turn to growl. "You don't get to speak of my mother," she hissed as she dodged a kick aimed for her kneecap. So Kaska wasn't above fighting dirty, she thought. It was a good thing she wasn't, either. She dodged a sweep of his blade, but couldn't dodge the hand that was suddenly grabbing at her braid, holding her still, her neck exposed as the warlord she had been hunting for so long raised his other arm, blade poised to fall in such a way that in moments, she would quite literally lose her head. 
 
    "Any last words, worm?" he hissed, his foul breath causing her to crinkle her nose. 
 
    "Actually, yes," she said with a malevolent grin. "Never underestimate your opponent." She drove the blade in her boot into his foot, causing the warlord to yell; a wordless, angry sound as she dropped to the ground, tucking into a roll to dodge the sword that sought her flesh. Behind him now, she sprung to her feet once more, her empty sleeve flapping as she readjusted her grip on the hilt of her thin sword. Sin-Seeker had seen the fall of many a supporter and spy for Kaska through the years it had been in her possession, and she uttered a silent, desperate plea to Fate and the Ancients that it would not fail her now as she hefted it once more, Kaska quickly recovering from the surprise and pain of his injury as he whirled to sneer at her once more, the blood seeping from his boot. 
 
    "Oh, you've done it now, you wretch," he hissed, sliding another sword out of the sheath she hadn't noticed strapped across his back, twirling it experimentally in his hand as his eyes flashed with anger and eagerness. "I'll kill you slowly." 
 
    He was upon her in a whirl of blades, his teeth bared as she struggled to dodge and dip and parry, trying to focus her fear into her blade as it began to glow red-hot. Kaska snarled as his blades sparked, clashing against hers over and over. 
 
    "What devilry is this, woman?" he barked. "You won't throw me off with your petty tricks!" 
 
    She didn't bother telling him it wasn't a trick, too focused on not letting him land a blow on her, sure that if he did, it would all be over. It was all she could do just to keep him from slipping past her defense, let alone try and land another blow on him. Now that he was no longer playing with her, she was struggling to keep up with the frantic pace of his swings. But wait—there! She could tell that Kaska was starting to tire as well, his footwork becoming sloppy. And if she could just turn enough to back him towards the patch of earth beside him... 
 
    She drove forward suddenly, catching him off-guard as she used a burst of momentum to speed her parries and force him to stumble backwards as the soil crumbled and sank at the sudden pressure of his weight. The fury that poured out of her at the movement caused a pulse of bright heat to surge through her blade—lopping his own in half. His shock—and yes, she was sure that was a glint of fear in his eye that was only moments ago so sure and prideful—rendered him motionless, and she didn't give him the chance to recover as she swiped with her blade at his right hand; his main sword hand. 
 
    His scream echoed as his fingers flopped, useless and bloody, to the sand. Kaska dropped the ruined stub of his second sword, the dull thud of it hitting the ground echoed shortly as he dropped to his knees, clutching his ruined sword hand. 
 
    "How," he panted, "how did you—what are you?" 
 
    She stared at him, unsure why she felt nothing at having the man she'd wanted to kill for over half of her life knelt prostrate before her, weaponless and desperate. Surely, she should feel some sense of accomplishment, of relief, of pride; something. Yet her heart and mind were blank, like unused parchment. It was as though she was unable to process that this was actually happening. Or perhaps she had truly become the cold-hearted killer she'd once feared she would. It left her with a nagging feeling that she was missing something, that something was not quite right about the situation. It almost seemed as though she had defeated him too easily. Was this really the vicious warlord she had sought all those years? Was this really the one responsible for ordering the destruction of her village, of hundreds of innocents, in nothing more than the pursuit of power? There was a doubt that ate at her, saying this was not what she had come here for, but she could not help but feel the need to finish it anyway. She had come all this way, after all, and Kaska was a rabid dog that needed to be put down, whether he was the end-game or not. She stared straight into his pained brown eyes, knowing her own must be flashing red as the fear crept back into his face. 
 
    "I am the one who will see you pay for all that you've done in the name of your own selfish greed." 
 
    And then, the flames engulfed him. 
 
    The sound of his screams was swallowed up by the roar of the fire as it burned so hot it flashed blue at its core. Namida watched resolutely, not daring to look away as she bore witness to the death of the man. To the death of her ambition. To the death of the one desire that had kept her going all these years. But no...no, that was not entirely true. "Darwe," she breathed, whirling back to scour the fields for the man she loved. 
 
    Clap. 
 
    Clap. 
 
    Clap. 
 
    The sharp sound caught her attention, dragging her reluctantly from her search as she sought the source of the applause. Ah, there—up and to the left, standing on a shelf in the cliff face, overlooking the fields of the one-sided war she had waged; the burnt and bloody bodies riddling the soil. The only one that was important, though, was the one she couldn't seem to find. She clamped down on the rising panic, forcing herself to appear calm and aloof before the stranger, his sweeping brown robes pulled low over his face, concealing his identity. The markings in the Old Language embroidered into the fabric, though, rather marked him for what he was: a mage. 
 
    "You've made quite the mark, haven't you, child?" 
 
    She bristled at the flippant term. "Have I?" she replied, her tone biting and sarcastic. "I hadn't noticed." 
 
    She watched in shock as the mage disappeared in a curl of black smoke. Hot breath whispered against the back of her neck, and she whirled to find him standing there, his shadowed face mere inches from her own. She bristled, resisting the urge to take a step back. Somehow, she felt as though that would be admitting defeat to the intimidating stranger. A slow smirk curled across his lips as his hood shifted, the lower half of his face coming into the light. His skin was pale; paler than any Solan's or Memirian's. That meant he must be from the north-eastern continent; the one that had once been called Nath'Reen. She tried to recall what it was called now, but could not. All she remembered was the whispers she had heard in the taverns of the unrest across the sea—of the fact that the crown princess had been made an outlaw, and the oppression from the monarchy there that was slowly breaking its people. She didn't care much for the irksome rumors of the unrest across the sea when she had enough bloodshed and despair to deal with in her own homeland. Now, faced with a mysterious mage from the north-east, she found herself wishing she had held onto every scrap of information she could have, even if it might not have proved helpful to her now. Her grip tightened on the hilt of her sword, but she didn't bother to raise it. If he wanted to, she thought, he could likely sever her hand from her wrist with a flick of his fingers, if the electric aura of power he gave off was anything to base her judgment off of. The mage breathed in deeply, as though he were savoring the smell of death and smoke that hung heavy in the air around them. 
 
    "Namida, daughter of Zuwa and Lallur, born of the since-destroyed village of Endothar, late in the season of Korrin." She couldn't hide the way her fingernails bit into the fabric wrappings on the hilt of her sword as he spoke of things he had no way of knowing in such a succinct, matter-of-fact tone. Who was this mage? She could feel the cold sweat prickling at the back of her neck. "Raised by the swordsman Dorozi, also known as Dorozi the Unbound, after the destruction of your village." He flashed his teeth in what she thought might be a feral attempt at a grin. It came across as more menacing than anything. "Shall I go on?" 
 
    "I believe you've made your point," Namida said coolly, as though he hadn't just put the fear of Fate into her. The question remained, though. "Who are you? And why are you here?" 
 
    The man began to raise his hand, and she immediately slid back into a defensive posture out of pure reflex, even as she thought to herself that there was no real point in doing so thanks to the man's display of some of the most powerful magick she'd borne witness to just moments ago. His wicked grin widened as he finished raising it to pull back his hood, revealing a handsome face framed by tousled, long brown locks. It wasn't, however, the single beaded braid in his hair that traditionally signified an accomplished warrior that caught her eye; nor was it his strong jaw, or the slight bent angle to his nose that signified it had been broken and never set quite right. No, it was his eyes that drew her own. The two-toned eyes both intrigued and frightened her, because they reminded her of something her mother had taught her once, long ago. The irises were sky blue, with thick rings of gold around the pupils—the colors of the original ruling family of Nath'Reen; the family chosen by Fate to govern that land, the most vast of the four continents. 
 
    "By the look on your face, I would venture a guess to say you know who my eyes tell you I am." He lifted a dark eyebrow, as if challenging her to contradict his word. "I'm here with a proposition for you." 
 
    Feeling reckless and stupid and overwhelmed with emotions from what felt like the past several hours, even though the sun had barely moved in the sky since she'd arrived, she bore her teeth at the descendent of one of the most powerful family lines in all the four continents. Fate strike her down, she had no will left to bend to others' desires. She was done with being a tool. Her defeat of Kaska had marked her final journey under the rule of others, and she was not about to go back to how it was before. 
 
    "I highly doubt there is any proposition you could offer me that I would even feel tempted to listen to," she snarled before whirling on her boot, fully prepared to walk away, and likely be struck with lightning for doing so. She couldn't say she was surprised when her feet froze in mid-step by no will of her own. Her body turned to face the mage, and she ground her teeth in annoyance. She had only ever had control over fire, which was powerful enough, but to have this sort of power running through one's veins? It was no wonder he seemed half-mad! The man must have become drunk on the power he had a long time ago. She wondered what would happen if he were to suddenly lose it. Would he be able to survive? She found herself wishing viciously that he would not. 
 
    "And what if I told you that your father is alive?" She stopped breathing. "And that I knew where he was?" 
 
    The very mention of her father set Namida’s blood boiling as she clenched her hand into a fist around the hilt of her scimitar. The man whose blood coursed through her veins, though he was no father to her. Not after what she had learned about him now. Of course he had escaped the hellfire she had unleashed on the camp, probably slipping off into one of his shadow portals to some unknown location upon foreseeing their imminent demise. What a coward. But he was a powerful coward, and one that needed to be put down. Kaska had been...surprisingly easy to defeat. It made her wonder if her father hadn’t been pulling his strings from the shadows, using Kaska’s name to spread fear while he used his dark magick to heighten his army’s powers. 
 
    "I would say you are a liar," she said in a low, venomous tone, "and a poor one at that." She had no desire to deal with the mage. She knew the risk that working with someone so powerful and unpredictable would undoubtedly yield. In her experience, powerful people often did things on a whim just because they could...including the slaughter of others. And she wasn't about to risk her neck until she knew if Darwe was alive or not. 
 
    The man bore his teeth at her in a snarl, and an invisible hand squeezed her throat in warning; not enough to crush her windpipe, but enough to make breathing a struggle. She didn't bother scraping at the force squeezing her throat, knowing it would be of no use. It didn't stop the grimace that crossed her face at the labored sensation of drawing a breath, though. 
 
    "You will take your words back, or you will eat them," the mage hissed dangerously. "I had thought that you, of all people, would know a liar when you see one, thanks to all of the betrayers that have taken advantage of you in the past. First, your father," she snarled wordlessly at this, "then your friend Momal," she seethed at the man who had spied on all of them for years before she had discovered his treachery, "then your friend Kilish," a blind rage filled her at the thought of the woman, and how she had not only murdered her own uncle in cold blood and pinned the blame on Momal, but then had the gall to string her and Darwe along for the next three years until she tried to kill them both, "and now...the Queen." 
 
    She stiffened. What did he mean, the Queen? The Queen had held true to her word, supplying her with the means to hone her magick and destroy Kaska and his elite. How had she betrayed her? Without a word, the mage reached out and plucked her sword from her hand with two fingers. The invisible hand unwound from around her neck, allowing her to take a deep, grateful breath, but her feet refused to unstick from the ground. She frowned, watching as the man pried the decorative firestone from the pommel of the blade, the firestone that Larani had claimed would help focus her flames, and a tiny, cracked device fell out of the hollow space hidden beneath. 
 
    A magick mine. 
 
    Fury poured through her, stronger than she had ever felt before, and she could feel the fire coursing through her veins, itching for a release; itching for her to make use of it in her rage. 
 
    "If your powers were not as strong as they are, rather than cracking the mine, you would have activated it; essentially turning yourself into a bomb with the potential to wipe out an entire army." The mage did not mince words, but he was only stating what she already knew. She knew that the Queen had tricked her. The Queen had never trusted her to be strong enough to eradicate her enemies. She had never even asked Namida if she would carry such a device, which she would have, if the woman had only asked. She would have willingly risked sacrificing her own life in order to take the men responsible for the burning of her village with her into the Thereafter. But to not ask...now Gawela had signed her own death warrant. The woman was conniving and selfish, perhaps even more so than Kaska had been, if only because she hid it so well rather than being open about it. The mage grinned. "Now, what are you going to do about it, little warrior?" 
 
    That was right. She was a warrior. And a damned good one, at that. 
 
    "I'm going to end her false reign," she said quietly; dangerously. "I'm going to end her." 
 
    The mage grinned, crumbling the magick mine to dust in his fist and sprinkling it on the cracked red dirt of the battlefield, stained as it was with rust and blood. He placed the firestone back in Sin-Seeker's pommel, the stone welding back to it with a brief red glow before he held it out to her. She stared at him, brow furrowed as she tried to figure out his motives. "Why...?" The question hung in the air even as her lone hand hovered over the hilt, itching to hold the blade in it once more. She felt incomplete without it; naked, even. Holding the blade in her hand kept her tethered, reminding her of her reason for living, for honing herself into the weapon that she had become. 
 
    The mage's eyes were intense as they bore into her own. "Because I need warriors like you. Ones with power like your own. I know from the look on your face when you saw my eyes, you know who I am. You know my rightful claim to the Nath'Reen throne." His expression turned murderous. "But my throne, my birthright, was stolen from me; my country split in two, and divided between the two families that now claim they are the rightful rulers." He thrust Sin-Seeker into her hand, closing her fingers around the hilt. "I want you to help restore me to my rightful throne. And in return, I will help reunite you with your father." 
 
    The thirst for revenge sprung up from within her once more, the one thing that had kept her going all of these years, renewed once again at the thought of destroying her father for his betrayal. Even so, she had the sinking feeling she was selling her soul as she grit her teeth and spat, "Fine." The mage's eyes gleamed as she added, "But first, I would see the Solan throne destroyed." 
 
      
 
    o—O—o 
 
      
 
    They had bided their time until nightfall, the Nath'Reen heir watching wordlessly as Namida scoured the battlefield for any sign of Darwe, only to come up empty. She clung to the desperate hope that this was a good sign, that it meant he was alive, that he had crawled away from the carnage and headed for safety and someplace he might find a healer. There was no sign of Nyago to be found, either, and she found herself hoping that the hound had done for Darwe as he had done for her the day Endothar had burned, carrying the man she loved to someone that might be able to help him recover from his mortal wound. She squeezed her eyes shut and took a deep breath, attempting to meditate, but the mage's earlier words of all those that had betrayed her crept into her mind, the images of all the people he had mentioned flashing behind her eyelids. Her father...Momal...Kilish...the Queen. 
 
    Her eyes snapped open. 
 
    "It's time," the Nath'Reen heir said, as though sensing her silent rage. He stepped forward to stand beside her and placed a hand on her stump arm, his lack of disgust or shock as he felt the empty sleeve surprising her, until she remembered how much he had known of her past. It was disturbing, to say the least, to have a stranger know so much about her. "Try not to throw up," were his only words of warning as the air disappeared and her vision turned black, a feeling of the universe squeezing and stretching her so much she felt she would die overwhelming all her senses. She might have screamed. She couldn't tell. And then there was suddenly solid ground under her feet, and she could feel her hand and feet again; knew that she existed once more. She could feel the mage's hand steadying her as her head spun and she trembled so violently she threatened to tip over, her stomach turning as it threatened to spill its contents. She swallowed thickly, forcing the bile back down as it rose into her throat. 
 
    "Halt! Who goes there?" 
 
    The mage didn't even remove his right hand from Namida's stump arm as he held out his left, clenching it into a fist. The resounding crack caused her to wince and look away, too late to miss the way the two soldiers' necks bent at unnatural angles. She heard them slump to the floor, their chainmail skittering against the stone. The mage next to her gave a soulless smile, and she wondered what exactly she had gotten herself into. 
 
    "Shall we proceed?" he said, striding forward, and she trailed helplessly behind him, wiping her mouth with the back of her sleeve and readjusting her grip on Sin-Seeker as the mage burst through the sturdy wooden double doors before them and into what appeared to be the Queen's private chambers. They strode through the parlor and drawing room, past all of the lavish decorations. Bought with blood money, no doubt, Namida couldn't help but think bitterly as she admired the glittering tapestries woven with gold and silver thread; the chalices and vases made from hammered precious metals and wrought with sparkling jewels; citrine and firestone, rubies and diamonds. 
 
    "Who...who's there?" The Queen sat in her bed, larger than the rooms at most of the inns Namida had stayed at throughout the years. She couldn't hide her look of disgust as the woman cowered under her silk sheets. The mage looked at her and nodded, motioning her forward. His silent gesture told her that he would not interfere; that this was her task to complete. She took the responsibility square on her shoulders, heavy as they were already with death and destruction. It was time to free Solus of the other main player in the war games that had ravished it for the past fifteen years. After all, the war was like a game of chess; and chess required two players to see it through to completion. 
 
    They just never realized they had a knight on the board that didn't belong to either side. 
 
    "Queen Gawela," Namida said coldly as she stepped forward, grabbing the woman by her hair. She ignored her screeches and her fingers as they scrambled against the hand knotted in her short, dark curls, her fingernails drawing thin lines of blood against Namida's callused skin. "It is time for your reign to end. You are a fool and a hypocrite, claiming to only want the best for your people, but using them as pawns for nothing other than to further your own selfish interests." She threw the woman forward onto her hands and knees and flashed Sin-Seeker in front of her face, making sure she saw the firestone gleaming in the pommel in the dim light of the bedside lamp, still lit as the Queen had not decided to go to sleep just yet. She could see the woman's fear in the reflection of her eyes in the large, smooth firestone. 
 
    "Na...Namida," the Queen said shakily. "Why...why are you here?" She was trying to act pleasant and self-assured, but she could read the panic in her face as the woman dared to glance up at her, moving back so she was kneeling on her knees, more dignified and poised than sprawled on all fours like a common animal. Ever one for appearances, the Queen was, she thought as she smiled tightly at the woman she had once allied herself with for her cause. 
 
    "Oh, you know," Namida said casually. "Just repaying your betrayal in kind," she said as her sword flashed, swinging down before the Queen could utter an apology or a scream. No matter what she might have said, Namida had no interest in the words of traitors. 
 
    And so an era fell, with an arc of glinting steel. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Darwe was floating in a black abyss. He couldn't tell which way was up; if he was awake, or if he was dreaming. Was he even alive? Last he'd known, he had been bleeding out on the battlefield from a stab wound to the stomach. A sharp pain sliced through his belly at the thought. Ah, not painless then. Perhaps he was alive after all... 
 
    "It is time to wake up, young one." 
 
    The lyrical voice struck a chord within him, as though he should recognize it from somewhere. It carried something with it, something that spoke of ancient power. And the electric charge that filled the air at the sound of the voice—it could only mean one thing. Magick. Darwe's eyelids fluttered open, though they felt heavy and sluggish, as though someone had tied weights to them in order to try and keep them shut. He was greeted with the dusky colors of the fading twilight sky; pink and orange and gold blending seamlessly into the deepening violet-blue above. There was a snuffling next to his right ear and the sound of something scratching. He turned his head to view the source, and his brow furrowed at the unexpected sight. 
 
    "Nyago?" he murmured, the hound peering down at him with those knowing yellow eyes as it sat on its haunches in the swaying grass. "Why aren't you with..." It hit him all at once, the realization pouring down on him like a landslide. "Namida," he breathed. She had been fighting Kaska when he...what had happened? All he remembered was being in pain, excruciating pain, thinking he was going to die as she raced towards her fate, and then... Nothing. Darwe struggled to try and sit up, grunting as pain sliced through his middle and he flopped helplessly to the ground once more, his arms spread out to the sides. 
 
    "Come, now. We may have healed you, but there is only so much we could do with a killing blow such as you took." A male's voice, this time. He looked to his left to find a man and a woman standing there; the man with dark brown skin and hair, his eyes a deep amber; and the woman with long, silken black hair and pale skin, her hazel eyes dancing with merriment. Both of them were extraordinarily tall, and the way they seemed to shine despite the dim light from the sinking sun told him all he needed to know about who they were. 
 
    "Ancients," he breathed, feeling as though it would not be appropriate for him to address them by name, although he could tell without their saying so that they were Korrin and Phan, the last two Ancients to be created by Fate. Phan gave him a gentle smile as she knelt next to him, and he realized belatedly that his shirt had been torn open, the useless chainmail he'd been wearing beneath removed. Honestly, what good had the damned thing done him in the end? His opponent's wicked sharp sword had plunged straight through it as though it had been butter left sitting on the windowsill all day. One thing was for sure, he was never trusting a merchant claiming to have a "steal of a deal" on armor ever again... 
 
    Phan traced her fingers along the edges of the stab wound in his stomach, and the surrounding muscles contracted painfully in response. She pursed her lips. "I'm surprised you aren't panicking," she said casually. "Most mortals would." 
 
    Darwe stared at her dumbly before he realized she expected him to respond. "Oh," he stammered. "Oh, well, um. I guess I hadn't really given it much thought. I mean, you did save my life, after all." He gave a nervous laugh. Fate, he felt like a little boy again, experiencing his first crush. "Although, um, now that you mention it...where are we, exactly?" There was no place he knew of in Solus that had tall, green grasses like this outside of the greenhouse at Master Dorozi's old complex, but that had been destroyed an age ago; and besides, he could tell from the crisp, clean scent in the air and the open sky that stretched above him that they were outside, not stashed in some stuffy facility. 
 
    Phan gave him a knowing smile. "Why, I would have thought you'd have it already figured out. After all, we don't venture into mortal affairs unnecessarily." 
 
    Darwe could practically feel the cogs turning in his head as it all clicked into place. 
 
    "Fate's Landing?" It would explain the unmatched beauty in the colors of the scenery; the undeniable feeling of life flowing from the very earth beneath him. This was the oldest piece of land in the entire realm; the very piece that Phan, the last of the four Ancients, had been created from, and from which Fate had broken off the surrounding land into the four continents known to the mortals that dwelled within them. From then on, the four Ancients had helped Fate watch over their mortal brethren, bestowing favor to turn the tides of war or help crops grow in times of drought. But they never interfered without the mortals' asking, and never without good reason. Fate was a benevolent, nurturing force that guided them all in life, but would see them find their own way. Fate was like the bird that gently pushed its young out of the nest that they might learn how to spread their wings and soar. "But—Nyago, and me, and—why?" His head was spinning with all the questions that hesitated on the tip of his tongue; questions he wasn't sure if they would be willing to answer, even if he managed to summon the courage to ask. Nyago gave a snort, glaring at him as though he were stupid before padding over to Korrin's side. The hound bumped his boxy head against the tall Ancient's thigh, and he gave a small smile in response, reaching down to scratch Nyago behind the ears. The hound practically fell against the Ancient, its expression one of pure bliss. 
 
    "I suppose I should enlighten you." Korrin's eyes sparked with mischief as he ran his hand over his face, moving from the chin up. As his palm crossed the skin, it changed; his face changed, leaving behind well-groomed facial hair and familiar features, and as he ran his hand over his scalp, his hair fell away to reveal a smooth-shaven head. Although it had happened before his very eyes, Darwe could hardly believe it. 
 
    "M...Momal?" 
 
    Momal—no, Korrin—gave him a wink before his features melted back into those the Ancient had held before. Phan gave the Ancient a playful shove. "Always one for the dramatics, aren't you?" It was odd seeing the two Ancients acting reminiscent of how he and Namida used to act together. His brow furrowed, though. All Korrin had done was spark more questions within him, rather than providing any real answers. 
 
    "Phan? Korrin...?" 
 
    The hesitant voice grabbed Darwe's attention, and he pulled himself sluggishly to a standing position, looking to the side opposite the two Ancients to find another approaching. His breath hitched as he took in the lithe, powerful form of the first Ancient of Fate. Ternalara was all toned muscle and sinew, the mid thigh-length, sleeveless white gown draped over her form only serving to accentuate the power in her bare limbs. Her tanned skin contrasted against her stark white hair, her bright blue eyes staring straight into his dark brown ones and rendering him speechless. There was a brief flash of emotion across her face as she stared at him before quickly turning to the two Ancients beyond him. 
 
    "Who brought him here?" She snapped, and he could feel the anger that practically oozed from her, if her clenched fists and jaw were anything to go by. Why was she so angry? They had saved his life, after all. He was sure the confusion was written all over his face as she glanced back at him for a moment, and he could swear that the emotion that flashed across her face as she did was pain. 
 
    "Calm, Ternalara," Phan said in a placating voice, and Ternalara's lips twisted into a snarl. "He was going to die. You know we wouldn't have brought him here for anything else." 
 
    There was a flash of something else—guilt?—across the first Ancient's face, only further confusing Darwe as she hesitantly looked back at him. She frowned, taking a few steps towards him until she was just outside of arm's reach. He found it a little hard to breathe being face-to-face with her. She was a force to be reckoned with, and the one that helped the first humans the most with establishing actual villages and cities throughout the realm, making the transition from traveling hunting tribes to farmers, fishers and tradesmen. If the stories passed down through the generations held any truth to them, then she had helped them grow their first crops, befriended the humans, and both lived and convened with them for decades until her human best friend had passed away, at which point she had sworn to her friend's descendents that she would watch over them for the rest of her days in honor of her friend. 
 
    Ternalara lifted her hand, and for a moment it looked as though she might reach out to touch his face, but then there was that pain in her eyes again. Her hand dropped limply back to her side. 
 
    "You look just like him," she said so quietly it was barely a whisper. His brow furrowed as he tried to understand what she was referring to, but then it hit him, the revelation like a weight that plummeted through him. 
 
    "Dravo?" he asked, incredulous. Ternalara's eyes closed in response, as if just hearing the name uttered brought her back to a time long past. "He...he was my ancestor?" 
 
    Ternalara nodded, her eyes shining with emotion when they opened again. "It was centuries ago, but when I look at you, it's like..." Her hand clenched and relaxed at her side, as though she were still fighting the urge to reach out to him. She swallowed audibly. "It's like he's still alive." 
 
    Darwe had the strangest urge to reach out to her and tell her that it was going to be okay. There was a faint echo in the back of his mind that thought it hurt to see her so sad and hurting. He blinked at the sensation and shook his head. This was not what he needed to be doing right now. Namida was somewhere, hopefully alive. No—definitely alive. There was a strain in his chest, like he knew she was far away, but safe for now. He needed to trust in that feeling. He reached out and grabbed Ternalara's hands, ignoring the shock on her face as she met his eyes once more. 
 
    "I need your help, Ternalara," he said. "Namida, my friend, she's somewhere. Where, I don't know, but she—I need to make sure she's safe." His eyes burned with unshed tears, the desperate need to find Namida again filling him so full it hurt. "Please. I need to protect her." Even the awe that filled him at the presence of the Ancients could not overwhelm the undeniable urge to go to her, to watch over her when she would not do it herself, so obsessed with things outside of herself that she would forget to eat or sleep at regular intervals. 
 
    Ternalara's gaze softened, but she gently pried her hands out of his own. He braced himself for the let-down that would inevitably come. 
 
    "Alright." His heart stuttered with the surge of hope that swept through him at that simple word. "I will not deny Dravo's descendant their happiness." 
 
    "Thank you," Darwe whispered, feeling a few tears slip down his face unbidden. He didn't bother to wipe them away as he gave Ternalara's hands a grateful squeeze. "I will not forget your kindness." 
 
    Just like that, she would not meet his eyes again. "It is to repay my debt to Dravo, nothing more," she murmured, but he could swear there was a familiar loneliness that echoed in the words, one that reminded him so much of Namida it was almost uncanny. It was odd to him to see such parallels between the broken woman he loved and an all-powerful Ancient. He shook his head as if to free it of the thought, fire burning in his eyes as a look of determination came over him. 
 
    He would be reunited with Namida again, and he would watch over her with all that he had—even if it cost him his life. 
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