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            Chapter 1

          

          Burrath, 1st Day of the Month of War, 1105 After the First Fall

        

      

    

    
      The cold wind prickled Vallich’s face, leaving behind a bitter sting as he trotted through the village on horseback. With each step forward, ice shattered beneath the hoofs of his grey steed. He had nearly fulfilled his mission.

      A gust of wind funnelled between the decrepit village huts once again. The sting was worse this time, but he didn’t mind. Vallich liked the cold. It meant he was far away from Azul, far away from him. Vallich’s boyish face distorted into a scowl as he clicked his heels back, encouraging the horse to press onward.

      The village was desolate, completely void of anything living. The United Azanthean Army had laid waste to this town months ago. It was apparent that none of the Northerners had decided to return once the army had retreated to the southern front. The village remained uninhabited—or so the army thought.

      Vallich remembered the moment he was called upon for this mission, right after he ascended as the God-King’s heir. Azanthean spies, who had infiltrated Burrath, had heard rumblings. They believed that the Grand-Leader Elect of Burrath was running his strategic operations from this village. The God-King could have sent his armies. Instead he sent one boy—Vallich.

      Unfortunately for the Northerners, Azanthean intelligence had been right. Vallich pulled on the horse’s reins, pausing for a moment. The sounds of the wind hurtling through the town only amplified Vallich’s dread. He laid the reins on his horse’s back and looked down at his bloodied hands and clothes, growling. He hated what he was chosen by the skies to do, but he had no choice. He could not disobey the God-King.

      He had run into several guards on the outskirts of the village. It was likely that they were elite soldiers, or trusted advisors, of the Northern Grand-Leader. People the Grand-Leader trusted. Vallich had made quick work of them.

      His blood boiled at the memory. These had not been the first men he killed. Vallich had been made to kill countless times before, all by order of the God-King. What made him most angry was that with each kill, it mattered less. The first time he had taken a life, he was distraught. He quickly discovered that that attitude would not be tolerated in Azul. So he learnt to hide his emotions. Now, the deaths he caused mattered little to him.

      And that made him furious.

      Vallich picked up the reins and gently clicked his heels on the horse. They trotted towards the few remaining huts at the end of the row. He could have sworn he saw smoke billowing out of a chimney when he was fighting the Northern guards earlier.

      As he approached the last hut, he swung his leg over the side of his filly and hopped off before she’d even come to a stop. He walked next to his charcoal steed.

      “Shh, Arion,” he said, placing the palm of his hand on her long face. “Stay here.”

      The beast stilled as Vallich marched towards the door. He grabbed at the pouch fastened to his belt, pulling out a small stone, and clutched it tightly in his hand.

      Vallich’s entire body became increasingly tense as he neared the door. He inhaled, readying himself for what could be his final fight.

      This might be his greatest challenger yet.

      And even though it angered him to be here on Apollyon’s bidding, Vallich did love a challenge.

      With one long exhale, he barged through the door.
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        * * *

      

      The door blasted open, slamming against the rickety wooden wall. A young, angry looking boy charged in.

      He was covered in blood.

      This was not what Wolfmere had expected. He wrangled in his gasp, before his opponent knew that he had been caught him off guard.

      Wolfmere lifted his chin as the boy drew his blade with one hand. The child was tall, maybe just a few inches shorter than him, but his face was young. Just a few years older than his own daughter.

      The boy’s arm twitched and Wolfmere’s eyes flickered to his adversary’s hand. He was clutching onto something. Wolfmere knew exactly what it was.

      The war-child stormed across the room and pressed the tip of his sword directly on the centre of Wolfmere’s chest.

      “Are you Wolfmere?” the boy asked.

      “I am,” Wolfmere said.

      “I am Vallich. By order of the God-King, Apollyon, you are to return with me to Azul, Capital of Azanthea, to await execution at the hand of the King himself.”

      Wolfmere hesitated. This was Vallich? Wolfmere had heard stories of Vallich: whispers of the power he could wield, the terror he instilled on the front lines, and of his recent ascension to heir to the throne of Azanthea. Soldiers who faced him in battle and lived to tell the tale were petrified. In the tales, they spoke of his youth, but he never expected that King Apollyon’s chosen heir was a mere boy.

      This changed things.

      Wolfmere calmly brushed the tip of the sword aside with the back of his hand. “There is no need for that here.”

      Before Wolfmere had even finished moving the sword Vallich jutted his clenched hand in the air and his grey eyes glossed over white.

      As soon as Vallich’s hand was up, Wolfmere felt a searing pain in the centre of his back. The familiar warmth of trickling blood followed. Wolfmere grunted in pain as he took a step forward and whipped around to face the source of the pain.

      “So the whispers are true, Diamond-Wielder,” Wolfmere said, facing the thin diamond spear Vallich had conjured out of thin air. It was hovering at the height of his chest. “How interesting.”

      Vallich remained silent.

      “How did you get your Godstone?” Wolfmere asked.

      Another searing pain came from his back. This time, though, Wolfmere knew what it was. The feeling of Vallich’s steel blade edging around his fresh wound made him squirm.

      “Turn around,” Vallich said. “Face me.”

      Wolfmere felt Vallich pull the sword away. He obeyed the boy and turned to look directly into Vallich’s blank eyes.

      Vallich pressed the tip of his sword to Wolfmere’s chest. The boy’s eyes were still glossed over. He moved the hand clutching the Godstone backward, and Wolfmere could feel the diamond spear press into his back again.

      “Now listen closely,” he said, “because I hate repeating myself. King Apollyon—”

      “He is not my King,” Wolfmere said. “Burrath is not a part of Azanthea, nor will it ever be.”

      Wolfmere watched as Vallich’s demeanour shifted. The boy’s brow furrowed and his face became even more tense. To Wolfmere’s dismay, Vallich was smirking, maybe even smiling. Perhaps there was no saving this monster.

      “You’re not really in a position to say otherwise right now,” Vallich said.

      Wolfmere’s eye widened at Vallich’s vicious smile. This child was teasing him. “You do not want to play with me, boy,” Wolfmere said.

      “Fine,” Vallich said. “I really was hoping I wouldn’t have to do this …”

      Wolfmere felt both the sword and the diamond spear start to pierce into him. No matter how monstrous this boy was, he didn’t want to hurt a child. But the fate of Burrath rested on him. He had to get away.

      Wolfmere reached out to his Godstone with his mind, channelling its power.

      He was ready to fight.
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        * * *

      

      Two thick chunks of ice blasted up from the ground, sending Vallich stumbling backward in shock. The first one shot up behind Wolfmere, sending his diamond spear hurling towards the ceiling. The second flew up directly between the two of them. Wolfmere was able to conjure the ice so quickly that the sheer speed of it sent his own sword flying from his hand.

      Vallich’s heart began to race in anticipation; he was hardly ever caught off guard. He hadn’t even seen Wolfmere reach for his Godstone. Had it been in his hand the whole time? Or did he miss something?

      More ice pillars began to shoot up from the ground, completely surrounding him. He skirted towards a space away from the ice, only to have another ice pillar shoot up inches from his face. He spun around—all his possible escape routes were quickly closing in with ice. He sprinted across the small space towards another opening. Another pillar of ice was conjured, this time coming down from the ceiling, closing him in.

      Vallich stood in the centre of the ice pillars, eyeing his options. His breathing was fast and heavy. He had never crossed paths with anyone who could conjure their Godstone element so effortlessly and in such quantities. Most Wielders could not conjure at all, they could only control what was already there. But this ice was appearing out of nowhere.

      Another pillar went up. Sweat was beading on Vallich’s brow. Even just conjuring a few diamonds at once was enough to exhaust him. How was Wolfmere doing this?

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” Wolfmere said.

      Vallich could only see the shadow of his enemy circling his enclosure. He gritted his teeth. There were only three small openings left. He had to get out.

      “You’ll have to kill me!” Vallich shouted.

      “I know this isn’t you.” Wolfmere’s voice was distorted from beyond the ice. Vallich stalked his enemy’s shadow, watching intently for any openings. “This is what Apollyon made you.”

      “You don’t know me,” Vallich said.

      “You’re right,” Wolfmere said, “I don’t, but I do know Apollyon. I know how he manipulates people into doing his bidding. I know he has his ways.”

      “Then you know it would be wiser to submit now and face a painless death at his hands,” Vallich shouted. Wolfmere was nearing an opening.

      “I cannot do that,” Wolfmere said through the ice. “I will not subject my people to his rule.”

      When he saw the distorted figure come out from behind the ice, he clutched his Godstone tightly, conjured another diamond spear, and sent it blasting towards the figure.

      Vallich heard Wolfmere cry out in pain. The spear had caught him on the back of his calf. He sprinted towards the injured man.

      Vallich grabbed him by the vest and, with all his strength, hurled the larger, more muscular man into the small enclosure. Wolfmere fell to the ground in the centre of the circle.

      Vallich heaved, catching his breath. Then he lunged at Wolfmere, slamming down on top of him. Vallich straddled his chest and began to unleash a storm of punches onto Wolfmere’s face. There was a loud crack and blood began to stream out of Wolfmere’s nose. Vallich continued his bombardment. The metallic smell of blood began to fill the cold air.

      Wolfmere’s tense body slowly became limp, and Vallich knew he should end it. With his remaining energy, he focused on the Godstone clutched in his hand, preparing to deliver the final blow. Just as he was about to conjure a diamond spear, he noticed a small bump on Wolfmere’s chest—a bump that glowed faintly through his shirt. Vallich ripped open the dishevelled clothing to reveal a misshapen lump on Wolfmere’s chest. The skin over it was butchered. Vallich’s jaw dropped: Wolfmere’s Godstone was stitched into to his chest.

      Wolfmere’s eyes shot open. They were completely white, glossed over. Vallich trembled, knowing that meant Wolfmere was connected to his Godstone.

      A loud crack rang out from beside him. Vallich spun around just in time to see a large piece of an ice pillar flying at him from across the circle. The pillar hit him with a force that sent him sliding across the floor headfirst into one of the pillars on the other side. His entire vision went dark on impact and his entire body ached.

      His vision was blotchy when he made his attempt to get up. It was futile. He crumbled back to the ground.

      As the black patches obscuring his vision began to disappear, he could see Wolfmere standing in the middle of the ice circle. He clutched his hand, but the Godstone he had been gripping so tightly was gone. He must have dropped it when he fell. He had to find it.

      Pain stabbed Vallich’s head as he scanned the dirt floor for his Godstone, but there were still patches missing from his vision and his peripheral view was completely gone.

      Vallich rolled onto his stomach and pulled himself onto his elbows. He dragged himself across the floor, hands fumbling in the dirt, desperately searching for his Godstone.

      “Give up,” Wolfmere said, and a boot appeared in front of Vallich’s face.

      Vallich looked up to see Wolfmere right in front of him. The blotches were fading, his vision almost restored.

      “I… can’t,” Vallich whispered. Apollyon would hunt him beyond the known worlds if he did.

      “You can,” Wolfmere said, crouching down so their faces were closer.

      And then, as his vision cleared completely, Vallich caught sight of the distinct shine of his Godstone emanating from Wolfmere’s hand.

      His chest burned with anger. Nobody touched his Godstone—especially not another Wielder.

      “Come with me,” Wolfmere said. “We can show you the way.”

      Vallich smirked. He had killed countless Northerners. He’d been assigned to capture or assassinate Wolfmere, and yet Wolfmere hadn’t killed him. Perhaps this is what the world was like in the North. It was naïve. Wolfmere was naïve, and it was going to get him killed. Nobody was immune to the God-King’s power.

      Vallich knew what he had to do, but he was still too dizzy to stand.

      “How?” he asked. “Apollyon will find me wherever I go.”

      “We will defeat his armies and restore peace in the North.”

      “How will you manage that? Apollyon’s armies are huge,” Vallich said.

      “You may have the numbers, but we are fighting for something: freedom,” Wolfmere spat back.

      Vallich was still dizzy, but he knew this was the moment. Wolfmere seemed to have let down his guard and the grip on the Godstone loosened ever so slightly.

      In one swift motion, Vallich leaned the weight of his body on his palms and pushed his feet off the ice pillar behind him. He quickly swung his feet around, crashing his legs into Wolfmere’s calf. The Northerner fell to the ground and the Godstone went flying into the air. Vallich leapt up, turning away from Wolfmere. He nearly lost his balance, but he landed on his feet.

      The Godstone was falling. Vallich lunged to get it. He felt it fumble against his fingers, but his perception was off and he reached too low. His face sank as he realized that, in his attempt to catch it, he had knocked the Godstone across the enclosure.

      The Godstone slid across the ground for what felt like hours. He turned back to look at Wolfmere, who was picking himself up from the ground, his eyes glazed over white. Wolfmere was about to wield.

      Vallich turned back to his Godstone, jumping towards it with his hands outstretched. He turned his head back towards Wolfmere, trusting that he had timed his jump perfectly.

      As he flew through the air, Wolfmere was quickly forming a giant block of ice in front of him. Vallich stretched out his arm towards Wolfmere and prayed to the skies that his other hand would find the Godstone in the dirt.

      And it did.

      Vallich felt the tips of his finger graze the top of his diamond Godstone. He let the connection flow through him, let the Godstone completely engulf him. For the first time, in that brief second of contact, he felt the full breadth of its immense power.

      He twisted his other hand.

      And before Wolfmere could even gauge what was happening, Vallich sent a diamond spear hurling through his chest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Village of Zar, 1st Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Azanthea’s banners lined the village’s dirt roads. The ornate flags hanging in his rickety mountain town made Kuba feel uneasy. The flags weren’t usually there. They were too new, too expensive, too foreign for the mountain Village of Zar. Kuba tried to look away, but every few steps there was another wooden post that towered over him. The white banners flapping in the wind, the dull whooping sounding overhead, was a constant reminder that they were there.

      Kuba’s stomach lurched and a prickling sensation crawled up his arm. He rubbed the back of his neck through his thick, black hair, trying to soothe the feeling of unease.

      The whipping of the cloth in the breeze drew Kuba’s attention back towards the white flag with the picture of angular black wings. Each thick stroke of black represented a faction of the United Azanthean Army; one long stroke down the centre of the flag and five angular lines on each side, for a total of eleven. Eleven reminders that today was Kuba’s least favourite day of the year, the Highwings flag always there to preside over his misery.

      Kuba swallowed the lump in his throat. His gaze fell back to the dusty ground in front of him. If only he could make it all go away.

      “Y’okay there, m’ah boy?” said a familiar voice with a thick accent.

      Kuba looked up, his round, honey-brown eyes meeting his Uncle Malek’s bright blue ones. The deep lines of his uncle’s face were drawn back in a warm smile.

      “I’m alright,” said Kuba. A shiver crawled up his spine, and he instinctually rubbed the back of his neck again.

      His uncle’s strong hand came down gently on his shoulder, almost too gently for someone of his massive size. Kuba had always been smaller than the other kids his age, but he felt particularly small in his uncle’s large grip. The weight of his firm hand stopped the creeping shivers in their tracks.

      “Don’t ya fret, m’ah boy,” said Uncle Malek, taking a knee in front of Kuba. They were stopped in the middle of the moving crowd. “Today we’re just spectators.”

      “But next year—”

      “Is next year,” Uncle Malek said with both his hands firmly on Kuba’s shoulders. His bright blue eyes sparkled and the lines around the corners of his eyes crinkled. “And ya don’t have to worry about it right now. We’ve been training, just like we did with Ion. Try to relax.”

      Kuba frantically searched the crowd at the mention of Ion’s name. Where was he?

      “He’ll be here, Kuba. Don’t worry.”

      Kuba sighed, shrinking even more under his uncle’s grip. The thought of Allegiance Day still irked him, but with Ion around, it was always bearable. Uncle Malek was right though, Kuba was still underage. At twelve he was still mandated by King Apollyon’s proclamation that all youth attend mandatory lessons. Next year he’d be thirteen, and then his fate would be up to the skies. He squirmed at the thought.

      “Boys!” Aunt Evie’s cheery voice rang out from further up in the crowd. Kuba could see her hand peeking out above the heads of the other villagers. “Let’s go! C’mon, now!”

      “We shouldn’t keep Evie waiting, else she’ll be giving us away today.”

      Kuba choked out a laugh. Uncle Malek was right. You couldn’t keep Aunt Evie waiting—at least not calmly.

      Kuba inhaled deeply. “Let’s go,” he said, pushing forward out of his uncle’s grasp.

      Uncle Malek chuckled and stood up, brushing the dust off his knees. “That’s the spirit,” he said. “Today’s not the day to worry.”

      Kuba smiled up at his uncle, who returned the gesture and tousled his short black hair. Kuba playfully smacked his uncle’s hand away.

      The problem, though, was that Kuba did worry. Sometimes it felt like he worried about everything. But especially about Allegiance Day.

      The day that, nine years ago, Kuba lost his parents.
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        * * *

      

      Ion rolled over in his bed as the sunlight peeked in from the slit in the mud wall. He sat up and rubbed his swollen eyes, the thin silk sheet rolling off him and bunching up around his toned waist. He pulled his legs over the edge of the bed and managed to walk over to the window. His head pounded. He had been out late the night before at the village Drinkmaster’s.

      Ion looked out at the sun hovering far above the horizon. Much too late, apparently.

      He walked to the bear-skin chair in the corner of his small dwelling. He plucked a pair of trousers from the top of a large pile of clothes and pulled them over his long legs. The fabric scratched at his legs as he pulled them up, his skin dry from the drink of the night before.

      A horn echoed in the distance.

      Ion sat down on the corner of the coarse, furry chair and shook his head lightly. He had his mother to thank for this headache. At twenty, and gainfully employed as one of the top hunters in the village, Ion was one of the Village of Zar’s most eligible suitors. A family in the village had requested he come meet with their daughter. Ion had refused at first, but his mother insisted he attend; it was the polite thing to do after being invited.

      Sarah was her name. Ion had known her since they were young, but they had never been close. She was very beautiful, and her family hosted him for a lovely meal, but he was not interested. And, not being one to hide his annoyance, he decided to have a few too many drinks at dinner and then stumbled into the Drinkmaster’s on his way home.

      He was simply not ready for a partner—at least, not a permanent one—and most definitely not one from the Village of Zar. The village was home to about a thousand people, and he knew practically everyone. Besides, Ion quite liked his current lack of responsibilities. His days consisted of things he enjoyed: hunting with his parents, spending time with friends, and tutoring Kuba in his lessons.

      “Kuba!” Ion jolted out of his seat.

      More horns sounded, this time they were closer.

      “Skies,” Ion swore. “Allegiance Day!”

      Ion scrambled to pull on his shoes. How could he possibly have slept through the sounds of the entire village mobilizing?

      He sprinted out the door, still pulling on his shirt. A few stragglers turned to stare as his door slammed shut. Ion lived in a dwelling wedged between the tailor’s and the butcher’s, right in the heart of the village, so he wasn’t too far.

      Ion rushed along the street. His fair hair, which was normally drawn into a knot on the top of his head, was whipping in the wind. He cursed himself under his breath. Allegiance Day meant so much to Kuba, it meant so much to their family. It was the day Kuba’s parents were taken to serve in the capital, Azul. But it was also the day that Kuba was reassigned to their family.

      It was the day that Ion gained a brother. A brother Ion refused to let down.

      Although Ion hated admitting it, since he moved from his parents’ cabin on the edge of town a few years back, he knew he had begun to neglect his older brother duties. He’d been distracted by his independence, his hunting, and his newfound love of women and wine.

      Ion tore through the town, the single-story rows of poorly constructed grey houses a mere blur. In just a few minutes, Ion reached the end of the buildings and found himself at the top of a small hill with a rough dirt road that led down to the giant grassy fields on the edge of the pine forest. Azanthean flags had been erected in a circle with a makeshift stage built in the centre. The entire town was there.

      The smell of the mint plants being trampled wafted into the air. Ion inhaled deeply, thankful for the refreshing boost. Above the trees, directly to the east, loomed the great Mount Zar. Ion had spent his entire life beneath the mountain, but the intricacies of its jutting icy ledges and the sheer enormity of it never ceased to stop him in his tracks.

      He jogged down the hill, scouring the crowd for his family. Each heavy footstep made his head pound. Dozens of horses mounted by the soldiers of United Azanthean Army circled through the crowd. Ion focused on their capes and a wave of relief rolled over him. Most of the soldiers had only partial Highwings on their capes—just one or two of the eleven strokes. He sighed a breath of relief. The First and Second factions of the United Azanthean Army didn’t frighten him. It would be an easier day than if higher factions were in attendance. Though, from what Ion knew, they rarely spent time in small towns. The highest ranked soldier he had ever seen in the Village of Zar was a Fifth.

      As he made it to the bottom of the slope, he spotted his family on the other side of the gathering.

      Weaving through the crowd and across the damp field, he passed the ornate carriages that were parked next to the stage. The carriages were made out of fine-looking cherry wood and covered in detailed carvings with the full Highwings etched in gold on their backs. Ion looked around, but he only saw soldiers walking amongst the crowd. The Historians must still have been in their carriages.

      Ion continued through the crowd.

      “Ion!” A high voice pierced through the low rumble of the crowd.

      As he spotted his brother, a smile broke out across Kuba’s face. Ion couldn’t help but smile back.

      “Hey, kid!” said Ion, sweeping his little brother into a hug. Even though they weren’t related by blood, they were closer than any siblings he had ever known. Kuba meant the world to him.

      “I’m so happy you’re here,” said Kuba.

      “Well, y’know, it was this or decapitation by one of the King’s lackeys. And I’m quite attached to my face where it is, thank you very much.”

      Ion felt a light, familiar knock on the side of his head. “Oh, stop teasing your brother!”

      “The ladies are quite attached my face, too, Ma,” said Ion as he turned to face his attacker. “Sarah especially.” Ion could hear Kuba trying to restrain his laughter from beside them. Even his mother couldn’t help but snicker.

      “Alright, alright.” His father stepped in between them and eyed him up and down.

      Ion quickly tried to straighten out his shirt and push his long, blond hair out of his face.

      “Few too many last night, son?”

      “Just a few, sir.” Ion stood tall, adjusting his posture.

      “Well, we’re glad you’re here, m’ah boy,” Malek said. Ion’s shoulders melted into a comfortable slouch as his father’s face cracked into a wide smile.

      “And we’re glad you get to keep that face of yours,” Kuba chimed in.

      “Glad for the ladies, too,” His mother added, shooting him a mischievous glare. He smiled back at her; she was always good for a joke.

      “Precisely,” Ion replied.

      The family huddled together, giggling. For that moment, it seemed they had all forgotten they were standing in the middle of a field surrounded by their neighbours, awaiting address from the army and the Historians. The moment of peace slipped away quickly, and the group became sombre. The gravity of the day was not lost on Ion, nor did it seem to be lost on the rest of his family.

      A noise coming from around the stage drew their attention to the carriages with the golden Highwings. Ion felt Kuba step behind him. The carriages were opening just as the last horn sounded. The Historians were getting out.

      Allegiance Day was about to begin.
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        * * *

      

      Kuba had the Allegiance Day schedule memorized. Every year it was nearly the exact same. The Historians would be the last to make an appearance, waiting in their horse-drawn carriages until the last minute. The soldiers were already mingling in the crowd, probably trying to intimidate people. And it worked; everyone in the village was on edge.

      Kuba was always a nervous wreck leading up to this event, but something about the monotonous routine of the day managed to calm him and lessen his anxiety.

      The crowd cleared from around the carriages as the first door creaked open. There were two types of Historians, and the first to step out were always the Skreeh. This year was no different. Although Kuba couldn’t see above the crowd—he was much too short—he could see the brilliant blue of their long, hooded cloaks through gaps in the crowd. He had always thought the colour was appropriate considering their studies of the skies.

      The Tekera were always the last to emerge. Kuba’s eyes darted as they began to exit the carriages. Their robes were a red so vibrant that Kuba wouldn’t have known colours like that existed were it not for Allegiance Day. He looked at his own brown and grey clothing and frowned.

      He watched the Historians as they climbed onto the round stage, their hoods casting dark shadows on their faces. There were only about ten of them this year, fewer than normal. Kuba narrowed his eyes and scrutinized their faces, although he could only see their side profiles from where he stood.

      He was looking for his parents. It was part of his Allegiance Day routine. Even though he had been reassigned when he was three years old and loved his adoptive family more than anything in the world, and even though he might not recognize his parents if he saw them, it was part of his routine, and he had to look. The day he didn’t look would be the day where he truly lost all hope.

      The Historians silently lined up on the stage, their heads hanging low. Kuba had always wondered why the Historians always seemed so submissive. He wondered if his parents also acted like that now. Had they become shells like the rest of them? Or was it all just an elaborate show?

      A short woman with grey hair and a kind face mounted the stairs to the stage. She was dressed in beautiful, silky fabrics. The same kind as the Historians, the kind of clothes you just couldn’t get in the Village of Zar.

      Kuba felt a soft hand on his shoulder. His aunt smiled at him, the cheeriness in her eyes never faltering, but her twitching upper lip gave her away. Kuba felt warmed by her touch.

      “Here we go,” said Uncle Malek, also smiling down at him. “It’ll be fine, m’ah boy.”

      Kuba looked up at Ion, who was slightly ahead of him.

      “Pa’s right, Kuba,” said Ion. “It’ll be fine. Always is.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Village of Zar, 1st Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      “Welcome to Allegiance Day!” A voice boomed across the crowd. Kuba always wondered how the small woman, Lord Ceridia, could have a voice so loud and powerful, yet sweet. It made him cringe; Allegiance Day was anything but sweet.

      “It is truly a blessing that our God-King, Apollyon, allows us to come together on this day. I would like to personally thank our friends from Azul for making their way to our small mountain town,” she continued, motioning to the Historians and soldiers.

      “Pfff, our town. She comes once a year,” Ion said under his breath. Aunt Evie was quick to hush him. Ion grumbled in response, and Kuba chuckled nervously. Ion was right, though. Lord Ceridia may be the leader of their province, but Kuba had only ever seen her in the Village of Zar on Allegiance Day. She spent most of her time at her palace in the City of Reinbeck, only ever coming to the smaller villages when required to by the King.

      “Today marks a day of tradition. A tradition I, for one, am proud to be a part of,” she said. The Historians stood eerily still behind her. Were it not for their robes rustling in the light breeze, Kuba could have sworn they had become statues.

      “Starting during the Battle of Burrath, a war that raged nearly two long years, our countrymen and women have been selflessly volunteering themselves to—”

      “Like skies we volunteer!” someone from the crowd shouted. Kuba couldn’t see, but it sounded like the town’s Drinkmaster.

      A dull thud and groan followed, then the sounds of someone gasping for air. A soldier must have knocked the wind out of the offender. Kuba smiled to himself—not because the man was hurt, but because so far everything was going as it usually did. Every year, the Drinkmaster would yell something out, and every year Lord Ceridia would ignore him. Rumour had it that he had been recruited into the United Azanthean Army on Allegiance Day years ago, to serve in the Battle of Burrath. After losing his arm in a fight, he was one of the few who made it out of the army, one of the few who came home. Kuba didn’t know him very well, but from the stories Ion had told, the Drinkmaster did like to cause a stir.

      Everything was going according to plan, and if everything was going to plan, Kuba was certain he would be looked over, just as he normally was. It was routine after all. The tightness in Kuba’s ribs released slightly.

      Lord Ceridia continued, “For over a decade now, since the start of the Battle of Burrath, our countrymen and women have been volunteering—”

      “And where were you?” the Drinkmaster yelled.

      Kuba shifted his weight onto one leg and back again to the other. The Drinkmaster hadn’t ever belted out twice, at least not that Kuba could remember. The shift in routine brought the tightness back to Kuba’s chest. He rubbed the base of his neck; this wasn’t how the day was supposed to go. Another thud followed, and the Drinkmaster groaned louder this time. More soldiers moved towards the ruckus.

      Lord Ceridia lifted her hand and the soldiers stopped their advance through the crowd.

      “Hold off, he’s harmless,” she said.

      There were whispers in their village that the only reason the Drinkmaster was still alive was because Lord Ceridia liked his wines so much that she had them imported to her palace in Reinbeck.

      Lord Ceridia turned to address the crowd once again. “Every year we come together so the strong can volunteer to join the ranks of our beloved United Azanthean Army.”

      Kuba looked around the crowd. Some folks swelled with pride, while he shrunk. Sure, there were some people who genuinely put themselves forward for service, mostly for the money. But what Lord Ceridia really meant by ‘volunteer’ was that anyone who could move, had completed their mandatory lessons, and who didn’t already serve a purpose in the town was guaranteed to be recruited into the army. Kuba looked up at Ion, who didn’t seem worried at all.

      His brother was a hunter and served his purpose by providing meat to the village and pelts to the tax collectors, so they always seemed to leave him alone. But the army had taken other employed citizens in the past, albeit rarely. Ultimately, the list of volunteers was subject to the will of the highest in command.

      “And so the bright can receive the highest honours in the lands, beginning their journeys to become Skreeh and Tekera, to serve the will of the God-King in the shadows of the great sky above as part of the House of Historians.”

      The crowd rumbled. Some of them even looked Kuba’s way. Around here—well, around everywhere, really—it was considered one of the highest honours to join the ranks of the Historians. No Historians had been recruited from the Village of Zar since his parents during the Battle of Burrath. To become Skreeh or Tekera, you had to be exceptionally bright and a very quick thinker. Most people who joined the Historians came from the larger cities, where the mandatory lessons were more thorough.

      But his parents had been the village’s healers and had shown promise, according to the Lessonsmaster. During the Battle of Burrath, many Skreeh and Tekera had been lost, targeted by the Northern soldiers. It had been a matter of supply and demand—or so his Uncle Malek had told him—and there was nothing his parents could have done to prevent their recruitment.

      They rarely heard from people who had been recruited on Allegiance Day. Occasionally the odd person may return to their hometowns, if they had been appointed to serve there. Most of the time though, there was not a trace, not even a letter, just silence and a hefty annual payment of Zanthies from Azul. The latter was what Kuba received.

      “So?” Lord Ceridia clapped her hands together. “Shall we get right to it?”
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        * * *

      

      Ion watched intently as one of the Skreeh walked to the centre of the stage. It was the same dramatic spectacle every year. The sound of fancy shoes clacking on the wooden stage was the only thing that broke the silence in the crowd.

      The Skreeh drew her hood back. She was an older woman with long dark hair and a sun-kissed glow impossible to attain in the rainy mountains. “Still skies,” she said, bowing her head to the crowd.

      “And strong roofs,” Ion and the rest of the crowd mumbled back.

      “On behalf of the House of Historians, I thank you all for gathering here today,” she continued, looking out eagerly at the crowd. “And on behalf of Vallich, Commander of the Elevenths and the United Azanthean Army, I thank you as well. These past years have been the most peaceful and prosperous years Azanthea has experienced.”

      Ion rolled his eyes at her words. The Village of Zar was anything but prosperous; most folks were barely able to survive. The Skreeh moved to the corner of the stage closest to him, as if she could sense his doubt from across the crowd.

      “But our enemies are never far off. There are Northerners still at large, and the outlaw country of Raknabrooke would love nothing more than to see us fall.”

      Ion looked around as some people in the crowd muttered in fear. It was well known throughout Azanthea that, in the Queendom of Raknabrooke, those who served the God-King were marked for death. The Skreeh’s threatening words didn’t bother Ion, though. What people often forgot was that they were a small and insignificant mountain village, hardly a target during a battle. The fear mongering was quite laughable, but his fellow villagers seemed to buy right into it.

      “So, today, stay with us until the sun sets on this land while we scour the crowd for the best of the best,” she continued, as if they had an option. She took a moment to observe the crowd and the silence made Ion uneasy, or perhaps it was his gurgling stomach. She finally raised both her arms in the air. “May Allegiance Day begin!”

      On her words, the soldiers surrounding the stage began to infiltrate the crowds. Ion had heard that in some of the larger towns and cities they had massive stadiums to host everyone for the long day. Here, they just had this dewy, partially trampled field.

      “Well, I’ll be taking a nap,” Ion said as he gathered his hair up into a knot on the top of his head. If he couldn’t eat to settle his queasy stomach, he would sleep it off. “Wake me if they come by.”

      He heard Kuba chuckle as he lay down on the moist ground. His mother was less impressed. The moisture on the ground soaked through his shirt, but it would be better than standing all day or until they were dismissed. Ion closed his eyes, the sun warm on his face, and he let the sounds of chatter sing him to sleep.

      “Wake up, Ion.” Malek’s foot nudged him in the shoulder. Ion could have sworn his eyes were closed for only a minute.

      His eyes cracked open, and he immediately saw one of the soldiers hovering over him. Ion sprung to his feet. Mud slopped off his shirt as he stood. There were a couple of soldiers, one of the Tekera, and the town’s Lessonsmaster surrounding them. Normally it was just one or two soldiers. Clearly, they were being more thorough this year.

      “Apologies,” Ion mumbled, his head dropping.

      “Yes, mine as well,” his father said while giving him a stealthy side glance.

      “Children, eh,” his mother chimed in, rolling her eyes, clearly trying to lighten the mood. “Y’know what I mean?”

      “Actually, I do not,” the Tekera said, the red hood still up. “Please state your names and ages for the ledger.” The Tekera motioned to the local Lessonsmaster, who was acting as their scribe.

      “Malek Zarborn, fifty-five, and these are my sons—”

      The Tekera lift a hand. “Everyone will state their own names for the ledger.”

      “Evie Zarborn. Fifty.”

      “Ion Zarbon. Twenty.”

      “Kuba Lichnact. Twelve. Assigned to house Zarborn back in the year eleven hundred and five, after the First Fall.”

      “Both of your parents were recruited to the army?” the Tekera asked.

      “To the House of Historians, sir,” Kuba’s voice trembled. Sweat was building up on his brow.

      “Interesting,” the Tekera said, taking a step towards Kuba. The Tekera looked like a menacing creature hunching over Kuba, his red cloak hiding his face. Ion looked down at his brother, who was visibly uncomfortable. He took a step towards his brother, but immediately felt his father’s strong hand on his wrist.

      Ion hated seeing Kuba like this, his face pale and eyes fearful. He knew that Kuba struggled with a panic of the mind, and he did look particularly panicked at the moment. Ion hated standing by and watching this stranger make Kuba uncomfortable.

      “Could you back up a little?” Ion said to the stranger, breaking away from his father’s grip. The Tekera looked straight at him. His hood cast a sinister shadow on his face. The man scowled, and Ion knew he had to self-correct. “Could you back up, please, sir?”

      The Tekera did not move and neither did Ion.

      “Occupations?” the hooded figure asked.

      “We are hunters,” his father said. “We provide for the entire village.”

      “Well, it is not that big of a village now, is it?” the Tekera snidely remarked, still looking at Ion. The Tekera then turned to Kuba. “Boy, you are still in your lessons, I presume?”

      “Yes sir,” Kuba replied but did not look up.

      “How does he fare?” the Tekera asked, stepping back and leaning towards the Lessonsmaster.

      “He is quite bright, just like his parents when they were my students. They became our healers.”

      Ion’s heart began to race. This was not going well. They were never even asked their names, let alone questioned. And how treacherous of the Lessonsmaster? The old man had taught every child in the village. How could he throw them straight to the Historians without even flinching?

      “Tell you what,” the Tekera said, “We are in need of new recruits to our House and I am in the mood to reunite families today. So, Kuba, how would you like to join—”

      “Not a chance in the skies! He’s my boy! You hear me now? Mine!” Ion jumped at his mother’s rattling voice. She stomped over to the Tekera and pointed a finger right in his face. “He’s only twelve. You can’t take him, he is still in his lessons.”

      The Tekera swatted her hand away. “I can, and I will. We have quite a large recruitment quota this year. He should be honoured he is chosen to join our ranks. He will finish his lessons at the finest school in the world.”

      “I don’t give a damn about your schools, or the House, or—”

      “Evie,” Malek spoke, his voice low and steady, and an odd look in his eyes, “there are better ways to solve this.”

      “Uncle Malek?” Kuba whispered, eyes still fixated on the ground.

      Ion looked at his father. How could he not be standing up for Kuba? “I’ll go.” The words slipped out of his mouth before he even realized it.

      “What’s that?” the Tekera said, stepping forward.

      Ion stepped forward and placed his hand on Kuba’s shoulder. “You heard me. I’ll go. Take me instead.”

      The Tekera’s shrill laughter made Ion’s hair stand on edge. “How noble! But you know that is not how this works. There are no trades. We prefer recruiting young. They are more… malleable. I want him.”

      Ion gritted his teeth.

      “Son, there are other ways to resolve this,” Malek repeated.

      “Oh, really, Pa?” Ion exploded. “Because I don’t see any!”

      “Ion, just calm down,” his mother pleaded, trying to turn him to face her. “Your father—”

      “Clearly doesn’t give a damn!” Ion shrugged her off and maneuvered himself between Kuba and the Tekera. He dropped to his knees in front of his brother and looked up into Kuba’s honeycomb-coloured eyes. “Y’okay?”

      Kuba nodded, but his expression was blank and his eyes darting in every direction unable to focus. Sometimes this happened, when the panic was bad.

      “I’m here,” Ion reassured him squeezing his brother’s wrist. “And I won’t let them take you.”

      “Soldiers!” the Tekera yelled.

      “You can’t take him!” Ion shouted back, but not breaking his eye contact with Kuba, whose eyes were slowly beginning to focus back on him.

      Two pairs of cold, gloved hands grabbed his arms, pulling him away from his brother. Ion tried wrestling them away.

      “Get off my boy!” his mother cried as they dragged him to his feet. She lunged at one of the soldiers. His father caught her just in time to hold her back.

      A crowd began gathering around them.

      Ion squirmed, trying to get out of their grasp, but they were strong. The Tekera turned to the crowd.

      “People of Zar,” he said, twirling so the whole crowd could see. “This poor lad is terribly jealous that we’ve selected his adoptive brother to join our noble House of Historians.”

      “Liar!” Ion spitting at the Tekera. A strong fist connected with his abdomen and he keeled over in pain.

      “In our House,” the Tekera continued, “we do not reward jealousy. In fact, we punish it.”

      The Historians were stoic, but the loud cheers of the soldiers were enough to fill the valley. Even some of Ion’s fellow villagers joined in. Ion growled in protest.

      “Ah, Lord Ceridia,” said the Tekera as Reinbeck’s Lord approached the circle. “What do you propose the punishment be for such an obscene display?”

      “Do what you will,” she said, waving a hand in the air without looking at them, as if she was embarrassed by the display.

      Ion locked eyes with the Tekera. He could hear his mother’s cries, but he was too intensely focused on what was going to happen next. A beating? Prison? Would they kill him?

      The Tekera gave a nod to the soldier holding Ion. Their grunts of satisfaction rang in his ears.

      A fist rammed into his stomach from the left and then another from the right. The two soldiers threw their blows with such efficiency that Ion couldn’t get a breath in. The steady stream of punches didn’t stop. His innards felt like they were being bludgeoned. The pain was excruciating.

      A thunderous strike connected with his lower ribs. Blood flew from his mouth. He gasped for breath. His stare was fixated on the ground where drops of blood congealed on the dirt.

      The soldiers threw him backward. He stumbled and, unable to keep his footing, fell back onto the dirt. He stood up and wiped the blood from his chin. If this was how he was going to die, he was going to go down fighting.

      Ion pulled his fists up in front of his face, like he had done back when he and his friends would play fight in the village streets. He had never been in a real fight before.

      The soldiers laughed.

      Ion charged towards the soldier on the right as fast as he could in his injured state. He grabbed her around the waist. As soon as he had his hands locked around her, Ion felt the second soldier’s hand around his collar, yanking him off.

      He fell back to the ground again, his elbows catching him. The soldier who had thrown him hovered overhead. The tall, armoured man reached down, grabbed his collar, and lifted him off the ground. Ion watched as he reared his fist back.

      It came crashing down, square on Ion’s face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Village of Zar, 1st Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Ion jolted awake. The quick movement caused aches across his body. He coughed as his hand landed on his stomach. He winced at his own touch.

      “Oh good, you’re awake.” His mother rushed over to him and shoved a hot mug of tea into his hands.

      Ion looked around. He lay on a mattress of furs in a log home. He was at his parents’ cabin. A flood of relief rippled through him. He was alive.

      Then the memories of the day began trickling back.

      “Kuba!” He jumped to his feet and dropped his cup on the floor, sending hot tea spraying across the room. His mother jumped back to avoid the stream of hot water. He took a step forward but couldn’t support his weight, and he fell back onto the soft bed.

      His mother rushed over to his side. “You need to rest, sweetie. It’s a miracle you can even stand.”

      “They have him, don’t they?” Ion growled. Tears welled up in his eyes.

      “Oh, Ion,” she said, placing her head on his shoulder. He didn’t notice before, but now that he was so close, he could clearly see her cheeks were stained with tears.

      “Mum,” Ion broke the silence, a fire rising in his core. “Where's Pa?”

      “He’s gone.”

      “What do you mean gone?” A pang of anger hit him in his already bruised stomach.

      “He went to get your brother back,” Evie said. Her face looked tired. Ion wanted to hold and console her, but his anger overwhelmed him.

      He rose gingerly to his feet and began slowly pacing the small, wooden room. Each step caused the floor to creak and sent a twinge of pain through his wounds. He ran his hands through his thick hair. How could his father—the man he had always looked up to—have just stood there and done nothing? And now he was gone.

      “Where did he go?”

      “Ion,” Evie got up and wrapped her arms around him. He winced. “Your father does have a plan. He would never let any real harm befall you boys, trust me.”

      “Really, Mum?” Ion said. “Any real harm? Look at my face!” He pointed to his eye, which he could feel was practically swollen shut.

      His mother turned her head away, unable to look at him. “He has sway in Azul—”

      “I don’t believe you.” Ion coughed, a slight metallic taste filling his mouth. He wiped the blood away with his sleeve. “Why would he? He’s a hunter, from an insignificant village.”

      “Ion, your father and I feared the possibility of this day,” she said stepped forward and caressed his face in her hands. “Your father had quite the influence back in the day. I trust that he’ll make a deal. The four of us will be together again, no matter what. No one will bother us anymore.”

      Ion pulled his face away and walked over to the windowsill. He gripped the ledge, digging his fingers into the stone. She was lying; his father had never been to Azul in his life. Who would he be going to talk to there? Why would he have let his own son get beat to a pulp?

      The tree around the small hunting cottage rustled in the evening sun. Ion took a deep breath of the fresh mountain air, trying to calm himself, but the crisp air stung his aching lungs, causing him to erupt in a coughing fit. Each cough reminded him of his parents’ betrayal.

      “He didn’t even help me,” Ion said resentfully. “What master plan could he possibly have?”

      “You have to understand, Ion, that there are some things I've promised I’d never tell to keep all of us together. And this is one of them.”

      “Seriously?” Ion exploded, launching himself off the windowsill and landing back on the bed.

      “My darling boy,” Evie said as she walked over and sat next to him. She placed a warm hand on his cheek as her eyes welled with tears. She crouched down, so that she could look up at him, but he turned his head away. “I really can't. I'm so sorry. It’s for your safety.”

      “Really, Mum? Just look how safe I am now.”

      She sighed and ran her hands across the thick brown furs on the bed.

      “It isn’t fair. They can't … they can't just take Kuba,” Ion whispered, his fists clenching on his lap.

      “Ion, just calm—”

      “I'm not going to calm down! You were there! Why should I be calm?” Ion sprang back up, breaking away from his mother's outstretched hand. “How long will Pa be gone? How soon will we get Kuba back?”

      “I don’t know,” she replied, dropping her head and shaking it slowly.

      “So Pa watches quietly as I get beat and now he’s gone and you can't even tell me why?” Ion shook with passion and rage.

      “No,” his mother said, looking straight up at her son with a fierce determination. “I can't. You’d never be safe again.”

      “Argh!” Ion shouted in a fit of anger and slammed his fist into the wall, his knuckles chipping the wood. He limped out of the bedroom and quickly came back with one of his hunting sacks, slamming the door behind him.

      “What are you doing?” Evie questioned as he shoved blankets and his father’s spare clothes into his sack. He did not answer.

      Ion stormed out into main room. The creaking of his mother’s steps on the rotting wood floors sounded behind him.

      “Ion, where are you going?” said his mother. Ion could already hear the tears in his voice and couldn’t bring himself to look back at her.

      He opened the front door and stepped out into the pink glow of the evening.

      “I’m going to fix this.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kuba was relieved that they hadn’t left the mountain village yet. They had set up camp in a clearing in the shadows of the mountain, and the recruits had all been shoved into various tents. Kuba’s tent was on the very edge of the camp. He shared it with other recruits, all of whom were going to the army. The tent was black and barely let in any of the dusk light, but the dark colour warmed up comfortably, which Kuba was thankful for.

      He sat on the small cot they had given him to sleep on. It wasn’t anything like his fur bed at home, but it was comfortable. He sighed and turned to lie down on the cot. It had been an exhausting day, but it was much too early to be going to sleep. The red uniform he’d been given was on his pillow, and the sight of it brought back his sense of dread.

      Flashbacks of his brother’s limp body being lugged away by his Uncle Malek consumed his thoughts. He remembered the blood that Ion was coughing up. But the blood and the coughs were good, it meant he was alive. Would he ever see Ion again? Reflecting on the day caused the air to catch in Kuba’s throat. How did today go so wrong?

      A faint noise in the distance caught Kuba’s ear. The turkey mating season was nearly over, and it wasn’t odd to hear them in the lower forests. But this particular call sounded familiar. A soft purring, a sound that indicated that the turkeys were content. Hunters often used it to draw other birds in, to reassure them. To the untrained ear, the purr probably sounded fine, it did have a nice roll to it after all. But Kuba had been raised to be a hunter, and he knew the difference between the real thing and Ion’s horrid attempt to mimic a proper call.

      Kuba rose from his cot and listened intently to the noise. He swallowed the lump in his throat. His brother must have a death wish to be causing trouble again. The purrs continued at a steady pace.

      He walked cautiously across the tent and peeked his head outside. Most of his fellow recruits were sharing a stew by the fire, but he had opted out, certain anything that he ate would end up back on the forest floor.

      He nodded at the group as he stepped out of the tent, the significantly cooler air sent a chill up his spine. Most didn’t pay much mind. He crossed his arms over his chest and looked around for the source of the noise. His eyes met those of a soldier patrolling the camp, but he was not on guard—they were not prisoners, after all.

      It would be foolish to leave, to betray the God-King’s wishes. But Kuba wanted nothing more. He couldn’t breathe in this place.

      The noise echoed from the southern part of the field. Kuba was a little surprised that no one else was distracted by this odd-sounding turkey, but he supposed it really was all the same to an untrained ear.

      He crept to the edge of the forest, constantly looking over his shoulder. Everyone seemed to still be enjoying dinner.

      “Kuba,” a whispered hiss came from behind one of the tall pine trees.

      “Ion?” Kuba narrowed his eyes, trying to spot his brother amongst the trees.

      Ion whispered-yelled, “Here!”

      Kuba followed the voice, scanning the edge of the forest until he caught sight of an arm waving him down. He ran over to his brother, who was tucked in behind a tree on the forest’s edge and wrapped him in a huge embrace. “What are you doing here?”

      “Gently there.” Ion winced, carefully peeling Kuba off him.

      “Sorry,” Kuba tittered and rubbed the back of his neck. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine.” Ion coughed, his whole body shaking. The sight of his brother’s swollen eye made him flinch and instinctively rub his own. “Let’s get you out of here.”

      Kuba’s face lit up for a moment, and then went sombre. “We can’t just leave.”

      “We can and we will,” Ion said, grabbing Kuba’s wrist.

      Kuba stepped closer to his older brother. “They’ll find us and hurt us, like they did to you. And that’s if we are lucky.”

      “They don’t know these woods like we do. Don’t worry, I have a plan.”
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        * * *

      

      Ion took the lead, and Kuba jogged behind. They ran in silence through the trees, every so often Ion checking behind to see if Kuba was keeping up. Even though Ion was injured, Kuba was small and had trouble matching his long strides. The forest was getting darker as the sun set behind the thick canopy of trees. Ion hadn’t realized it was already so late, but he was thankful for the cover the darkness provided. If anyone noticed they were gone, they would have a tough time finding them in this light.

      Ion was leading them towards their favourite hunting spot: a solitary cave at the base of Mount Zar. Ion had never run into another person there. It would be perfect for now.

      It wasn't long before Ion broke out onto the pebbly shore of the nearby creek. He caught a glimpse of the darkening sky and stopped dead in his tracks. He felt Kuba slam into his back and heard him fall to the ground.

      “Ouch. Ion, what the—?”

      Ion heard his little brother, but he was already moving closer to the creek for a better view.

      In just a half hour, the clear, red sky had been flooded with the darkest clouds Ion had ever seen. He could see lightning flash, jumping from cloud to cloud, just waiting to strike the earth. He couldn't help but gape for a moment; this would be a terrible storm.

      The first loud roar of thunder clattered through the air, and Ion had to clamp his hands over his ears. Seconds later, a thick beam of lightning came hurling down towards a tree in the forest in front of them. It split the mammoth evergreen clean in two as thunder cracked loudly overhead again.

      “Ion…” Kuba whispered, horrified.

      Ion stared at the tree, its two halves collapsing into its neighbours as it began to slowly rise up in flames. The fire cackled and caught the dry pines of a dead tree, consuming it in an instant. He grabbed the collar of his brother's shirt. “Kuba, get up!”

      Kuba was frozen on the ground, petrified.

      “Kuba, get up!” Ion shouted, launching his brother onto his feet. His bruised muscles ached with the effort. He put his hands on Kuba's shaking shoulders. He needed to think fast. Where could they go?

      The cave with its clearing was their only option. It was still quite far, but they had to try.

      “Remember our hunting spot? We’ve got to get there now!” Ion watched his brother's eyes finally veer from the storm and lock with his. He pushed the little guy ahead of him. “Run! Let's go!”

      Kuba didn't even nod, he just turned and darted. Ion was immediately on his tail. The two brothers sprinted through the forest, sloppily dodging trees and stumbling on roots, the sounds of thunder trailing them and the flashes of lightning brightening their way. Ion kept looking over his shoulder, but no matter how fast they seemed to run, the fire kept getting bigger and closer. If they could make it to the clearing in front of the cave, the fire wouldn't be able reach them. They would be safe.

      A giant bolt of lightning crashed about forty feet to their right. Ion quickly looked to his left, searching for Kuba. His younger brother was running just behind, following him. They’d be at the cave in a few minutes if they kept the pace up.

      “C’mon, Kuba!” Ion shouted at his brother, who seemed to be slipping behind. He looked ahead and could see the clearing. “Almost there!”

      Ion sprinted into the small, rocky space and whipped around to spot his brother. Just as Kuba came sprinting out into the empty clearing, a roar of thunder rocked the entire forest, and a stroke of brilliant gold came crashing down on him.

      It was not normal lightning.

      The beam of gold crackled as it hit the ground and bounced in all directions. The force launched Ion into the side of the mountain. He hit it with an audible thud and fell limply to the ground. He barely remained conscious as he warily lifted himself onto his hands and knees, searching for his younger brother amongst the scattered rubble. Branches and rocks littered the ground, and the air was thick with smoke. Through the debris, he spotted Kuba's mess of hair right where he had been struck down. His throat constricted at the sight of his brother lying motionless on the rocky ground. Ion’s body seared with pain as he used the rock face to pull himself up from his hands and knees, his eyes never leaving his brother. He had to get to him.

      Kuba let out a cough, and Ion's heart jolted with relief. And then, Kuba moved. Ion erupted in tears, watching happily as the young boy pushed himself up onto his knees. He yelled out, but the sound of the receding thunder drowned out his voice.

      Suddenly, Ion realized something was wrong with his brother. Kuba was frantically searching the ground, hands sweeping over the rocky surface. Ion pushed himself off the mountainside to step towards his brother, but he was too weak. He took a few uncoordinated steps forward, then painfully crashed to the ground.

      He tilted his head up from the dirt, looked through the smoke, and focused on his brother’s face. Something was very wrong. Kuba’s face looked… blank. Ion followed Kuba’s gaze and that’s when he noticed the shining, golden rock glowing right in front of his brother. Kuba was scrambling for it, what had fallen from the sky, what had almost killed them. And his brother seemed mesmerized by it—no not mesmerized, possessed.

      His brother reached out for the glowing rock. This was all wrong.

      “Kuba!” Ion tried to yell, though his chest was so tight hardly any air came out. “Don’t touch it!”

      But Kuba was in a trance-like state, and Ion watched as his little brother’s hand closed around the glowing stone.

      Then lightning erupted from the ground and everything went white.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          Reinbeck Forest, near the Village of Zar, 1st Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      “Kid?” Kuba heard an unfamiliar voice float through the darkness.

      “Hey, kid.”

      His eyes rolled back into his head as he dizzily rocked it back and forth.

      “Here, let me try.” A familiar voice. “Kuba, wake up!”

      “Huh?” Kuba moaned. His brother was shaking him. Everything seemed to hurt. Why did everything hurt?

      “That's it,” the strange voice stated impatiently. Suddenly, there was a burning pain on his cheek as a hand made harsh contact with it.

      “Wake up, kid!”

      Kuba jolted upward, the slap pulling him from his half-conscious state. He looked at his torn clothes and bruised body. He was relieved to see he was all there. There was something else, though. He felt strange. He noticed a golden stone glowing in his hand.

      The strange feeling was emanating from the rock.

      He was holding the stone so tightly that a thin line of blood was trickling down the side of his palm, but he felt no pain. He dropped it.

      “What happened?” he asked. He could feel his voice crack as if he had been asleep for a long time.

      He turned to see his brother, who was kneeling beside him. Then he saw a tall girl with long blond hair that had been tossed into a side braid. Her pale olive skin seemed washed out, as if it rarely saw the sun. Kuba pointed awkwardly at the stranger, still feeling disoriented from the blast. “Who—?”

      “No time for that now. They'll figure out you’re missing soon,” she said as she pulled him to his feet. “Can you walk?”

      “What?” Kuba asked. He tried to keep his balance as he looked from the girl to his brother. He shook his head, trying to gather his thoughts.

      “Can you walk?” she asked again, her green eyes piercing into his. “Can you?”

      “Can you let him breathe for a second?” Ion said, pushing himself in front of the stranger.

      Kuba looked from the strange young woman back to his older brother. He quickly looked away, unable to look at the marks of the beating Ion took for him.

      “Y’okay?” Ion asked quietly.

      Kuba could feel his brother looking him up and down; his chest tightened. “Yeah, I think so.”

      “Good,” Ion said, looking him over one last time. Kuba’s head hurt, and he could feel panic creeping up his chest, but he wanted to be strong for his brother.

      “We’re going to have to get going,” Ion continued. “They’ll be after us.”

      Kuba nodded.

      “Look, I don’t know what kind of trouble you two are in,” said the stranger, “but whatever it is just got infinitely worse.”

      “Why?” Kuba asked.

      “Because of this,” she said as she bent down and grabbed the golden stone, shoving it back into his hand. “Don't let it out of your sight. Now, let’s go.”

      “Hold up,” Ion interjected. His brother, clearly in pain, hobbled over to the girl. “Go where? The only place we’re going is home. I appreciate you saving us from the fire and all—”

      “You can't go home,” she said matter-of-factly. “The Village of Zar will be under surveillance, if you are lucky. If they think that there is any chance the kid is back there, they'll burn it to the ground.”

      “Me?” Kuba croaked, horrified. “Why would they burn it because of me?”

      “Because of that,” she spat, pointing at the stone and pursing her lips. Kuba looked at the stone in his hand then back at the girl, confused. Then he looked to his brother who seemed just as confused as he was.

      The girl crouched down close to Kuba. “Do you really not know what that is?” she asked quietly. She looked from Kuba to Ion, both of whom were giving her blank stares. Kuba watched as the she slowly unwrapped the grey scarf that was draped around her neck. Underneath the layers of fabric hung a necklace with a brilliant, glowing red stone hanging from it—a stone just like his.

      “You're a Wielder, kid.”

      Kuba looked from her stone to his own and swallowed hard. They had learnt about the Wielders in his lessons. They were blessed with the power of the Godstones. Powerful rocks that fell from the sky at the God-King Apollyon’s word, granting their recipient the ability to control an element and to live forever.

      Kuba looked over to his brother, whose reaction was just as startled as his own. The God-King was a Wielder himself, after all.

      “I … I … ” Ion's icy eyes were wide, darting from one stone to the other. He looked as if he wasn't breathing, as if he might explode. His fists were clenched, and Kuba knew that meant his mind was racing. “Prove it,” he said finally, seeming to regain his composure.

      “Excuse me?” the girl answered, nonplussed.

      “Prove it. Kuba can’t be a Wielder. King Apollyon is the only one who can grant those powers,” Ion said firmly, crossing his arms over his chest.

      The girl stared at him for a moment. “Fine,” she replied as she wrapped her scarf back around her neck. “You boys may want to back up.”

      She calmly brought her hands in front of her stomach and her eyes fluttered shut. There was calm in the forest for a moment. Kuba was confused at first, but when she re-opened her eyes, they were glazed over and white. It was otherworldly. Her hands began moving, dancing in a circle and then slowly, out of nothing at all, a fireball began to form between her hands. Kuba watched in awe as the ball of fire levitated in front of her, flickering red and orange. The crackle of the flame sounded like a perfect addition to the noises of the forest. It was peaceful, hypnotizing. Kuba smiled.

      Then she slammed her hands together, extinguishing the massive flame, and the white drained from her eyes.

      “I am Aurelia of Burrath,” she said powerfully through laboured breaths, “and I am a Fire-Wielder.”

      “A Wielder?” Ion mumbled nonsensically. “But if you … he can't be. That would mean … no, he can't be!”

      Aurelia ignored him and looked at Kuba. “And I’m sure the army knows by now that a Godstone has fallen. Powerful Wielders can feel the new energy, and Apollyon has many powerful Wielder at his disposal. They will try to find you, and then one of two things will happen. You will be conscripted into the army and work your way up from the First to the Eleventh faction. Or you’ll be killed, and your Godstone will be stolen.” She stood ridged, her eyes drilling into him. Then she relaxed and leaned back onto the rock face. “The way I see it, you have two choices. Go back home and surrender to Apollyon; you might be taken into the army, but more likely you’ll be executed. Or, run with me and hopefully not die. Your pick.”

      “I don’t believe you,” Ion protested.

      “It’s what happened to me,” Aurelia stated stoically, still looking at Kuba.

      “I don't want to be part of the army!” Kuba shouted desperately, fully believing what Aurelia was telling him. “Please, Ion. They took my parents! They’re horrible—I can't! We have to go with her.”

      Ion looked solemnly at the ground. “If he doesn't go back, they'll take my mother, won't they?” he asked softly.

      Aurelia turned towards Ion. “They will, but they may keep her alive to try to find the kid,” she said. “But if you go back, they will kill both you and your mother. Look, it’s up to you two, but if you’re coming, you better hurry up because we’ve got to go.”

      Kuba went silent and his chin dropped to his chest. They were going to take his Aunt Evie. He felt his eyes fill with tears at the thought of losing her.

      “Do you think they have her already? Can we save her? Is there any way?” he asked and looked at Aurelia hopefully, but she just shook her head. He turned to his older brother.

      Ion sighed, “Is this our best chance?”

      Aurelia nodded.

      “Fine. Let's go,” Ion growled through gritted teeth.

      The girl motioned forward and the sternness on her face melted to relief. “We need to get around this mountain. The path splits from there. They’ll have a hard time finding us if we make it past the fork.”

      “I told you not to touch the rock,” Ion said to Kuba in a tired voice.

      “I'm sorry. I didn't know, I swear!” Kuba looked up at Ion pleadingly and thought he saw a flash of anger in his brother’s eyes. To his relief, the look passed and Ion turned to follow Aurelia. Kuba followed behind sullenly. This was all his fault. He could hardly remember what happened before he’d passed out, but he remembered hearing something calling to him. Something irresistible. A song. So he’d reached out to grab at it. He looked at the golden stone in his hand. The stone that had been calling him, that he had answered.

      And now, he was a Wielder.
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        * * *

      

      It was well past midnight—the perfect time to be on the run. Aurelia walked at a brisk pace—though slower than she would have liked—as the boys struggled to keep up in their injured states.

      She loved the beautiful, moonlit Forest of Reinbeck. As she weaved through the evergreens, she couldn't help but brush her slender fingers along the rough trunks of the pines, the light scraping sensation on her a gentle reminder that she was still alive. The touch of the bark reminded her of the high-altitude flatland forests to the north. She looked up to the snow that remained on the mountain peaks and her mind wandered back to the home she could never return to. To the mountains far north, where they lived so high above the sea the air was thin as a piece of parchment—but ever so crisp all year long. She yearned to return—to go back to Burrath and to her home in the clouds with the ice and snow.

      Her destiny was elsewhere, though, and this kid was going to help her get there.

      Aurelia glanced over her shoulder. The kid was right on her tail, walking in her faint, moonlit shadow. Literally kicking her heels.

      His brother was off in the distance—though still within eyesight—sulking. Aurelia turned back to the kid. He looked utterly distraught. He was twice as old as she had been when she found her Godstone. Still, Aurelia knew what he was going through.

      “So, kid,” she started awkwardly, not knowing what to say or how to properly start a conversation. She had been on her own for too long. “Kuba, right?”

      “Yeah,” the boy said, then pointed a finger at his brother, “and he’s Ion.”

      Aurelia nodded. “What do you know about the Wielders?”

      “Huh?” Kuba’s boyish, high-pitched voice echoed from behind her. “Uh, well, not much I suppose.”

      “Why don’t you tell me what you do know?”

      He shrugged. “In my lessons, they don’t say much about them. Just that the God-King picks who the sky gifts the Godstones to and a little about their powers. Our town is really uneventful. We’ve never had Wielders come through,” Kuba’s voice was calm, but Aurelia couldn’t help but notice him rubbing the back of his neck. “Besides, I’ve never seen anyone higher than a Fourth. I swore he saw a Fifth once, but I don’t believe him…”

      “Hmm,” she mumbled overtop of Kuba’s ramblings. In Burrath, there had never been mandatory schooling like the rest of Azanthea had. Maybe there was now, under King Apollyon’s rule Burrath was just like the rest of the country after all. “It is a common misconception that your King has so much power. Apollyon does not gift what is the sky’s to give.”

      She had known that they were made to worship and fear the Wielders down in the south. The people in Azanthea had been oppressed by Apollyon for centuries. And Wielders were somewhat handpicked by him—by process of extermination—all in the name of peace.

      Aurelia had heard the stories. Apollyon would march his fully-armoured Wielders down the streets during the Battle of Burrath, showing off his human weapons. Crowds from all around would gather to see them—out of both fear and intrigue. The thought of it made Aurelia cringe. Since the war had ended though, Apollyon had finally decided to stop flaunting his best weapons in the streets. She became aware of the silence that crept up between her and Kuba.

      “Hey, Elia?” the kid asked moments later.

      Aurelia recoiled. “Don’t call me—”

      “If the God-King didn't grant me these powers, how did I become a Wielder?”

      “When you picked up the rock,” she said, so far not impressed with the kid's competence. Why he would have been selected to become a Historian was not quite apparent to her.

      “But why this rock?” he questioned further. “Why me?”

      “They really don’t teach you much in those lessons, do they now?”

      “I was taught King Apollyon granted all powers.”

      “King Apollyon is a liar,” she said through gritted teeth. Aurelia dug her nails into the palms of her hands.

      “So,” Kuba said, creeping up to walk next to her. “How did it happen?”

      “Where to start?” Aurelia said to herself. She tried to remember her father’s explanation to her years ago. “Well, you see, a Wielder's power does not come from this earth.”

      Kuba was quiet, but even in the dark she could see his eyes widen. She smiled; perhaps she would enjoy having someone around to talk to.

      “Our Readers in the North believe that the Godstones come from the stars.”

      “What’s a Reader?” Kuba asked.

      “Ah, right. Well, Burrath didn’t subscribe to the cult that is the House of Historians. We had Readers instead, people who would learn what they could from the old texts, similar to the Tekeras.”

      “Ah, got it.” Kuba nodded.

      “The Readers learned about an ancient human discovery. Every time a star dies, tons and tons of energy is scattered across the universe. Most energy releases something, like heat or light. You with me?”

      “I'm with yah,” he said, nodding more vigorously.

      Aurelia smiled. Perhaps he was smart after all. “Our Readers came up with a theory that the stars also release something else. They described it as a kind of anti-energy. The energy to absorb. This is how they think the Godstones are formed. This anti-energy allows them to control the energy of the first thing they touch. The first person to touch a Godstone becomes its Wielder. The Wielder inherits the ability to control the Godstone’s power.

      Kuba shifted—seemingly confused.

      “So, basically, my Godstone fell to earth and landed in a fire. I picked up that Godstone and now I can use it to control fire. I’m a Fire-Wielder.” Aurelia watched as the boy's face lit up in understanding.

      “So what kind of Wielder am I?” Kuba asked.

      “Well, from what your brother told me, and based on the colour of your Godstone, I don't think there’s any doubt.” Aurelia smiled down at the boy who seemed to be grasping his Godstone extra tightly. “You're a Lightning-Wielder.”

      “Whoa,” the boy mumbled.

      Aurelia couldn't help but laugh at his innocence. “Whoa is right. And if I'm right, you're the only one.”

      “Really?”

      “Well, yeah. I've never seen one, and I’ve met more Wielders than most.” She shrugged and continued to walk through the dense forest. “It's got to be pretty rare for a bolt of lightning to strike a Godstone as it falls.”

      “Wow, that's awesome,” Kuba beamed. Aurelia smiled back at the pure-heartedness of the boy. If he had known any better, he would know that being a Wielder was anything but awesome, and being a rare Wielder was even worse.

      “When did you get yours?” he asked.

      Aurelia chuckled. “You sure do ask a lot of questions, kid.”

      “Yup. I—”

      A low rumbling noise caught Aurelia’s attention and she threw her hand over Kuba’s mouth. Something was close.

      It was quite faint, but unmistakable: the cracking and stomping of a large group in the distance. The army wasn’t far behind, and clearly they had realized someone was missing. Aurelia swore under her breath; they were moving too slow. Carefully, she removed her hand from Kuba’s mouth.

      “Be really quiet now,” she whispered. Aurelia turned to search for Ion. She spotted him near the base of the mountain, but she was too far to yell. She grabbed Kuba by the wrist and they ran at full speed towards Ion, reaching him in a matter of seconds.

      “What?” said Ion.

      “Shhh, they’re on our trail.” Aurelia scanned their surroundings. It was much too bright out with the moon overhead, and they weren’t moving fast enough. The boys were too injured to outpace anyone, which left them with only one option.

      “We've got to climb!”

      She didn’t wait for an answer but began to scale the nearest tree. She was thankful for the easy-to-climb evergreens as she pulled herself up from branch to branch. She could hear Kuba and Ion questioning from below.

      The sappy bark stuck to her palms as she hoisted herself higher. The sweet scent of the trees mixed with the saltiness of sweat surrounded her. She looked over her shoulder to check on the boys. They were both still on the ground below looking from her to each other in confusion. She looked up and peered through the trees. A large group of soldiers—probably the caravan Kuba was supposed to be with—was bustling through the woods and closing in on them quickly.

      “Climb now!” Aurelia motioned for them to follow. “They're right behind us!”

      A small flood of relief passed through her when the boys began to climb. The feeling took her by surprise.

      Aurelia pulled herself even higher, determined to get as close to the top as possible. The crisp mountain air stung her face as she emerged from the cover of the forest. The branches were becoming thinner, and she could feel them bending under her weight. She hugged the trunk and grasped a branch overhead. Just as she began hoisting herself up, the branch snapped away from the tree.

      Her heart skipped several beats.

      She was as high as she could go, but she still wasn't sure if it was high enough. She gazed back down at the boys. Kuba was almost at her level on the opposite side of the tree, and Ion was just below him.

      Ion helped pushed one of Kuba’s feet up higher.

      “Hold on tight, guys!” Aurelia said loudly to cut through the howl of the wind. She didn’t care now if the soldiers heard. Either her plan was going to work or they were going to be caught.

      Aurelia sat on the thick branch and wrapped her legs around the trunk of the tree. She rapidly unravelled her scarf and used it to tie herself to the trunk. Once she was secure, she quickly gathered her focus and channelled her energy, anticipating her wield. She blocked out all noise, all sound, and all feelings. She could feel the whisper of her Godstone creeping into her from where it dangled on her necklace.

      Aurelia felt the fire rushing through her veins—burning, desperate to lash out. But she took a deep breath and slowly focused that burn to her hands, waiting for the fire to obey her control.

      She closed her eyes and when she opened them, everything was different. She felt the fire’s power surge through her. She felt destructive and unbeatable. But mostly, she felt in control. Aurelia forced the air around her to combust, creating a fireball that hovered above her left hand. With intense concentration, she nursed the fireball, feeding and enlarging it.

      Finally, as her power peaked, she set her eyes on the target. Mount Zar.

      With an intense focus and all the concentration she could muster, she took aim at the snowy ledges far above and released.

      A massive, continuous blast of fire came surging from the small ball she was conjuring. The blast reached up towards the steep, snowy side of Mount Zar. Aurelia held onto that flow for as long as she could, but eventually the wield wore her out. Her complete exhaustion nearly overtook her, and she barely managed to grab hold of the trunk to stop herself from falling over. The fire sped towards the snowy ledge. She watched it with heavy eyes, hoping it would get there before it extinguished.

      “Hey …” She tried as hard as she could to shout, but she was fading in and out of consciousness. “Hold on … tight …”

      Aurelia turned back to the mountain just in time to see the blast hit the steep face. And then she heard the rumbling of the snow starting to roll downward.

      And everything went dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Reinbeck Forest, near the Village of Zar, Morning of the 2nd Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      “Aurelia!” Kuba shouted as he shook her. “Aurelia, wake up!”

      “Kuba?” she groaned. “They’re gone?”

      “Yeah, you did it,” Ion said, reaching out his hand from the branch below. Aurelia hesitated for a moment, but then took hold of it to steady herself before beginning to untie herself from the tree.

      “Thanks for saving us,” Ion said.

      “Yeah, it was awesome!” Kuba added enthusiastically, inching towards the end of the branch he was perched on. “That avalanche was huge!”

      He watched as Aurelia bolted upright from her slumped position. She looked down at the snow from the avalanche and then quickly up into the distance. “We have to move, find shelter.”

      “Whoa there, you just fainted,” Ion said calmly, a flicker of hope flashing in his eyes. “They’re gone. We should go home. You can rest.”

      Home. Kuba’s stomach flip-flopped as he thought about his Aunt Evie. What was going to happen to her? Would they really take her?

      “Unless you want a death sentence, there’s no going back,” Aurelia stated firmly.

      “But what if we just go to get her? We can be quick!” Kuba pleaded. He couldn’t stand the thought of her being in any kind of trouble because of them.

      He watched as Aurelia shook her head slowly. She seemed tired.

      “That won’t be possible. They’re quick, and it’s too dangerous,” said Aurelia between short breaths. “If you two go back, I’m not coming.”

      “We have to though, and you can protect us,” Kuba exclaimed, looking to Ion for support. He couldn’t just leave his aunt, and now that the army was gone, this was their chance to rescue her.

      “I agree with Kuba,” Ion said firmly, arching his neck to see Aurelia around the tree.

      Kuba watched Aurelia’s face; she looked sad and anxious. She was silent for a minute and then finally let out a long sigh.

      “Look, I’ll tell you what,” she started. “You help me, and I’ll help you.”

      Kuba edged forward on the tree branch to listen to her.

      “It is not safe to go back now. You two were already on the run,” she said, pointing at Ion. Then she turned her finger towards Kuba. “And now you’re a Wielder. So, here are your punishments. Death.” She pointed to Ion. “Become an Eleventh,” she said as she pointed to Kuba. “Or death.”

      Kuba swallowed even though his throat was dry as a bone. He breathed deeply to quell the jittering in his legs.

      “We have to do something,” Ion’s voice cracked. There were tears welling up in his eyes.

      Upon seeing his brother’s tears, Kuba’s deep breathing stopped working. His legs began to tremble. His rib cage felt like it was going to implode.

      “Your family will probably be taken to some dungeon in Azul,” said Aurelia. “Apollyon likes to use family members as leverage.”

      Kuba’s breathing started to become laboured and out of the corner of his eye he saw the tears beginning to roll down Ion’s face.

      “I am heading to find the remaining Free-Wielders,” said Aurelia. “If you help me find them, they may be able to help you.”

      “There are others like you?” Kuba asked.

      “Hopefully.”

      “Why should we trust you?” Ion chimed in. His words were strained, and his hands were balled in tight fists on his knees. “How do we know they will help?”

      “You should trust me because I’m your only shot at making it out of this alive,” Aurelia said, and then she paused solemnly. “I don’t know if they’ll help, I cannot speak for them. What I do know is that we’ve got to move.”

      Kuba looked from Aurelia to his brother and back again. If what she said was true, and the army really was after them, she really was their only shot. And she had just saved them. The only thing holding Kuba back was his aunt.

      “What’s that?” Ion asked hastily, sounding worried, perhaps even frightened.

      Kuba’s eyes shot up and his gaze followed his brother’s extended arm, pointing off into the distance. And then he saw the horror.

      From his height in the tree, he could see the flames blazing in the distance, the fire dancing against the night sky. It was the Village of Zar, their home. Burning.

      Kuba’s breathing quickened, but even still it felt like he wasn’t getting any air. He felt as if he had been blasted out of his body and was watching all of this unfold from just above them. Like he was detached from it all, and that feeling scared him. There was no air in his lungs. His aunt, his friends, his life, it was all there. Memories of them flashed through his brain and he was bombarded with so many thoughts at once, he couldn’t grab a hold of just one. He squeezed his eyes together to give his mind a break but when he did, he swore he could hear the faint sound of their shrieks.

      He opened his eyes, listening even closer now. Their screams were quiet, dulled by the distance, but they were there. His breaths were too short, and he couldn’t stop the feeling of dread creeping into the base of his skull.

      “Kuba.”

      Ion’s voice pierced through the buzzing in his mind, and his attention snapped onto his brother.

      “What’s happening?” Kuba whispered between laboured breaths.

      Ion looked right into Kuba’s eyes from the branch below, but the sight of Ion’s tears did nothing to help Kuba calm down.

      “We have to go,” Aurelia cut in.

      “Shh,” Ion said, throwing a finger over his mouth. “He’s having a panic episode.”

      “A wha—?”

      “Shhh!” Ion’s face looked angry. Kuba could hear them, but the sound was muffled, as if they were underwater. He tried to focus on their conversation, but he couldn’t. Their arguing was not helping. Nothing was helping. And they were all going to die.

      “Kuba, I know you’re panicking right now,” Ion said gently, placing a hand on Kuba’s knee. Kuba felt him apply a light amount of pressure. “But we really have to get going. Do you remember what Mum taught you?”

      Kuba nodded.

      “Good,” Ion said with a smile. “I need you to do that for me.”

      Kuba closed his eyes and began taking inventory of everything around him. He tried to focus intensely on his senses, and not the thoughts in his head. He focused on the feeling of Ion’s hands. He pushed against the pressure and focused on the give and take. The feeling helped alleviate some of his stiffness.

      He smelt the air, the scent of snow and sap filling his nostrils. Finally, he started to feel like he could breathe. He took a long, deep breath and let it out slowly.

      He focused on the uncomfortable branch he was sitting on. It reminded him that he was still alive and feeling.

      Then he went to feel the ground beneath … 

      “Ion, there’s no ground,” Kuba said, tightness wrapping around his chest and terror-filled thoughts streaming back into his mind. “There’s no ground!”

      “Okay, enough! We have to go,” Aurelia said as she dismounted her branch and began to descend the tree. “Come or don’t, but I’m leaving.”

      Kuba’s breath sped up again. She couldn’t just leave them.

      “Kuba, I’m so sorry,” said Ion, extending his hand, “but we have to go right now.”

      Kuba nodded slowly and grabbed onto a branch with his hand. He understood they had to go, but he could barely move.

      “Good, good,” Kuba heard Ion say under his breath. As he descended towards the now snowy plane.

      “Hurry. We are out in the open. The snow is reflective, and the moon is bright. They'll see us,” Aurelia said sternly from the ground as she rubbed her temples, seemingly frustrated with their lack of movement. “I guarantee more will come.”

      “Not even a few minutes, until Kuba settles?” Ion pleaded. “We can’t just—”

      “Look,” Aurelia answered, her frustration even more apparent. “My plan is your best bet. You two either come now or I’m going without you. You in?”

      Kuba didn’t dare answer; he didn’t know what to do. All he wanted was to save his aunt, to save his home, but he was scared. He knew they couldn’t do this on their own. He looked from Aurelia to the flames in the distance, his heart shattering.

      “We’re in,” Ion answered, his face hard and stern. “If this is our best shot, we have to take it.”

      “Hm.” Aurelia nodded. “We need to make it to other side of the mountain. We can lose them there in the forest. Let’s go.”

      “We’ll get her back though, right? They’ll help us?” Kuba asked desperately through short breathes.

      “It’s the best chance you’ve got.”
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        * * *

      

      It took them until daybreak to make it around Mount Zar to its eastern edge and into the forest. Ion was bruised and beaten, both on the inside and out, from the night before. He couldn’t think of home without his throat constricting and the pit of his stomach feeling like it was filled with rocks. He was sad, and he couldn’t even look at his brother without feeling guilty. Had he only listened to his parents, Kuba would still be on his way to Azul, but he would be safe. His father would be on his way to Azul to negotiate the best he could. And his mother … 

      Ion shook his head. He couldn’t even think of what was happening to his mother right now.

      He tried to focus on something else. Anything else. As they worked their way through the trees, he took in the view of the forest. It was like nothing he had ever seen before. The tree trunks were as thick as houses and the leaves seemed to touch the sky. It was still cool, but something about this place, in the morning sun, warmed him. He had to admit, there was something quite magnificent about this forest. It didn’t take away any of his sadness or guilt, but it did add another emotion to the mix: calmness. And by the looks of it, the forest had made an impression on Kuba as well. The sounds of the birds waking up, and the trees ruffling in the wind, seemed to calm him enough to help him continue pressing forward.

      Ion’s face sank once again. His younger brother appeared in his peripheral. Ion immediately felt like he was going to throw up. If only he had been patient. If only he had listened to his father. What was going to happen to them now? What was going to happen to their family? To their village? Were his friends and family even still alive? And now they had no choice but to trust this stranger to help them get to another group of strangers just so they could maybe help.

      But despite the worry, the fear, and the uncertainty, there was one feeling that seemed to trump them all. A feeling that he hated himself for having. Jealousy.

      His brother—well, adopted brother—was a Wielder. Ion remembered, as a young child, hearing village tales about the age of the Wielders hundreds of years ago. They had just seemed like bedtime stories back then. But the tales of adventure and justice—a justice that was defended by the Wielders—were intoxicating. In school, the old Wielders, the Free-Wielders were vilified, and the dreams of a young boy faded away. They had learned that only the God-King Apollyon’s Wielders were worthy. But now, looking at Kuba, the pang of jealousy was a reminder that Kuba was meant to be the hero of storybooks, not him.

      Ion sighed unconsciously, which earned him a warning glare from Aurelia, who had demanded silence. He rolled his eyes.

      The group walked in silence for several more hours. Ion kept his distance from Kuba, but forced himself to look in his direction every so often to ensure he was alright. They were both injured and bruised, and he wasn’t sure that Kuba had fully recovered from his panic episode.

      Ion glanced back at his brother, who was walking silently with his head down and arms crossed over his chest. He hated watching Kuba struggle with his panic. He’d been having these episodes since he was young, and Ion always felt useless when they came on.

      Their walk continued in silence. Ion replayed his decisions over and over, silent tears etched on his face. The soft sounds of the forest occasionally soothed him.

      Finally, just as the sun signalled high noon, they came to an opening in the woods. The trees broke overhead and the small footpath they were on broke off into many.

      “The northern most path heads to Burrath, my homelands,” Aurelia said. She sounded sad, but she didn’t look back at them, so Ion couldn’t really tell what she was thinking. “We cannot go back there.”

      “So which path do we take?” Ion said.

      “South. We head south.”
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        * * *

      

      Does she even know where she’s going? Kuba couldn’t help but think to himself as they weaved through all the different forest paths. He was so tired. All he was hoping for now was a nap. Aurelia had promised they would rest once they had walked around the mountain. For some reason, though, they were still walking.

      “Psst,” Kuba hissed towards Ion.

      “What’s wrong, Kuba?” said Ion, looking at him eagerly.

      “Will we ever stop?” Kuba complained. He was sore and broken, tired and hungry. He could barely keep his eyes open.

      “We will stop,” Aurelia said, whipping around, and Kuba gulped. “We just need to get deeper into the forest. Apollyon’s armies are trained to track their targets, so the more twists and turns we make, the more likely we are to throw them off and survive.”

      “Are you sure you know where we’re going? All of these darn trees look the exact same!” Kuba whined, slugging his shoulder towards the ground and wincing in pain.

      “I’ve been on the run for months, and this is one of the best places to hide in all of Azanthea. I know it like the back of my hand.”

      “I’m so sore—” Kuba started.

      “Let’s go,” Aurelia cut him off.

      “I think we’ve gone far enough,” Ion said. Kuba looked up at him with a relieved smile, and he could have sworn Ion smirked back just a little. “We’re tired and hurt. We need a break.”

      “Brave statement,” Aurelia responded. Kuba watched as she glanced from Ion to him and back again, gauging their ability to keep moving. “Alright. Set up camp, and we need to find some food.”

      Kuba watched as Aurelia pulled out a very thin, bright blue blanket from the pouch hanging from her hips and smoothed it down on the uneven forest floor, placing rocks on each of its corners. Kuba let out a tired sigh, would that be their bed for the night?

      Aurelia instructed him to go find firewood and water while she and Ion tried to hunt some birds. Ion protested the separation, clearly not wanting Kuba off by himself, but Aurelia overruled him, saying they would get things done much faster by splitting up. The one condition of Kuba’s venture was that he was to always keep sight of the blue blanket.

      Through his pain and fatigue, Kuba began to wander off into the woods with the water pouch Aurelia gave him bouncing around his neck. His Godstone felt heavy in his shirt’s breast pocket, and with each step it was beginning to get heavier. He hadn’t noticed the weight of it when the others were around.

      He started picking up some fallen branches for kindling. The stone grew increasingly noticeable in his pocket. And just like when he had first touched it, he could feel the stone calling to him.

      Kuba set down the firewood he had collected and pulled the Godstone out of his pocket. Immediately, he felt rejuvenated. He turned the stone in his hand. It looked like an ordinary rock, except for one distinguishing feature. When he looked very closely, he could see a small crack in it. And when he looked through the fracture, the Godstone was glowing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          Azul, 4th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      “Do not touch him, you imbecile,” Vallich yelled at the Eleventh who was charging at the human-like creature suspended by thick vines in the middle of the cell. 

      “Yes, my liege. My apologies.” The Eleventh stopped in his tracks, his eyes darting from the suspended beast to the splash of spit at Vallich’s feet. “These creatures have no respect. Does he not know who you are?”

      “Oh, I am sure he does,” Vallich said, stepping towards the hanging creature, “but this is my interrogation and I will not have some an impetuous Eleventh ruining it.” Vallich glanced over his shoulder at the soldier. “Understood?”

      The Eleventh swallowed. “Yes, my liege.”

      “Good. Now leave.”

      The echo of the door opening and closing again carried through the damp cell. Vallich did not turn to watch the soldier go.

      “You don’t have to be such a mood killer, Vallich,” Erikah said, stepping out of the darkest corner of the room, her short red hair even more severe in the warm torchlight. “All he was going to do was have a little fun.”

      “Says the one who has been hiding the corner this whole time,” Vallich said, looking into Erikah’s glossed over eyes and then down to the green Godstone in her hand. “This is my prisoner after all, not an Eleventh’s toy.”

      “Not a toy?” Erikah said, coiling her arm around his waist. “Vallich, have you grown weak?” She leaned in and whispered in his ear, “If word gets out that the heir to the God-King has gone soft, who knows what terrors may ensue.”

      Vallich slithered out of her grasp. “He’s not the Eleventh’s toy, he’s mine.”

      “Ah,” Erikah said, looking up at the dangling critter. She grasped her Godstone in both hands, and Vallich watched as her vines coiled tighter around his wrists. 

      “Don’t seem so disappointed.” Vallich waved her off and walked towards the beast who hung in front of them, stark naked. His breath was laboured and his body was marked with scabbing wounds from their earlier interrogation sessions.

      Vyvents, though nearly identical in shape and form to a human, were anything but.

      Vallich hovered his hand over the captured Vyvent’s thigh, careful not to touch him.

      The creature flinched from the proximity. 

      Vallich stared at where his hand hovered. The Vyvent anatomy was fascinating. So human-like, but so different at the same time. Muscles hard as stone and blood that ran in colours so bright that light radiated right through their skin. This Vyvent’s blood was a stunning purple. The same deep colour high above a sunset just as the last of the day leaves the earth.

      Vallich traced his eyes along the glowing lines of the Vyvent’s leg, the glow of the beast’s blood a perfect map of its biggest veins and arteries. Beating, pulsing, and begging to be bled. 

      Vallich let his Godstone consume him, and a diamond spear immediately formed in his hand. He grasped it and shoved it through the Vyvent’s thigh.

      A scream ripped through the stone cell.

      “Why are you here, Vyvent?” 

      The Vyvent heaved, his vibrant sunset blood spewing everywhere, lighting up the dark dungeons.

      “You know theft of knowledge is not taken to kindly in palace,” Vallich said, reaching for the beast. Just as his fingers were about to brush the Vyvent’s hair, Vallich pulled his hand back. He was too used to touching his prisoners, making them suffer with his bare hands. When his instincts took over, it was hard to remember that the Vyvents could control anything their skin touched.

      Vallich dropped his arm back to his side. “Tighten up, Erikah.”

      “With pleasure, my liege,” she replied, and the vines coiled tighter around the Vyvent’s wrists and ankles, drawing blood. And though it had a different colour, the familiar metallic smell of bloodshed wafted in the air.

      The Vyvent howled in pain again.

      Vallich followed the creature’s gaze until he found himself looking at the diamond he had lodged in the man’s leg. It was slowly being pushed out by an unseen force.

      Vallich scowled. This Vyvent’s powers were stronger than he anticipated.

      “You know, it bleeds more when you do that,” Vallich said, crossing his arms. He could take control of the diamond again and stop the Vyvent from using his sorcery to remove it, but the Vyvent was weak, barely able to force it out of himself. There was no way he would be able to weaponize it. His powers were just causing him more pain and exhaustion.

      So Vallich leaned against the damp wall and decided to watch the show. He hadn’t expected the Vyvent to do his job for him.

      “Urgh-ahh!” 

      The diamond fell and the screaming was replaced by laboured breaths and the sharp sound of the diamond clattering on the stone floor.

      “Ready to chat?” Vallich asked, using his shoulder blades to push himself off the wall.

      Beads of sweat came of the Vyvent’s hair as he shook his dangling head.

      “You leave me no choice then,” Vallich said with a sigh. “Remember, I tried to be nice.”

      Vallich marched towards the door, brushing past Erikah on his way.

      “You’re leaving?” she asked.

      “Keep hold of him until I’m back,” he said, checking for Erikah’s white eyes to make sure she was maintaining her wield. So long as she was actively controlling the vines, no Vyvent’s powers could supersede hers. “And don’t get too close. He may put up a fuss.”

      Vallich walked out the heavy door and was immediately hit with the damp smell of the dungeons. A dozen Elevenths lined the mossy walls, each bowing as he walked by. He ignored all of them as he marched to the cell next door.

      The opened the door slowly, the creaks echoing through the stone cell.

      Inside, an Eleventh stood in the far corner, cowering away from the little girl seated at a small table in the middle of the room. Vallich groaned at the soldier’s feebleness, the little Vyvent was much too young for her powers to have developed yet. The solider had no excuse for this display of weakness.  

      “Get out,” Vallich said, sitting in the chair opposite the girl, “and don’t be so pathetic.”

      “Yes, my liege.”

      Vallich heard the echoing of the solider’s heels and the door shutting behind him, but he did not turn away from the Vyvent child. Her cheeks were stained with streaks of dry tears and her nails bitten down to the cuticle. She trembled in her seat, but said nothing.

      She was so young, probably not yet ten. Vallich felt his gut churn remembering all of the times he was sent to the dungeons as punishment when he was a young boy. And though she may be a foreign creature, he would wish his fate upon no child.

      “I will not kill you,” he said in a soothing tone, “so long as you do exactly what I say. Do you understand?”

      The little Vyvent nodded. A single thick tear rolled down her face and dripped off the edge of her jaw. 

      “What is your name?”

      “Abi,” she whispered. 

      “Abi,” Vallich said, leaning across the table. “What a lovely name. Do you know who I am?” 

      She nodded slowly. “They … the guards said you were the scary one.” 

      Vallich laughed, amused by his reputation. “Scary indeed. Now, I’m sure you’ve heard us with your father over there—”

      Abi whimpered and curled her legs up towards her chest. She buried her face in the skirt of her long dress. The blood flowing through her veins was the same brilliant purple as her father’s and shined even brighter than his. 

      “Oh, my dear,” Vallich said, “you see, I want to help you and your father. But you have to do precisely as I say. Will you help him?”

      Her glowing blood flowed through the small veins in her wide eyes. She nodded. 

      Vallich’s face darkened. “Now swear it.”

      She wiped the tears from her cheeks with her skirt. “I swear.”

      “Good, then I swear to you that you both will live,” Vallich smiled. “I’m going to give you just a little cut on your hand and I want you to scream as loud as you can.” He drew his blade from his belt and reached his free hand across the table.

      She looked hesitantly at him.

      Vallich pointed at his outstretched hand with his knife. “Go on then!”

      She jumped and then shoved her hand in his. 

      “Thank you,” he said, “I’m going to cut you now. It will hurt. Let it hurt. Scream as loud as you can. That is how you live.”

      She bit her lip and nodded.

      The instant she did, Vallich swiftly slashed the palm of her hand.

      Abi’s ear-splitting scream ripped through the cell.

      “Abi! Abi!” the Vyvent’s voice bellowed from down the hall. “Don’t hurt her! Please!”

      Vallich smirked as the girl in front of him wept. This was the Vyvent’s true torture. They weren’t so different from humans in that regard.

      A few more seconds passed, and then Vallich shot up from his chair, rushing over to Abi and covering her mouth with his hand. As her screams were quieted, the Vyvent in the cell next-door became more frantic.

      Vallich lifted the kicking girl out of her chair and into the hall, shoving her into the arms of the nearest guard. She was strong for one so young, her Vyvent muscles much denser. But Vallich was a Wielder, the heir to a godly Kingdom, he had his own otherworldly strength.

      More screams echoed down the hall. “What have you done, you sick monster?”

      “Keep her mouth shut and take her aboveground to the palace,” Vallich said. “See to it that she is tended to. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, my liege,” the Eleventh said, doing his best to bow with Abi kicking in his arms. 

      Vallich wiped his hand on his pants to rid it of the child’s drool and walked back towards the cell with the wailing Vyvent. Though the girl was one of the creatures, her father was the one guilty of espionage, not her. The Nation of a Dozen Isles, home of the Vyvents, would not take well to the death of one of their little ones, especially since there were so few.

      Vallich paused in front of the metal door and looked back towards Abi’s cell.

      “My liege,” a soldier from the other stretch of the hallway called out, his arm outstretched. “A letter?”

      “Now?”

      “It is marked urgent, yet bears no insignia.”

      Vallich snatched the letter out of the guard’s hand and ripped it open, the wax seal crumbling between his fingers. 

      He read it over once. And again. 

      Vallich’s heart pounded in his chest as his eyes scoured the parchment for the third time.

      “Leave,” Vallich said under his breath. “I said, all of you—go!”

      Clanging of metal rang through the halls to the tune of the Vyvent’s cries. Vallich burst through the heavily sealed door. 

      “Get out, Erikah,” Vallich yelled. 

      “What’s going on?”

      “I said, get!”

      Erikah grumbled as she let her wield down and the white faded from her eyes. Her vines hung loosely as she slammed the door behind her.  

      Vallich barely allowed the man’s body to hit the ground before hoisting him back up in a wield of his own, giving him no time to take control of the situation. A diamond bed rose from underneath the Vyvent and fastened him down with thick diamond straps around his wrists, ankles, and waist.

      Vallich paced the room, reading the note over and over. Every time he read it things became clearer, his mind less clouded. As if a coil had been wrapped tightly around his brain and it was ever so slightly loosening with every read. 

      Finally, Vallich turned to the Vyvent. “I know why you are here,” said Vallich, leaning inches from the man’s face. “And you are going to tell me everything.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          House of Historians, 5th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Kari sat on one of her three windowsills with her knees pulled into her chest. Her waist-length white hair flowed in the gentle sea breeze, whipping against her bronze skin. The city of Azul was sprawled out before her. Her room in the top of the tower was small. The House of Historians had offered her a much larger one when she had been appointed a prodigy of the House, but she’d opted for this one instead. The air was where she was comfortable, and there was plenty of it up here.

      From her perch, she could gaze upon the god-city and its palace on the other side of the elegant bridge that crossed the small canal. Or, if she preferred the north-facing view, she could observe the river and the distant Croplands to see how the year’s yield was doing. Or, to ponder life’s toughest thoughts, she could gaze out the third window onto the Southern Sea.

      Whichever view she chose didn’t matter to her. She was in the place she loved the most, the place she yearned to know more about. The sky.

      Hurried whispers filled Kari’s head. They sang in a tune so sad and sweet that her head lulled along with it. Her hand was steady on her Godstone.

      She had been connected to her Godstone for so long, she could not remember the last time she had been truly alone. She liked it that way, though. Mímrvor was a part of her after all.

      Kari stroked Mímrvor softly as he dangled from her neck. His tune was restless, and there was a deep-rooted anguish emanating from him. Kari could feel it.

      Though his song was beautiful, it was harsh and hurried. It made her as uneasy as he was.

      “Shh, my love,” Kari said, softly petting her clear stone with a delicate hand as she looked up at the sky that had given birth to her Mímrvor. “Do not fret.”

      Mímrvor’s elegant noise settled down in her head, but Kari could still feel his restless energy flowing through her. She pulled Mímrvor from his place on her neck and cupped him in her hands. The sunlight pouring in from the open window made the tiny Godstone glisten and shimmer, making him even more beautiful. Kari could feel Mímrvor warming in the light of the sun, the warmth a familiar comfort on the palm of her hand.

      Mímrvor had never been this restless before. Ever since he started talking to her—if that’s what you could call it—it had been merely whispers. Stories of the past and inklings of the future. Now, however, something was seriously upsetting him. Kari still didn’t fully understand the strange language of the Godstones echoing in her head, but the more she spent time with Mímrvor, the more she understood his feelings.

      He spoke to her in unearthly tunes. Sounds so beautiful they could not be of this world; sounds so strange Kari could only describe them as emotions translated into music. When Mímrvor spoke to her, it was as if the skies themselves were ringing in her mind—a beautiful melody that was only hers to hear. She could feel exactly what he was feeling.

      Kari smiled at her little rock. She thought-back fondly to the day she happened upon him. She could remember the exact feeling of the sea breeze on her face when Mímrvor washed up on the shores of Azul. An air stone dropped into the ocean; his first moments on this earth must have swept him up into the winds and then dropped him into the sea. It must’ve been quite traumatic for him.

      He could have been lost to the sea, but he found her instead.

      She had been eight at the time, but he was ancient. She was fourteen when he started singing to her in a way she could understand. Since that day, she never broke her connection with him for fear she would lose his beautiful melody. Her eyes were always white, her Godstone always ready to wield, which put people on edge, but for Kari it was normal. So normal she could barely recall the true colour of her own eyes.

      Over the past eleven years, since that day on the beach, they had become the best of friends.

      Kari didn’t understand why she was the only one who could speak to the Godstones in such a way. There were very few other Wielders she knew who could hear the music, and if they could, to them it was just nonsensical noise. They could never make anything of it.

      Kari planted her feet on the stone floor of her chambers. She walked to the sea-facing window and sat on the large stone windowsill with Mímrvor still cupped in her hands. She stared out over the Southern Sea as the sun setting over the western horizon caused the gentle waves to sparkle and glisten.

      A hurried knock on the door broke her gaze. Mímrvor’s song grew louder.

      Before Kari could get up, the wooden door opened, and a tall man in black strode in.

      “Vallich!” Kari said in a melodic tone, something she had picked up from Mímrvor. Her bare feet dangled from her seat on the windowsill. “What brings you here at this early hour?”

      His chiselled cheeks were more prominent in the morning light. He looked as though he hadn’t slept, dark circles pooling under his striking grey eyes. And he reeked of booze.

      “I am uncertain.”

      “What terrible thing have you done now?” Kari teased, though she wasn’t quite sure why. Perhaps it was because, even though their visits had become less frequent over the years, Kari could count on Vallich coming to her for counsel. Vallich truly did do horrific things after all. Though always at the will of the God-King. And if they were done at King Apollyon’s orders, at the orders of a God, were they truly terrible?

      “I don’t quite know what you are implying, dear friend,” Vallich said. The corner of his lip turned up into a smirk, and Kari giggled. This was the Vallich she knew.

      He stumbled over to the cabinet, his open black tunic catching in the breeze, exposing the side of his toned stomach. He seemed bigger than before, more muscular, Kari noted. He must have been training hard. Vallich rummaged through the cabinet for a moment then pulled out one of Kari’s finest wines. A gift from the High Historian.

      “That is nearly priceless, you know?”

      “Fitting for the heir to the throne,” he said. Kari rolled her eyes and Vallich proceeded to uncork the ornate bottle with his teeth, spitting the cork across the room. He fell back onto her bed while taking a long gulp of wine.

      “If it is pleasurable comforts you are looking for, I suggest you search elsewhere.”

      Vallich craned his neck, his lips stained a deep purple. “What if what I want is right here?”

      Blood rushed to Kari’s cheeks. They had always been a pair to flirt, but whenever Vallich was this brazen with her, Kari couldn’t help but enjoy it. And there was something different in his eyes this morning: an angry sort of glare, or perhaps it was hunger. A knot coiled in Kari’s stomach, and Mímrvor began humming a dangerously seductive tune.

      One of the gifts Mímrvor’s song had bestowed upon her was a connection with other Godstones. As if all the stones could speak to each other in some cosmic way. The closer she and Mímrvor were to another Godstone, the easier it was to hear them. Their songs were beautiful and intertwined with how their Wielders were feeling. And right now, Mímrvor was singing Vallich’s enticing song.

      “Come here,” Vallich said. He was on his elbows, wine in one hand, motioning her forward with the other. His dark hair was messy.

      “You are dirtying my sheets with your sweaty old clothes and unwashed hair,” Kari said. She held herself to the windowsill.

      “Do not worry yourself, Kari.” He took another swig of wine. “I intend on making them much dirtier.”

      Mímrvor’s song was poison in Kari’s head. It made her dizzy with Vallich’s wanting and wine.

      “I’ll join you,” she said, unwittingly licking her lips, “but nothing will happen between us today.”

      “I am but a perfect gentleman and will make no move towards you.” Vallich threw his free hand up into the air and smiled. “I swear it.”

      He was beautiful lying there, and Kari had to admit to herself that she had occasionally wondered what having him would be like. Rumours did get around the palace after all. It also didn’t hurt that he was the heir to the throne. A God’s heir. But something was off this morning. She could sense it when he had first walked into her room. And even though the song that echoed through her mind was deeply intoxicating, it was also quite disturbed.

      She lay down next to him so the tops of their heads were close, but their bodies were apart. He made no move to come closer and Kari smiled to herself. Vallich was vicious, but honourable—always true to his oaths. The problem was, most of the time, he lied about nearly everything else.

      “You never truly answered my question,” she said, staring up into the turret’s ceiling. “What brings you here at this early hour?”

      A glugging sound filled the silence between them. “I have discovered something.”

      “And that is?”

      Another glug.

      “The reason we went to war with Burrath.”

      Kari was confused. The reason they had gone to war was common knowledge.

      “Because they were barbaric, and the God-King took pity on them. We saved them.”

      “No.” The sheets rustled as he shook his head.

      Kari got on her elbows and looked down at his angular face. “Yes, because he wanted to bring them into our fold, to help them prosper as we do.”

      Vallich brought a hand to Kari’s cheek without touching it. His promise. When she realized he would not move any closer, she leaned into it, making contact with him first. He had made a vow after all.

      His hand was warm on her face. “If I told you otherwise, would you believe me?”

      Kari paused for a moment, and Mímrvor sang softly. “To believe you would be to forsake the God-King. Are you saying he is a liar?”

      Vallich ran his thumb back and forth over Kari’s cheek. It was slow and hypnotic, and his grey eyes seemed to pierce into hers. “I am.”

      “You must be ill of the mind,” Kari said, sitting up.

      “Perhaps.” Vallich got on his elbow and lay sideways, facing her. “Though I feel I have not been this clearheaded my entire life.”

      “What you speak is treasonous.”

      “I’ve made no move against the King.”

      “Promise me you won’t,” Kari said desperately.

      Vallich sat up, their knees nearly brushing. He held his hands out, and she instinctively placed her own in them. He squeezed tightly. “Leave here with me,” he whispered. “There are few things in this place I care about, but you are one of them. My only ally. My only friend.”

      Kari pressed her forehead to Vallich’s. What could possibly be burdening him so? A moment ago, he stumbled in to her tower a confused wreck, then he wanted to sleep with her, now he was threatening to abdicate as heir.

      “You are ill.”

      “I am not.”

      Kari could feel his head shake lightly, her head shaking along with each motion.

      “Then vow me you will make no move against the God-King, and I will not speak of this day to anyone,” she said. His face was dangerously close and his song deeply sad.

      He sighed, his disappointment written across his face. “Don’t fret, Kari. I have no plans to make a move against Apollyon. Not alone at least. I am no fool.”

      Kari closed her eyes, relieved. Vallich’s words may be toxic, but he was smart. Hopefully that was enough. Enough time for him to regain his sanity.

      Vallich stood, breaking their connection and leaving a cold mark on Kari’s face. “You would be wise to question whom you worship and serve.”

      Kari looked at him as he slicked his dark hair back from his face with a swipe of his hand. The shadows on his sullen face looked sinister in the morning glow.

      “You would be wise to question your God.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          Azul, 5th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Vallich strode past his four-poster bed towards the window of his dimly lit chamber. Only a single candle flickered on his desk in the far corner of the gigantic room, and the light seemed to be absorbed into the stone walls. He was thankful for the darkness as his head thudded from his drinking the entire night before.

      He paused and chuckled, and his drinking earlier that same day.

      He stared out at the white building of the court with its glistening diamond roof. Apollyon had the United Azanthean Army collect any Northerners who were non-conforming to the new regime after their loss in the Battle of Burrath and bring to Azul to build. Vallich had led the collection efforts.

      The night was clear and the air crisp, which was odd for the season. He looked out beyond the building to the mountains. A few days ago, on the bright moon, he had witnessed a massive storm in the mountains to the west. And with that storm came a rare but familiar sensation, a feeling best described as a combination of excitement, power, and overwhelming anxiety. A feeling one Wielder—his precious Kari—would probably describe as music. It had been the amazing sensation that accompanies a new Godstone falling.

      Vallich methodically wrapped himself in his cloak—covering his armoured body—and threw his pack on his back. It was time to leave the capital. Azul had been his home his entire life, since he had been brought to the city as a baby. He had been a puppet to the so-called God-King and his country, and now, with his newfound clarity, he wanted more. He wanted true power and freedom. He wanted to rule. But even more so, he wanted Apollyon dead.

      And to be truly powerful, he needed to be unleashed.

      He looked out the window at the booming city. Even in the darkness of night, the people were bustling. The markets would be open until the wee hours of the morning with merchants from all over the country coming to sell their goods, refusing to go home empty handed. The drunks would be out too, stumbling and fighting. Vallich scoffed, throwing his dark hair back; the pettiness of the common folk left a terrible taste in his mouth. He was better than them.

      If only they knew that he was watching them, perhaps they would behave differently. Vallich loved that his name alone could strike fear into the hearts of the people. Even now, as one of Apollyon’s pawns, he was a legend. Vallich, Commander of the Elevenths and Conqueror of the North. It had a nice ring to it, but still could not compare to the title of God-King.

      Vallich reached over to the bedside table and picked up a small pouch, jostling it in his hand. The worn leather was smooth on his rough hands. Apollyon’s reign had lasted far too long—over three hundred years too long, to be exact. The God-King’s body had been preserved by the cosmic energy of the Godstones, drawing upon the energies of the elements to remain in its strongest form indefinitely. As the God-King had no children, Apollyon had begun hosting the Ascension Trials to find his heir and name the Commander of the Elevenths. At the last trials, Vallich, the young contender born in the minds of Míastrad, had won the honours.

      He was crowd heir to the throne, but everybody knew that Apollyon was not going anywhere. And Vallich was not going to wait around several hundred years for someone to come along and kill the King. Not when he could do it himself.

      None of this had been clear to him until last night. With the Vyvent, with the letter. He scooped up the message from the table and folded it into his pouch. The truth in that letter had somehow set his mind free from a captivity he had no idea he had been in. It had taken him all day to grapple with the haze in his mind, the stories and lies so ingrained they were difficult to forget, but finally he could see the other side. His entire life was a well-orchestrated puppet show and Apollyon was the puppeteer. Finally, he had cut himself free of all his strings.

      Tonight he would leave with only one regret. That Kari—the person he grew up with—couldn’t cut her strings too.

      Vallich placed his hand over the letter in his pouch. He couldn’t risk showing it to her while he was still there. She was much too devoted. Too weak and untrusting of him.

      A clattering sound funnelled up the spiral staircase outside his chamber. He opened the pouch he had been playing with and stared at the glistening Godstones inside. He had managed to steal five Godstones from Apollyon’s collection and had added them to the three he already possessed. This is what they were after.

      Apollyon had ordered the armies to collect any Godstones from fallen Wielders to be brought back to him. He could then redistribute them to the Wielders under his command, but mostly he kept them for himself. Wielders could use other Godstones, though they would only really be bonded to their first. Rumor had it that Apollyon once tried to give the Godstones to high-ranking non-Wielders, but to no avail. To be granted the power to wield, you had to have your own stone. You had to be the first to find one.

      The echoing in the stairwell grew louder; they were almost at the top of the tower. Vallich scowled. He may have eight Godstones, but Apollyon was sure to have more. And to add to his hindrances, nobody knew what Apollyon’s first Godstone was. Vallich had seen the King wield everything from wind to earth, but never once did Apollyon reveal which of his many Godstones was his true pair. He had long attempted to discover the secret, out of sheer curiosity, but he’d failed.

      Vallich seethed at the thought of the missed opportunity. It would have been so easy to defeat Apollyon if he’d had this information. He could have separated the King from that Godstone, and Apollyon’s powers would be diminished, and he would begin to age.

      Now, it was his time to rebel—his time to be King—and yet, he was woefully uninformed and unprepared. Apollyon had secrets. Apollyon had an army.

      Vallich needed one of his own.

      He heard the soldiers right outside his door and quickly looped the pouch of stolen Godstones tightly around his armoured belt. His wooden door was kicked in without even the courtesy of a knock, and four fully armoured soldiers barged into the room. Vallich was almost disappointed the God-King didn’t come himself.

      “Ha!” Vallich laughed out maniacally as he caught sight of the Highwings on their capes. “Tenths? Apollyon sent Tenths? What was that idiot thinking? Are you even Wielders?”

      “Too cocky as always, Vallich,” came Erikah’s voice from behind the four Tenths. He watched as she pushed past the soldiers. She was in the full traditional armour of an Eleventh. Her chest armour glistened in the low glow of the candlelight and her black cloak swung from side to side as she revealed herself. Vallich could sense her smirking beneath her sleek steel helmet. The helmet that only the Elevenths had the honour of wearing, the helmet that donned the full Highwings on the front.

      “Ah, so Apollyon did send an Eleventh,” he blurted out, happy there would be a challenge. “Too bad for you he didn’t send more.”

      “Don’t make this too hard on yourself, Vallich. Apollyon knows you took the Godstones,” she called back from underneath her mask. “Come now and I will tell Apollyon you were sensible—he will show you mercy and end you quickly.”

      “Ah, Erikah,” Vallich said, striding towards the ensemble of soldiers until he was face-to-face with their masked leader. “It is you that is too cocky. You’re the second-in-command for a reason.”

      “So you won’t come peacefully?”

      “Since when did you like peace?” He dropped his pack from his shoulders.

      Erikah guffawed. “I didn’t expect anything less.” She sent her arm reeling around, her fist aimed at Vallich’s face.

      Vallich brought his forearm up quickly, blocking the blow in one effortless motion. “You will have to be quicker than that, my dear.”

      The room was launched into a flurry as Vallich reacted to the Tenths coming at him from all angles. The first one ran around back and charged him, sword ablaze. Vallich didn’t even need to turn around. He could feel the soldier coming at him. Just before the Tenth’s blade would have made contact, Vallich crouched down as low as possible. The Tenth fumbled over him, falling forward. As he came down, Vallich shot up, grabbing the man and using the upward motion of his legs to launch the soldier into the air.

      Vallich watched with utter satisfaction as the man flew through the room, taking out one of his bedposts and causing the draping to come tumbling down on top of him. The Tenth spilled off the bed and onto the floor, motionless.

      Two more Tenths came at him from both sides. He backed towards the window to dodge a dagger from the left and a round-house kick from the right, causing the Tenths to stumble towards each other. As they staggered, he grabbed the back of one’s cape and smashed him into the wall before turning to punch the other square in the face. Both collapsed to the ground.

      “Enough, Erikah! Call off your dogs!” Vallich shouted as the last of the Tenths attempted to slash him with a sword. “Fight me yourself.” Vallich continued to dodge the blade, unfazed by the Tenth’s onslaught of blows. This one was relentless, not knowing when to quit. The man brought down his blade yet again, and Vallich easily dodged it. The man didn’t waste any time recovering, and immediately swung the blade up from the ground.

      The blade whirled upward at Vallich’s chest from the left. It took him a split second to react, but he threw his arm down to block the blow in time.

      A loud clang of steel meeting steel rang through the chamber as the soldier’s blade crashed into Vallich’s hidden armour. The two remained locked in this position, each applying pressure. A bead of sweat dripped down Vallich’s forehead onto his lips. He could taste the salt.

      Suddenly, something was very wrong. The armour on Vallich’s forearm was becoming unbearably hot. His skin sizzled under the metal and he could feel blisters boiling. He looked from his arm to the Tenth, who was smiling at his pain. Vallich watched the Tenth's eyes grow hazy and gloss over—a Wielder. He should have known Erikah would have brought some Elevenths-in-training.

      “Clever,” Vallich said the exact moment the blade burst into flames. He cringed, the heat melting his skin. Vallich knew he had to get away fast.

      He squatted, keeping contact with the sword. Using the power from his legs, he launched himself into the body of the Tenth, his forearm protecting him from the soldier’s sharp blade. The tackle was enough for the Tenth to lose balance and fall backward.

      Vallich was free from the standoff. He looked at his arm, focusing on his breathing to counteract the pain. As he breathed deeply, he could feel anger boil in the pit of his stomach. He stared at the Tenth and his fiery sword with rage. He hated being outsmarted. No one should be going up against him like this.

      Vallich knew it was time. He focused, feeling the power of his Godstone coursing through his veins. He closed his eyes. He could hear the Tenth charging him. Vallich smirked to himself as he opened his eyes.

      The Tenth charged towards him from across the room, his flaming sword in hand. Vallich let him get close; he wanted to make him feel as though he had won. As the soldier was about halfway through the room, he saw the look he was waiting for: the man smiled. That was Vallich’s cue.

      In an instant, Vallich conjured a pointed diamond spear out of thin air. It hovered right next to his head, aimed directly at the charging man. Vallich watched as the Tenth’s face changed from elated to horrified, and only in that moment did Vallich command the diamond spear to launch through the room.

      He had aimed to hit the weakest spot in the armour. He watched with pleasure as the spear pierced through the man’s chest plate, sending him flying backward and pinning him to the wall. He felt a sense of relief at the gory scene and chuckled slightly under his breath.

      “Is that really it, Erikah?” Vallich said, shrugging his shoulders.

      Erikah casually leaned on the doorway. “I hadn’t expected them to do so poorly.”

      “He doesn’t even know you’re here, does he?”

      “The God-King? No, he doesn’t.”

      “And what did you promise these fools in exchange for their insubordination?”

      “They were prodigies for positions in the Eleventh faction. This was their test.” Erikah smiled. “When we succeeded, I would be chosen to compete in the Ascension Trials. After winning, I was going to fast-track their promotions.”

      “You think you could win the Ascension Trials?” Vallich snickered.

      “I’d do better than that trash, Kari. We all know she’s next in line to represent Azul.”

      Vallich paused. He never considered who may be next to compete for his position, as he never thought he would leave it. And it certainly never crossed his mind that the person put forward for Azul might be Kari. A knot twisted in his stomach at the thought of her having to go through what he had.

      “Well, your attempt was pathetic, Erikah,” Vallich said and gestured towards the three unconscious soldiers. “Pathetic and lazy.”

      “My attempt has barely begun. They were merely your warm-up. It’s the two of us now,” she said calmly as she got into a fighting stance.

      “Oh, don’t pretend you haven’t wanted to fight me since the day you were named my second.”

      Erikah pushed off the doorway, spreading her feet and crouching. “You’re right,” she said, lifting her hands in front of her. “So let’s have at it.”

      Vallich could hear something rustling behind him. Vines were flying in through the window. They crawled across the room and wrapping themselves around his ankles. They rooted him to the floor and climbed up his body, enclosing him within their clutches. He had no time to react. He had no time to move.

      “Don’t even try that spear trick on me, old friend,” Erikah said stalking towards Vallich. “I’ve seen it too many times. You need to be more creative.”

      “You vastly underestimate me, Erikah,” Vallich choked out through the rib-crushing pressure of the vines.

      Through his sparse and shallow breaths, Vallich focused on the connection with his Godstone. Though much more difficult without adequate air, he let the power trickle in.

      On the very brink of consciousness, a thick, clear wall of sparkling diamonds shot up between the two of them and Vallich pulled his lips up into a smile.

      Erikah stepped backward, shocked. The vines loosened ever so slightly. “What are you playing at, Vallich?”

      Taking in a small gasp of air, Vallich created another wall of diamonds, this time blocking the doorway.

      Erikah spun around. She was trapped between the two panes of diamonds.

      He watched as her face, distorted by the diamond’s crystal pattern, became red with anger. She began frantically banging on the wall, her muffled curses music to Vallich’s ears.

      The vines loosened.

      It took all his concentration to focus his remaining energy but as he did, the space between the two panes began to twinkle with miniscule diamonds. Erikah’s shouting became frantic as more of the space started to fill up.

      As she became more agitated, the vines became slack, allowing him to focus more intently. He watched with excitement as the space filled with diamonds and Erikah slowly became unable to move. The white glossing over her eyes faded; she was terrified and her wield was over.

      Vallich shrugged off the vines and proceeded over to face his immobile second-in-command. He watched as her hands became trapped pressed against the diamond pane. She was almost entirely encased.  Vallich raised his own hand and placed it up to hers, his wield the only thing separating them. He brought his face close to the diamond wall, so it was right in front of hers, as the diamonds formed around her mouth blocking out any air.

      The only thing left that she could move were her eyes.

      “How is that for creativity?” With a smile, Vallich pushed off the wall, veered towards the window, snatched up his pack, and climbed out into the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          Reinbeck Forest, 7th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      “Will things ever be normal again?” Kuba asked Aurelia as he watched his older brother sleep peacefully against a nearby tree. Ion’s angular features looked soft in the flickering firelight. Kuba smiled to himself; his brother looked peaceful for the first time in days.

      “No,” Aurelia said as she sat down next to him on the makeshift log bench. “Your world has been tossed upside down.”

      Kuba dropped his head into his hands. “Urgh, I’m horrible. I should never have picked up this stupid rock.”

      “I think the first mistake was your brother’s ill-fated rescue attempt.”

      “Hey!”

      “Sorry!” Aurelia said, throwing her hands up. “Look, I get it. When I found my Godstone I couldn’t resist it either. It’s all so … overwhelming, even under the most regular circumstances.”

      “What happened?” Kuba’s voice was soft.

      “Mine fell right into a fire pit. It blew up everything around it, but the fire was still going. I ran into the wreckage, and I reached my hand right in …” Kuba watched as Aurelia rolled back her sleeve to reveal faint scarring on her forearms. He hadn’t noticed before, but the same scarring also covered a part of her hand. “I was lucky my father was there to pull me out. Just like you were lucky your brother was there.”

      “Your father?” Kuba was taken aback. Aurelia hadn’t shared any personal details with him over the past week.

      “Yeah, my father,” Aurelia said. “But enough of that.” She waved her hand dismissively. “We’ve finally got time, so let’s get started with your training.”

      Kuba eyes lit up. “Training?”

      “You’re going to want to know how to use that thing, aren’t you? I mean, you and Ion must be pretty high on the United Azanthean Army’s priority list.”

      “Definitely!” said Kuba, shaking his head enthusiastically even though his stomach fluttered. He turned his attention away from his resting brother and focused on Aurelia’s instructions. “Let’s do this.”

      “There are three types of wields,” Aurelia started. “Controlling, summoning, and conjuring.”

      “Got it,” Kuba responded eagerly, inching forward on his log bench. He was elated. After all the walking in the past few days, they finally had some time for a lesson. It had caught him off guard, but he knew that the sooner he learned how to use this power, the sooner he could fight to get his aunt back.

      “The easiest wield is a controlling wield,” Aurelia said. “Here, like this.”

      Kuba watched as she walked over to the fire pit and stretched her hand over the flame. She was focusing, then her eyes glossed over with that familiar look. The fire beneath her hand danced and turned, creating an array of beautiful shapes and patterns. Kuba was mesmerized.

      “A controlling wield allows you to control what is already there,” she said, still creating beautiful arrangements with the fire. “In this case, the fire has already been built and is right in front of me. Using this type of wield, I can manipulate it.”

      Aurelia dropped her hand and the fire stopped dancing. Kuba’s enchanted gaze broke.

      “It is also the least exhausting.” She walked away from the fire and Kuba turned around on his log.

      “Exhausting?” Kuba asked.

      “Wields tire you out,” she explained, turning again to face him. “You’ll feel it a lot at first, but as you train, it’ll get easier. That’s why you need to start small. I have known some Wielders who have tried things beyond their limits. It didn’t end well.”

      “What happened?”

      “They died,” Aurelia stated bluntly with a shrug.

      Kuba gulped. He was excited to wield, but not if it meant dying.

      “The second type is the summoning wield,” Aurelia continued without pause. She reached towards the fire, her eyes glazing over again. “This wield allows you to summon your element from a distance.”

      The fire blasted out of the pit, straight past Kuba’s face. The velocity of it caused him to lose his balance and the heat singed his brows. He barely caught himself before toppling off the log. The fireball stopped right in front of Aurelia’s palm, so close it must have been searing her skin. She appeared unfazed.

      “This type of wield can be extremely exhausting, depending on how far you are summoning from.” She launched the fireball back into the pit. “The trick with summoning wields is to know where your source is. You need to be able to picture it and then draw upon it.”

      Kuba nodded. “Got it.”

      “Now, conjuring wields.” Aurelia walked over and plopped down on the log next to Kuba. “They are the most difficult. For this type of wield, you must create your element.”

      Kuba thought back to their meeting the first night when Aurelia had created fire from nothing. “You did it, though, on Mount Zar,” he said. “You can do it.”

      “Yes,” she answered, “but it came at a cost. I passed out.”

      “So?”

      “So,” she said, “you can’t afford to pass out in battle. Your opponent will take you immediately. But it had been our only option. There are probably only a handful of people who have truly mastered the conjuring wield.”

      Kuba listened intently to Aurelia as she explained, the fire still flickering in the background.

      “I am not one of those masters. I can do it, but barely. It takes way too much out of me. I would never be able to last long conjuring in battle.”

      “So how do you do it?”

      “Fire is simple enough,” Aurelia stated. “The simpler the element you are trying to wield, the easier conjuring it is. You need to fully understand what you are wielding, the element itself.”

      “I’m sorry, you lost me a little,” Kuba said. “How do you do that with fire? There was no wood or flints around.”

      “You have to get even more basic than that when conjuring, Kuba,” Aurelia explained. “You see, fire is, most basically, carbon dioxide, oxygen, and a fuel. All of these things can be found in the air or around me at all times.”

      “I’m sorry carbon what?” Kuba asked, puzzled.

      “Carbon dioxide,” she repeated. “It’s a gas in the atmosphere.”

      “I’ve never heard of it.”

      “No, you wouldn’t have.”

      “So how do you know about it?” Kuba pushed.

      “Texts and books from the ancient humans,” Aurelia said, staring into the fire.

      “You read ancient texts? We learnt they were all gone. How did you get them?” Kuba asked, standing up from the log. They had learnt in school about the ancient humans and their sciences. They had created huge machines, but the machines spewed horrible things into the air, making it unbreathable. To build and power the machines, they used all the clean water, making it undrinkable. They killed each other with their weapons. Eventually, the planet died too. Then the First Fall of the Godstones happened and the earth was cleansed. The sky had saved them all. It was a story Kuba had always found fascinating—for a school subject at least.

      “You ask a lot of questions, kid,” Aurelia said, still staring into the fire. “I don’t think that story is for tonight, though.”

      Kuba sank back in disappointment.

      “Back to conjuring,” she said, snapping her head away from the fire to look at Kuba again. “You need to know where your element comes from. Conjuring is extremely difficult, but fire is fairly simple, which makes it possible.”

      “Are some things impossible to conjure?”

      “Huh? I guess I would say no, but some things would be very hard,” Aurelia said. “I knew a Bird-Wielder once, and she was nowhere close to being able to conjure a bird. Even with the ancient texts, a living creature is too complex. It has too many pieces, too many conscious wants and decisions. She was quite skilled at summoning, though.”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” Kuba said, throwing his hand into the air. “You’re telling me you knew someone whose Godstone fell on a bird?”

      “A crow, more specifically. Yes.”

      There was a moment of silence. Kuba starred at Aurelia, and she starred back. Then Kuba let out a childish laugh. “I didn’t know there could be Crow-Wielders!” he giggled. The thought seemed absurd to him.

      “Yeah,” Aurelia chuckled lightly, “I guess it is kind of funny.”

      “How did you know her?” Kuba asked, still giggling.

      Aurelia’s smile faded, and she shot him a warning gaze.

      Kuba flung his hands in the air. “Okay, okay. I get it. I’ll stop with the questions.”

      “Good,” Aurelia nodded, her smile returning.

      “How do you expect me to conjure lightning?” Kuba asked, changing the subject. “It must be crazy hard.”

      “Actually, I don’t know if it would be,” Aurelia said thoughtfully. “From what I remember reading in the texts, lightning is nothing more than moving electrons in the atmosphere.”

      “Huh?”

      “Don’t worry about it.” Aurelia waved her hand dismissively. “Conjuring is not for today. You need to start with controlling first, which means we need a storm.”

      “Right,” Kuba said. He looked back at his sleeping brother and then to the night sky. A storm couldn’t come soon enough. Kuba knew this Godstone was the reason they were being chased, the reason the town had been attacked, and the reason his aunt might be dead. He was devastated by all of that, but whenever he held the rock, something made him feel as if things would be okay, as if he had the power to fix this.

      All he needed was a storm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          House of Historians, 7th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      A knock rattled Kari’s door. She rose from the desk where she’d been reading, floated to the door, and opened it. An Eleventh, one of the guards to the House of Historians, stood before her. He was silent, as they usually were, and simply handed her a roll of parchment. She couldn’t see his face through his helmet, but his eyes looked uneasy as they met her white, godly ones.

      Kari was always connected to Mímrvor, even as she slept. They were one. Two parts to a whole. She knew this made people uncomfortable. Most people connected to their Godstone when they were preparing to attack. It’s all the soldiers knew. It was what they were trained to react to. She couldn’t fault them for being ignorant about her ways.

      Kari nodded her head in a slight bow, hoping the guard would see that she meant no harm.

      “Still skies,” she said.

      “And strong roofs,” the guard replied, mimicking her bow, his anticipatory gaze never leaving hers.

      She shut the door and strode over to a small nest-like pile of furs. She plopped down on the lush rugs, too hot to use as blankets in the summer months, but also too beautiful to store away.

      Kari gently untied the bow around the scroll. The message was sealed with the dark blue waxy escutcheon of the High Historian himself. Kari broke the seal, a satisfying snapping echoed quietly as she did.

      The parchment was rough beneath her fingers. She knew what this must be about, there could only be one thing. She unravelled the tightly wound paper and read the words carefully.

      It was an immediate summons to the High Historian’s chamber. Kari let out a breath she didn’t know she had been holding. Ever since Vallich’s betrayal, Kari had been on edge. The God-King’s appointed heir was gone and wanted for treason, and that could only mean one thing: an Ascension Trial.

      She remembered Vallich’s Ascension Trial, only two days before he brought back Wolfmere’s head. They had been just children, he not yet fourteen years old. She had been younger, almost ten, but she remembered it vividly.

      Vallich had been the candidate Míastrad had put forward. Everyone had been shocked that someone so young was competing. But, even though Vallich was from the mining province, he’d spent most of his childhood in Azul and the United Azanthean Army Stronghold. He had trained all his life. And for a year before the Ascension Trial, he had been in the God-King’s personal guard of Elevenths and fought on the front lines of the Battle of Burrath. When the previously appointed heir died in battle, Vallich was an obvious candidate. He had been so young, it bothered Kari, even at the time. She was in disbelief that the God-King had allowed it, but Kari knew he must have had his reasons. The Ascension Trials were gruelling, after all. They consisted of three arduous tests: strategy, justice, and enlightenment. Three tests to prove you were deserving of the throne.

      She knew her uncle would not subject a child to that without his reasons. The God-King Apollyon must have seen something in Vallich at the time.

      And now, Vallich had betrayed them. Betrayed his kingdom. Kari balled her fists in anger, clenching the soft furs beneath her. They had been friends since they were children, even after his Ascension Trial, when he grew to became cruel and bloodthirsty. Kari had always thought it was an act, part of what he needed to do to be Commander of the Elevenths. She shuddered at the memories of him, his last touch still lingering on her skin. Now she knew what had really been an act. He was a traitor.

      Standing up from her pile of furs, Kari strode across the room, the invitation still clutched between her fingers. Vallich had always seemed invincible. Every time he went off to battle, Kari had always been certain of his return. Now, she knew otherwise. Perhaps his body was invincible, but his mind certainly was not. It was weak. The mind of a man who couldn’t see beyond his own desires. The mind of a man who needed to weave together truths out of broken promises to make himself feel honourable.

      Kari was not like him, though. She could see the God-King’s vision for a united world; one where war ceased to exist. She understood the sacrifices that had to be made to achieve that, to ensure they did not end up like the ancient humans or overrun by Vyvents and outlaws. She understood people, and Mímrvor understood the Godstones and all the energies around them. Together, they could help the God-King rid the world of anything that opposed him.

      Kari walked out of her chamber and into the main corridor. She passed the mechanical lift—the only one of its kind in the entire kingdom—and made her way to the spiral staircase. With the parchment still in her hand, she steadied herself against the stone wall as she walked down the steep flight of stairs.

      The sounds of her heels clicking on the stone stairwell reverberated through the narrow corridor. The stone felt cool beneath her hands and Mímrvor was heavy around her neck. She hadn’t noticed until she stood on the landing to the High Historian’s chambers that her breath had quickened.

      She exhaled and rapped on the ornately carved wooden door with her knuckles. It opened immediately.

      “Kari,” a warm voice said as the door opened. “He is expecting you.”

      “Thank you, Noramilli,” said Kari, looking down at the small man. Kari herself was not tall, and he barely reached the height of her nose.

      Kari had known Noramilli all her life. He was old. The deep lines on the corners of his eyes, which made him appear as though he was always smiling, were evidence of his age. But the lines never changed, they never got any deeper, nor did his hair get any greyer. It wouldn’t be so strange had he been a Wielder, but he was not. Kari knew of that for certain. He was not one of the live-forevers like she was. Rumours from loose lips had reached Kari’s ears, whispering that he was in fact a Vyvent from the Nation of a Dozen Isles. Kari doubted it though; Vyvents were a little taller and stronger than average humans and their blood was said to have strange colours to it. Apparently, the colours were so unearthly that their blood glowed right through their skin. A different species altogether who rarely ventured off their lands.

      Nevertheless, no matter how sweet Noramilli was, Kari was particularly cautious around him. The rumours had taken root.

      Noramilli bowed and motioned for her to enter the room. Kari walked into the great chambers of the High Historian. The first room was a majestic library, housing thousands of scrolls and books all chronicling information passed down from the ancient humans. The High Historian even had a special cabinet, cared for meticulously by Noramilli, that housed dozens of ancient texts and trinkets from before the First Fall.

      “Can I get you anything, love?” Noramilli asked, motioning towards a green velvet chair.

      Kari took a seat on the luxurious furniture. “No, thank you, Noramilli. I am fine.”

      “I’ll bring some tea anyways,” he said with wink. His voice was cheery, but his own deep eyes betrayed him. He looked sad.

      Kari swallowed a lump in her throat; she knew he was sad for her. “Thank you.” Kari twiddled the parchment in her hands as Noramilli scuttled off towards the small kitchen adjacent to the library.

      The sun gleamed in from the arched window, basking the large, circular room in a bright glow. Bookshelves sprawled across the room towering from floor to ceiling, completely covering the stone of the tower walls. The shelves were crafted with the wood of trees from all across the kingdom, which had been graciously donated to decorate this library.

      Kari had read almost all the scrolls in this room, using Mímrvor’s powers to enhance her learnings. The only books she had yet to read were those locked away in the High Historian’s private collection. Only he and the God-King were permitted to read those. They were too powerful, too terrible.

      And Vallich, Kari reminded herself. He had been allowed to read them, too.

      “Young Kari!” The double doors to the High Historian’s private chambers whipped open.

      Kari jumped up from her chair, bowing her head. “My liege.”

      The High Historian strode across the gold-embellished rug—a present from Sable—his purple robe trailing along the floor. He approached until he stood right in front of her. Kari kept her head down. She felt his boney fingers gently caress the bottom of her chin. He lifted her face so that her eyes met his. Kari regarded his deep lines and gaunt cheeks. This was a man who had seen more than enough for one lifetime. A man who served his King and kingdom unquestioningly, first as a Tekera, then as a Skreeh. His mastery of both fields earned him the rank of High Historian and a place beside the God-King himself. He had stood by her uncle during the Battle of Burrath. A trusted advisor to the throne. A trusted friend to all the Historians. He was the man who had raised her after she came to the House of Historians.

      Kari couldn’t help but feel a bit sorry for him. For all he had done, for all his knowledge, he had not been chosen by the skies to wield the power of the Godstones. Watching him age, knowing she would have to watch him die one day, filled her with incredible sorrow. By no fault of his own, he was a man amongst Gods. The skies had deemed it so.

      “No need for formalities, dear. There are only but the two of us here.” His murky green eyes were sad. With those words, she wrapped her arms around him in a tight embrace. Kari had always been affectionate, but not usually with Xenophon. She never behaved like this in his presence. But today was an unusual day, to say the least.

      When he didn’t recoil, Kari squeezed him just a little tighter before pulling away. The sadness in his eyes was not selfish. He was not scared of her powers like many were. The glossiness in his eyes was genuine, and it was for her.

      “Still skies,” he said, pressing his lips to her forehead.

      Kari closed her eyes tightly for fear that the veil of white across them could not hide her trepidation. “And strong roofs.”

      They broke apart and sat.

      “You must know why I have summoned you here.”

      Kari nodded slowly. Just then, Noramilli came through the hidden entrance from the kitchen, a tray in his hands. He set the crystal teacups down on the table between them. Xenophon made no move to pick his up, but Kari grabbed hers, the warmth a comfort in her hands.

      “You have been summoned, my child,” Xenophon said, shooting a quick look at Noramilli, who was standing a few paces away, though not asking him to leave.

      Kari nodded again. A soft hand fell on her shoulder and she looked up at Xenophon. “We knew this day would come,” she said. “If Vallich were to ever pass.”

      “Yes,” Xenophon said, leaning back in his chair, “we did, but this was unexpected.”

      They’d expected that, should Vallich die, Kari would be summoned to the Trials. But Vallich was seemingly invincible, and they had never expected him to be a traitor. Not after everything he had done for the kingdom.

      Was she the only one who knew something was wrong with Vallich? She felt an uncomfortable twinge in her stomach. If she had said something to Xenophon, perhaps this could have been prevented. She had just brushed it off as him simply being drunk. If she had said something, she wouldn’t have to compete, and Vallich wouldn’t be considered a threat to the kingdom. The God-King would have made certain of that.

      The unease in her stomach grew. Her confession about Vallich’s traitorous words climbed up her throat and teetered on her lips. She was never one to conceal things, especially not from Xenophon, but telling him about Vallich now would just get her in trouble. She might even be sentenced to death.

      Xenophon was like a father to her, but Kari knew his true allegiance was to the God-King. Should he ever have to choose, Xenophon would choose Apollyon every time. Kari didn’t fault him for that; she had always thought she would also make the same choice.

      But, somehow, she hadn’t with Vallich. She had been deceived.

      Kari swallowed hard. “When will it begin?” she asked instead.

      “The first of the Ascension Trials will be on the twentieth. The new heir will emerge on the night of the bright moon.”

      There was silence. Kari was no fighter, no strategist, but her powers were abnormally strong due to her unwavering connection with Mímrvor. And, of course, because she was kin to the God-King.

      She paused. If she won, the God-King would turn her into a warrior, like he had with all his heirs. She would be made to do all the terrible things that Vallich had done. And she would dutifully oblige.

      “Are you alright, love?” Noramilli asked.

      Kari could hear him approaching. She turned around to look at him and nodded, her shaking hand instinctively going to Mímrvor. “I am. This is a true honour.”

      “One you never wanted,” he said. “You could refuse.”

      “Do not say such things, Noramilli!” Xenophon snapped, looking at his servant. “Words such as those teeter too close to treason.”

      Kari looked over her shoulder towards Noramilli, who had taken several steps backward. Xenophon was harsh, but he was right. King Apollyon would not take kindly to a refusal of this request.

      Xenophon turned back to Kari, taking her hand. “You are right, my dear. This is an honour,” he said. “I know you are no warrior, but should you accomplish this, you will be the second most powerful person in the kingdom. You will sit on the God-King’s right and I on his left. Just think how much good we could all do. You can be a God, just as he is.”

      Kari put her other hand on top of Xenophon’s. With his free hand, he reached into the pocket of his robe and pulled out a letter. Kari took it hesitantly and leaned back into her chair. A golden Highwings symbol sealed the letter; her name was written in an elegant, timeless script. Handwriting so perfect only someone who had practised for many lifetimes could have achieved it.

      Kari was no fighter, that was clear to everyone in the room. But she was smart and had a special connection to the Godstones. Vallich had failed in his duties to the kingdom, he had failed in his friendship to her. She would not fail.

      Kari stared at the letter and her uncle’s beautiful script. Of course she would accept. Now it was her chance to make the world better, to serve her King.

      It was her chance to become a God.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          Near the Sable Trading Outpost, 8th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      “Welcome to the province of Sable, everyone,” Aurelia said, pulling a large tree branch aside as she walked forward.

      Kuba lifted his head to look at the lands ahead right as the branch snapped back. It whacked him square in the face, leaving him with a mouthful of leaves. He quickly brushed the twigs out of his hair. Kuba had never been outside the province of Reinbeck. He spent most of his time in their village or with his family on fishing trips in the nearby Northern Sea.

      “So, we’re getting close?” asked Ion, who was walking ahead beside Aurelia.

      “It is about a two day walk to the capital of Sable from here, and we are going just past that.”

      “How will we know we’re in the right place?” Ion asked.

      “The Freemen from the North used to meet regularly with the Free-Wielders of Azanthea,” Aurelia stated. “Unless they have moved, I know where to go. It’s getting there that’ll be the problem.”

      “What do you mean?” Kuba asked, still trailing behind them.

      “We need a bright moon, or something close to it. That’s where you come in, kid,” Aurelia said, arching her head over her shoulder to look back at Kuba. “We’ll need you to light up the sky.”

      Kuba gulped; her plan relied on him. “And the Free-Wielders will help us get Aunt Evie back?” Kuba asked.

      “For the thousandth time, I don’t know,” Aurelia snapped.

      “We’ll try, Kuba. Don’t worry,” Ion said.
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        * * *

      

      Ion walked silently beside Aurelia as they continued through the forest. The magnificent trees that had surrounded them farther north were now becoming sparser. They were being replaced by tall trees with no branches and long green leaves sprouting from the top. Aurelia had called them palm trees; Ion had never seen them before.

      The soil in Sable was sandier than the soil in the North. And it was hot here at the lower altitude. The intense heat made it difficult to walk quickly, but it was a relief compared to their snowy trek through the mountains. Aurelia was clearly hot, too. She had taken off her thick, knitted scarf and draped it through her small pack. Her blond side braid became even messier, frizzing in the humidity. Her pale olive skin seemed to burn at even the slightest touch of the sun, which peeked through the palm leaves of the trees occasionally. It was clear to Ion that she was very out of place in the South.

      He gulped as her arm brushed against his, her skin warm on his own. She turned to look at him when she felt his touch. Ion quickly looked away.

      “I think here is fine,” Aurelia said, averting her gaze. “We have to be careful once we get out of the forest; this is tough territory. Sable is under the strict regime of Lord Hectar, Apollyon’s number-one strategist.”

      “I’ve heard of him!” Kuba piped up excitedly from behind them. “We learned about him in our lessons. Hectar the Great—”

      “He is not great,” Aurelia snapped. “And stop quoting your lessons. Forget everything you learnt, kid. How many times do I have to repeat myself?”

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Aurelia mumbled, reeling herself in. “Just don’t ever for a second think that Hectar wouldn’t skin you alive if he found you.”

      Ion heard Kuba make an audible gulping noise. He liked the way Aurelia could shut his younger brother up when his questions got out of hand—something he hadn’t managed to master yet. However, he did hope she wasn’t putting Kuba too on edge. Ion’s gaze turned back to Aurelia, who had started setting up camp and was unraveling her thin blue blanket to lay it on the ground.

      “Hey, Kuba,” Ion said. “Why don’t you go get some firewood. It’ll be dark soon.”

      “Right,” Kuba said, turning to run off.

      Kuba had been very agreeable for the past few days, hanging on every word Ion said and listening to every direction. Ion smiled to himself as Kuba ran off. They were getting close to the people who could help them. Every day they got closer, Ion felt more optimistic about their situation.

      “And don’t get too far!” Ion shouted after his brother. “Blue blanket!”

      “Yup, blue blanket!” Kuba yelled back.

      Ion walked over to Aurelia. “Here, let me help.”

      “I can do it,” she said as she whipped the blanket through the air and lay it on the ground. It landed unruffled. She sat on it and began taking out the remainder of the bird they had cooked that morning. It wasn’t much, but it was food.

      Ion looked down at the blanket; the brilliant blue was unlike anything he had seen, other than the robes of the Skreeh. It was a little dirty, but it was still bright and the threading was so fine. They never had anything like this in the Village of Zar. Clearly Aurelia took really good care of it. “Where did you get it?”

      “Get what?” Aurelia asked.

      “The blanket,” Ion clarified while taking a seat next to her. “Where did you get it?”

      “Oh,” Aurelia said, looking from Ion to the cotton material beneath her, “my father gave it to me.”

      “Where is your father now?” Ion asked before being able to filter the question. He and Kuba knew so little about the Northerner that questions were always on the tips of their tongues, but she always became standoffish when they asked her anything personal.

      “Dead,” she said. Her voice did not waiver, but the sounds of her swallowing gave away her sadness. “He was killed during the Battle of Burrath.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” Ion replied, slightly shocked that she had answered him. It hurt Ion a little to hear the sadness in her voice. She always seemed so strong; it was something he liked about her.

      “Don’t be. It was a long time ago.”

      “You must have been young.”

      “I was nine.” She sighed, and her hardened exterior seemed to melt a little. Ion did the math in his head. If she had been nine during the conquering, then she would be about eighteen now. Ion remembered the Battle of the Burrath. Almost every army in Azanthea was called upon to fight. It was when the conscriptions started, when Kuba’s parents were taken. It would have been horrific to go through as a child.

      “We aren’t the barbarians that Apollyon makes us out to be, you know,” Aurelia said, cutting Ion off before he even had a chance to speak. Her eyes were glossy. “The clans of Burrath had been living peacefully for over forty years before Apollyon decided he wanted to take us.”

      Ion sat there taking everything in. They had always learnt that the North was a land full of barbarians. Nothing more than consistent fighting in vicious clan wars. That was, until King Apollyon had taken pity on them. He was inclined to believe Aurelia, though. Sure, she could be a little harsh sometimes, but she was by no means barbaric. Her face had gone back to being stern and the moisture in her eyes was gone. She continued prepping their meal. Ion was still curious, though.

      “Were you a, well, you know…?” Ion started, his voice trailing a little.

      “A Wielder?”

      “Yeah. Back then?”

      Aurelia didn’t lift her head from the bird she was butchering with her small blade. “I’ve been a Wielder since I was six.”

      “Did you have to fight in the war?” Ion pressed on, inching closer to her.

      “No,” she hissed. The pace of her cutting sped up. “Unlike Apollyon, we do not send children to fight merely because they are powerful.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He recruits anyone and everyone. Just look at your brother!”

      Ion sighed. She was right.

      “A boy was the end to my people, a boy who was probably just a little older than your brother is now,” Aurelia seethed as she aggressively picked apart the bird in her hand. “That’s what awaits Kuba if we don’t make it to the Free-Wielders.” Aurelia sliced the bird again, but this time her knife nicked a finger on her other hand. She dropped the knife on the ground and grabbed her bleeding finger. Ion instinctively put his hands on top of hers.

      “You’re bleeding,” he said, cupping her hands. “Here.” He tore a piece of fabric from the sleeve of his shirt and carefully wrapped her finger.

      “Thank you,” she said as she watched him.

      Ion smiled, looking up at her face.

      Aurelia tilted her head up and her evergreen eyes caught his. For a moment, she smiled back at him. She coughed, and Ion immediately dropped his hands. She launched him a firey glare and went back to concentrating on the bird.

      “Are y’okay?” Ion was asking as much about the wound as he was everything else.

      “I’m fine.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          Azul, 8th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Kari took her regular seat in the grand hall of Azul’s court. The building was brand new, built entirely of white stone. The seat was cold.

      Kari had been coming to court for years as part of her learnings in the House of Historians. All the Skreeh and Tekera prodigies slated to become advisors to the God-King sat around the farthest-most corners of the room. Today, from her spot behind one of the massive pillars holding up the diamond roof Vallich had crafted, she could feel people’s eyes on her. Her acceptance of the Ascension Trials had not yet been announced, but they all knew. She was the last child of the God-King’s bloodline, her mother having died during childbirth.

      Mímrvor’s tune echoed loudly in her head. His energy seemed to spike around other Godstones. He was nervous, which made Kari smile. He knew her too well. Now that she was a possible heir, everyone at court who had ever craved power would be coming for her. Whether it be with favours or bloodshed, she knew not.

      The three thrones sat empty at the front of the room. The largest, and most magnificent, of the three was in the centre. It was embellished with the finest jewels of Míastrad and the largest pearls of Sable. It sat atop wood from the old trees in Reinbeck and was surrounded by exotic flowers sent in weekly from the swamps of Granbek. Resting there empty, it looked more like a trophy than a throne.

      It had been years since King Apollyon had made an appearance in court. He last graced them with his presence during the Battle of Burrath. And even then, his appearances had been sparse and brief.

      Many thought he was reclusive because he had so much work to do, and he could not waste time getting caught up the muddiness of unimportant politics. But Kari knew it was a strategic play. The more he stayed away, the more people wanted him. She was certain he watched every meeting intently, from wherever he may be hiding.

      The second empty throne was much smaller. A throne of diamonds just to the right of the God-King’s, Vallich’s old seat still haunted the room.

      The third throne wasn’t empty for long. Kari watched as Xenophon strode out from the King’s entrance. The entire room stood at his appearance and all conversation stopped abruptly.

      Hundreds of eyes were on him. Kari looked around; only one person was missing. The lowest tier of seats—on ground the level, surrounding the thrones—was filled with Elevenths. Kari frowned at Erikah’s empty seat. Erikah was just as much a traitor as Vallich, pursuing him on her own in a foolish bid to win Apollyon’s favour. How childish.

      Above the Elevenths sat five dignitaries, one from each province, all robed in yellow and there to represent their lords’ interests. Or so they claimed. Kari was certain most of them were only trying to gain favour with the God-King in hopes of one day becoming lords themselves. Above them, thirty Historian Elders dressed in blue and red cloaks filled a tier. The remainder of the room was filled with the top Historians, both Skreeh and Tekera who were on the path to elderhood, as well as the richest trading families who paid their way to a seat in court.

      Only one person missing, but in her short time in court, Kari had never heard this room so silent. The only sound was the soft bristling of robes.

      Xenophon sat on his wooden throne. The detailed drawings on the chair, similar to those on the door of his chambers, told a story. The story of the Historians. When Xenophon motioned for everyone else to sit, they obliged hastily, eager to hear what he had to say.

      Occasionally, eyes still glanced back towards Kari, and she shrank down a little in her seat.

      “Your God-King has a message,” Xenophon announced. His booming voice didn’t fit his skeletal frame. “As you have inevitably heard, Vallich has betrayed us,” he said, pulling himself up from the armrests of his throne.

      A wave of whispers rose throughout the room, and Kari couldn’t help but roll her eyes. The members of court had known for days; a letter had gone out to each of them. They just loved to be dramatic.

      Xenophon paced the floor, hands held behind his back, scouring the crowd. “The first matter of the day is this. Should anyone hear or see anything, no matter how minuscule, about the treacherous heir, they must report it. To not say anything will be considered an attack on the God-King himself. And you will be punished accordingly.”

      Kari’s stomach felt heavy. The guilt was terribly overwhelming. Was she herself a traitor? Was her lifelong devotion to the God-King worth nothing because of one simple mistake?

      The click of Xenophon’s heels echoed in the silence. “Make this known to your lords and subjects with much haste,” Xenophon continued with his head bowed. “Ignorance is no acceptable defence.” The clicking of his heels stopped as Xenophon paused in front of Vallich’s throne, disgust clear on his face. “The second matter to be addresses is the Ascension Trials.”

      Whispers between the dignitaries flooded the room. This time, though, they were not so easily tamed. Any subtlety they’d had before was gone, and Kari could feel their eyes piecing into her like daggers.

      “Each lord has the right to put forward either themselves or a representative to compete in the Ascension Trials.” Xenophon’s raised voice silenced the crowd yet again, and Kari was relieved to have the eyes off of her. “Each of the six provinces will put forward a candidate.”

      “Six?” someone belted from the crowd.

      “There’ve never been six before!” another chimed in.

      Kari also peered down at Xenophon, confused. When Vallich had competed, there had only been five.

      “Silence!” Xenophon shouted. The room stilled as if Xenophon were Apollyon himself. “Six is correct,” he said more calmly. “Reinbeck to the northwest, Granbek to the east, Míastrad to the northeast, and Sable to the southwest. With Azul at the centre of it all.”

      “I count five, old man!” shouted one of the more unruly herb traders at the back. Kari caught sight of Xenophon’s scowl and quick nod. Without any words, one of the Elevenths was up and elbowing his way towards the man.

      “The sixth,” Xenophon continued, “is Diamonwon.”

      The noise that filled the room was so loud that Kari had to hold back from covering her ears. Even she was a little shocked. Diamonwon was its own province, but it only included Burrath. There was still the occasional uproar in the streets. Surely the God-King wouldn’t have agreed to give any Northerner the chance to be at his side.

      Then a thought made Kari smile. Perhaps King Apollyon had not intended for the Northerners to compete at all. The God-King must have invited his appointed lord to come home for the Trials. A flutter welled up in Kari’s stomach. Dane was coming home.

      Xenophon made a quick hand gesture, one Kari had seen many times. The Elevenths surrounding the floor stood. After a few stray shouts and finger pointing, the room was still again.

      “It is the God-King’s will,” Xenophon said with a cool collection that he had mastered over his many years in this chaotic court. “Now that you animals are under control, we do have much to celebrate. Those slated to compete in the Trials have already received their invitations and one of them graces us with her presence today. Your immensely impolite glaring earlier indicates that many of you have already guessed who this person may be. And you are correct. Kari Sangdroi, Air-Wielder and accomplished Skreeh, the last of King Apollyon’s godly bloodline, has been summoned to the Ascension Trials.”

      The room filled with gasps and all eyes turned to Kari. The dignitaries craned their necks to get a better view of her. She refrained from rolling her eyes at the theatrics.

      “Kari,” Xenophon spoke up for her hear, and the harshness in his voice melted away. Suddenly, she felt very uncomfortable sitting up in the back of the court, partially tucked away behind the pillar. “Do you accept the invitation to the Ascension Trials and the chance to sit beside our King as a God?”

      Kari inhaled. This was her time to prove her allegiance. To prove that the things she had done in her past did not define who she truly was. To make up for failing the court by trusting Vallich.

      Slowly, she rose from her seat. “With the skies as my witness,” she said, peeking through the diamond ceiling above. She felt a comforting warmth in her core as she looked to the skies that had blessed her with these powers, with Mímrvor. She lowered her eyes to Xenophon’s proud gaze. “I accept.”

      The court erupted in cheers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Near the Sable Coastline, 9th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      “You’re up early,” Aurelia said.

      Kuba walked over to where the Northerner was sitting close to the fire and took a seat next to her. The fire crackled, the only sound in the sparse forest on the quiet morning.

      “I was hoping we could have another lesson,” he said.

      “We need a storm,” she replied, looking at the skies.

      “To do a controlling wield!” Kuba exclaimed. “What if I want to skip right to summoning? Or conjuring?”

      “Slow your horses, kid,” Aurelia said, and Kuba could have sworn he heard her chuckle. “That’s skipping a lot of steps.”

      “But you said it would be easy, and if it’ll help get us to the Free-Wielders, then I want to learn! Please—it’s our best chance to help Aunt Evie!”

      “What I said was it would probably be easier to wield lightning than it would be to wield a bird—”

      “Please!” Kuba launched himself between Aurelia and the fire, hands together in front of him and head bowed.

      “Okay,” Aurelia chuckled again. “Calm down.”

      “Right!” Kuba exclaimed as he sat cross-legged in front of Aurelia.

      “How much do you know about lightning?”

      “It happens with thunder. It is a message that the skies are angry with us.”

      “Okay, I’ll admit, not a great start,” Aurelia said. “First thing to know, the world is much bigger than Azanthea.”

      “How much bigger?”

      “Lots. And there are storms happening all of the time, somewhere. That is what you need to use.” She stood. “Alright,” she said, “get up.”

      Kuba followed her instructions and hopped to his feet.

      “Get out your Godstonem” Aurelia said as she removed the hanging Godstone from her neck and cradled it in her hands, “and cup it in both your palms. Like this.”

      Kuba pulled his golden, glowing stone out of his pocket and let it rest in his cupped hands.

      “Now close your eyes,” Aurelia instructed, “and breathe deeply, like you do to help with the panic.”

      Kuba closed his eyes and focused on Aurelia’s deep breathing. She was inhaling slowly and exhaling even slower. He mimicked her pace. The long exhale was difficult for him at first, and he had to consciously force every bit of air out of his lungs. Eventually, though, a sense of calm washed over him. There was a moment between the inhale and the exhale where his mind was completely empty, which resulted in a feeling of peace so serene he could recall no other feeling like it.

      “Good,” Aurelia said, clearly having picked up on the sounds of Kuba’s breathing. “Do you feel the empty space?”

      Kuba nodded slowly.

      “Good, Kuba. That empty space is how you can let the energy from your Godstone in. Now picture a line from your brain through your body to your Godstone. Picture that connection.”

      Kuba didn’t quite understand. He tried thinking of the Godstone at first, picturing its subtle cracks and brilliant glow. That didn’t work. Then he tried picturing his thoughts flowing down to the Godstone, like a waterfall, from his brain down his neck. He visualised them pouring through his chest and out his arms, finding their home in his little rock. This seemed to work better. When Kuba was at the last bit of his exhale, in that moment of emptiness, he could feel the Godstone’s energy flow in, as if it was working its way against the current of the waterfall Kuba had created. The strange sensation made Kuba’s chest tighten and his arms feel jittery. It was so strange.

      When the Godstone’s energy finally made its way up the waterfall and into Kuba’s head, something changed. The feeling no longer made Kuba anxious. The connection with the Godstone felt like a realization—like the satisfying feeling of finding an answer that had been right in front of him the whole time. It was almost like a new light in the corner of his mind that he had never noticed before.

      “Good, Kuba, very good,” Aurelia said calmly.

      Kuba, his eyes still closed, felt Aurelia’s cold hands wrap gently around his own, forcing him to clutch the Godstones more closely.

      “Remember to breathe now,” she said, her voice soothing. “It will get intense.”

      The light in Kuba’s mind grew brighter as he grasped the Godstone tighter. It was blinding him from the inside. His heart began to pound, and he could feel himself breaking out in a sweat. It felt like the energy from the Godstone was taking over. The Godstone was drawing him in with its beautiful and eerily nonsensical calling—as if it were a song that only he could understand. He clutched the Godstone tighter.

      “Breathe, Kuba,” Aurelia said more sternly, her hands wrapping even more tightly around his. “You are doing great, just stay calm and breathe.” She was right next to him, but her voice was faint.

      Breathing calmly was becoming hard. The emptiness was gone, now filled by the overwhelming power of the Godstone. Kuba’s own thoughts had ceased to exist. He could feel the Godstone drawing upon his strength to maintain the connection.

      His breathing became laboured. He was hot, sweaty, and growing increasingly tired. The nonsensical music and the blinding light in his mind were becoming too much, it was draining him. Kuba felt his knees go weak. His thoughts raced, but they weren’t his thoughts, just a mixture of intense sound and light coming from the foreign thing in his brain. Kuba tried to focus on something he knew.

      His brother, who rescued him, whom he loved… What was his name again? The light and music swallowed it whole.

      Kuba felt his chest get tighter. What was his brother’s name? Flashes of light and loud crashes swirled in his head. It was so loud he let out a scream to drown it out. But he couldn’t even hear his own voice. It felt like he was losing his mind. Every second his thoughts became more entangled with the energy of the Godstone.

      He was losing himself. Kuba couldn’t handle it any longer. He was about to let go… 

      “Hold on, Kuba,” a voice from the outside instructed sternly. It sounded familiar. Kuba could feel warm hands clenched firmly around his own, not letting him lose his grip on the stone. “You’ve got this. Let it take you, don’t fight its power. Own it.” Her voice was nothing but a faint ringing in the distance.

      Kuba was dizzy and tired from resisting the Godstone. He could feel his mind slipping away from him. Rational thought was gone and the world around him ceased to exist; the only thing left was the Godstone’s call. He couldn’t fight it anymore. His mind was completely blank.

      And then silence.

      Kuba gasped violently, his eyes shooting open.

      Something was different, the world was different. Everything was more vibrant. He looked at the girl, the voice he’d heard. Aurelia’s voice. Then to the Godstone in his hands. Everything seemed to be moving a fraction of a second too slow, like time itself was off.

      Suddenly, Kuba was frantically swinging his head around, his mind being tugged in all directions. Like the Godstone was looking for something.

      “You did it, Kuba,” Aurelia said, her voice sounding slower than normal. Kuba watched how her mouth began to pull back, her teeth emerging, as she slowly smiled.

      Kuba’s head spun around. He was being drawn to something.

      “You feel it, don’t you? The lightning?”

      Kuba nodded, forcing his attention back on Aurelia. He did feel it. He was being pulled towards it, but it was so far.

      “Try to bring it here,” Aurelia instructed, bringing her hands to his shoulders.

      Kuba focused as much as he could on the closest energy he felt. Far to the east, he could feel the lightning crash as if it were right in front of him. He gazed up at the sky, but there was no storm in sight. Kuba knew it was there though, off in the far distance. His Godstone told him so.

      Kuba tried to call it closer, willing the bolts towards him. He began sweating once again, his breaths coming closer together. His mind yelled at the lightning with all the might it could muster. He pulled at it with the same frantic hopelessness he had when trying to best his brother in a game of rope war. Unlike their game though, the lightning would not let him win.

      The silence and clarity provided by the Godstone began to withdraw. Once again, the noise and mind fog began to descend upon Kuba. He wouldn’t be able to hold on to it much longer.

      “Kuba?” Aurelia sounded concerned. She was shaking his shoulders slightly.

      “I… can… do it,” he panted, sweat trickling down his brow.

      “You did it already! You were great!” Aurelia exclaimed, but her voice was laced with subtle hints of concern. “You can stop now.”

      But he didn’t. He wanted to prove himself. If he could do this, he could save his aunt.

      “Kuba, stop,” Aurelia said, her face becoming stern.

      A wave of heat rushed through his body, from his core out to his fingertips, and he suddenly couldn’t handle it anymore. It was too much, pulling the lightning all that distance. He was drenched in sweat and his heart felt like it was pounding out of his chest, but he didn’t know how to let go. The in-between state was not a pleasant one. It was a confusing, mind-altering transition. Kuba was now connected to the lightning, and couldn’t find his way out through the noise.

      Whack!

      Aurelia’s hand made hard contact with Kuba’s face. His eyes fluttered back to normal and his mind immediately snapped back to reality.

      Kuba rubbed his stinging cheek. “Ouch!”

      “I told you to stop,” Aurelia said. “Are you alright?”

      “Yeah,” Kuba started, still massaging his puffy face and catching his breath. “I couldn’t get out.”

      “But you got in,” Aurelia said with a genuine smile. “That’s pretty impressive.”

      Kuba gazed east as a bead of sweat trickled down his cheek. “I almost had it. It’s just over there.” He nodded in the storm’s direction, though the sky showed not even a sign of rain.

      “It’s great you even found it,” Aurelia said, also turning her gaze east.

      “I could just… feel it.” He brushed the streak of sweat with his sleeve. He was exhausted. “How do you do it?”

      “Do what?”

      “Get in and out so quickly?”

      “Oh, you mean connect?” Aurelia asked.

      “Yeah. How do you connect and disconnect with the Godstone like you do?” Kuba asked, letting out a groan as he took a seat on the ground.

      “You just have to be able to let yourself go, let the Godstone’s powers in. You can’t fear it,” Aurelia said, her blond hair flowing in the breeze as she dropped down next to Kuba. “And you have to always be able to find yourself again, through the exhaustion and through the power of the Godstone.”

      “Huh?” Kuba huffed, still catching his breath.

      Aurelia laughed. “Honestly kid, it just takes practice.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          The Deadlands, 9th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Vallich unraveled the scarf he had tightly wrapped around his face and tossed it into his pack. In the Deadlands, there was no point in hiding who he was.

      He pat Arion’s side. The horse was uneasy in these wastelands; even animals knew that this place was unnatural.

      Vallich’s long, dark hair caught in the cool breeze that rolled across the land from the storm ahead. He could hear the vicious thunder rumble and see the sheet lightning illuminating the sky up ahead. Horrendous storms were the norm in the Deadlands.

      The grey steed trotted across the decayed soil. The Deadlands were a product of the ancient humans, or so he had been taught. They were a toxic patch of land that had not been rejuvenated by the First Fall; nothing grew in the Deadlands. There were constant lightning storms, but it never rained, seemingly defying nature itself. He had always liked the Deadlands as they contradicted almost every book he had ever read. It was believed that, apart from the known lands, this was what the rest of the world looked like.

      Vallich was fascinated by the ancient humans. They had been both marvelous and terrible beings. There had been billions of them, and they stretched to all the corners of this earth. They tamed nature with their machines, and they created technologies so far advanced that he could barely even comprehend. The remnants of these machines, those not kept by the House of Historians, were long buried by the chaos of the First Fall.

      It was unfortunate though, he would have liked to see their world, so he could appreciate their genius. But with their genius had come their downfall. Their physiological evolution outpaced their physical one. Their needs grew beyond being satisfied with the basics they needed to survive. The ancient humans developed wants and lusted for comforts. They tamed the earth so they could live in gluttonous excess. And they multiplied; they multiplied to over thirty billion.

      That was the teetering point. The excessive number of people and comforts was not sustainable, and the world began to decay with more and more places turning into Deadlands. Millions began dying. Then millions turned into billions. Then the ancient humans began fighting wars over what was left, over what they hadn’t yet ruined.

      And then came the First Fall—a gift from the skies above.

      The First Fall cleansed the earth. Meteorites washed away most of the world’s filth, including the filth that was humanity. Most people died and the toxic planet to recovered—at least in parts. Those who remained were presented with a beautiful gift: the Godstones.

      And the Godstones were most certainly not a gift that should be hidden from the world, controlled by one man.

      Vallich trotted along, the scarcity of the Deadlands reminding him of the texts of old. The air of the old earth had barely been breathable in some places, the water was no longer drinkable, and the soil could no longer harvest food. Just like in these Deadlands. No human could survive longer than a few weeks in here. Not before they rotted away from starvation or suffocated on the poisonous air.

      Arion suddenly reared onto her hind legs, putting Vallich on high alert. He patted the beast to calm her down, removing his hand from Arion’s side only once the horse had relaxed. He surveyed the area, looking for any signs of life. There were only two trade routes that passed through the Deadlands, and Vallich was on neither. Escaped Northerners and criminals occasionally fled to the Deadlands, just to leave one hell and make home in another. But there were none in sight.

      The rumbling of thunder caught Vallich’s ear. He looked at the storm ahead of him; something had changed. The storm’s sheet lightning had turned into bolts, and all the bolts were firing in the same direction: west. He watched as the bolts seemed to reach through the sky, stretching incredible distances in perfectly parallel lines. Even for the Deadlands, this was an odd sight. Vallich had never seen lightning behave like this before. It almost looked as if the lightning was being pulled towards one spot… 

      Vallich’s eyes widened with realization and a smile crossed his face. A lightning Godstone. That was certainly something he had never seen before. The bolts suddenly turned back to sheet lightning.

      What an incredible power.

      Vallich immediately crouched down on the horse, pulling the reins closer to his body, and tapping her the sides with his heels. He was going to follow the lightning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          The Redcliffs, 11th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Aurelia had never ventured this far south before, but this was her chance to make it to freedom. Her feet dangled from the side of the cliff as she leaned back on her elbows and soaked up the southern sun. They were just north of the City of Sable. When she was a child, she used to hear stories from the Northern Wielders who would make the journey south to help the Free-Wielders. She had heard tales of the place she was sitting now, the Redcliffs, and the meeting of the seas. The beauty of the Northern and Southern Seas meeting had not been exaggerated.

      The forest had thinned out into flat plains that included the main trade routes in and out of Sable. The plains were too dangerous for them to travel as they could be spotted from miles away. The Redcliffs were dangerous, too—not for their exposure, but for their terrain. There were no paths, just jagged rocks. The Redcliffs were hundreds of feet high, their sharp edges jutting out of the ground. They looked as if the earth of the mainland was crumbling into the sea. Steep ledges and long drops into the ocean surrounded them. One wrong step and you were down the cliff into the water below or skewered by one of the lower, jutting rocks.

      Aurelia inhaled the salty air of the sea and let the sun warm her face. They hadn’t made much progress over the last couple of days as they worked on a strategy to get past the southern wall. She’d heard that Hectar kept the entire region under a tight watch. He inspected anyone and anything that came in and went out of his city, mostly to catch people smuggling illicit items sold to them by the pirates of Raknabrooke. Aurelia could only imagine what the capital would be like.

      Aurelia stared out at the sea. She’d come here to contemplate their problem, but she was easily distracted by the astonishing view. The ocean was sparkling blue near the shore, but she found the most spectacular sight when she cast her gaze out onto the horizon. Far away from the shore, she could see the magnificent colliding of the Northern and Southern Seas. To the north, she could make out a distinct line in the ocean, where the deep purple-like water of the Northern Sea met the cyan blue of the Southern Sea. She had only heard of this place in stories told back home, but never did she think she would finally be a witness to the meeting of the seas: the Línea Inconnu.

      “Hey, Aurelia!” Kuba called from behind her, breaking her peace and causing her to sit up and turn around. The two brothers were together, joking around, which made her smile.

      “Hi, boys.” She smiled back at them. “How was it?”

      “Great!” Ion exclaimed, dropping a couple of birds on the ground. “Kuba got two with his makeshift slingshot.”

      “Fantastic! I got some driftwood from the ledges below. Let’s get cooking.”

      Normally, she and Ion gathered food together, but she was becoming more confident in Ion’s hunting skills. It was something he was very good at.

      She placed her blue blanket on the ground and the three of them got to work building a fire and plucking the birds. Aurelia had noticed that in the past two days that both the boys seemed to be in better spirits. She was convinced it was some combination of the weather and the fact that they were finally getting close to their destination.

      A pang of guilt gripped her stomach. They were both so hopeful that the Free-Wielders would help them. From the start, Aurelia had been honest and said she didn’t know if they would, but she did nothing to dispel their overly enthusiastic outlooks on the topic.

      The three of them finished plucking the birds and stoking the fire. They placed the birds on some sticks over the flames and sat.

      “So,” Ion said seriously, “what’s the plan?”

      “We have to get through the city. It’s the only way to the southernmost point,” Aurelia said.

      “And once we’re there?” Ion pressed on.

      “My people had a saying: ‘Sail west to the sea, until you cannot see, on the darkest night, with the brightest light, on the path you will be.’”

      “A poem? Really?” Ion sounded doubtful.

      “Not a poem,” Aurelia snapped and her cheeks flushed. “It was a nursery rhyme my father used to tell me.”

      “And that makes it better?”

      “Obviously, I have more information than just that. My father was one of the very few who used to make trips to supply the Free-Wielders. He would go as far south as possible, then turn due west from that point at dusk. Once it is nothing but darkness, the light of a bright moon would show him the path.”

      “But the moon is dark until the end of the month!” Kuba exclaimed as he kneeled over the fire to check on the meat.

      “But we have a bright light—we can go any time,” Aurelia said, smirking at Kuba.

      “He hasn’t been able to do it yet, though,” Ion said, folding his arms over his chest.

      “He will,” Aurelia said, turning with a smile towards Kuba. They had practised a couple of times. The connection with the Godstone came quite naturally to Kuba, but he would often succumb to his panic. He was still a long way off being able to summon lightning from so far. At this point though, Kuba needed encouragement, so Aurelia decided to lie. “He’s close.”

      “And if he can’t?” Ion asked.

      “We have to try,” she replied. “If it doesn’t work, we will go back into the forest and hide out there. We don’t want to hang around in the open for too long. Then we can come back on a brighter moon or when it is safe.”

      Ion nodded hesitantly.

      “I think they’re ready,” Kuba said as he lifted one of the birds-on-a-stick off the fire. He leaned over to Ion to hand him the meal.

      “Shhh!” Aurelia instructed, covering her lips with a finger.

      “What is it?” Kuba whispered, looking around.

      “Get down!” Aurelia ordered as she lay on her stomach. Ion followed suit, but Kuba was too slow. She grabbed onto his shirt and pulled him to the ground. “There is something near,” she whispered.

      Aurelia could hear the soft sound of footsteps in the distance; her ears were more attuned to the sounds of danger than theirs were. She looked around and couldn’t see anything, but she knew she was not mistaken.

      “There!” A voice projected across the open cliffs.

      Aurelia bolted upright, spinning around frantically to find the source of the voice. Ion and Kuba quickly jumped to their feet as well. Aurelia could hear the clatter of armour; she whipped around to find the source of the noise.

      Behind them, on a higher cliff to the north, stood over twenty soldiers. They were fully armoured, but were missing the signature helmets of the Elevenths. If they were Firsts, she could take them. But is was doubtful, as firsts did nothing more than patrol the streets. She narrowed her eyes trying to make out the partial Highwings on the capes of their uniforms. It was too small to see, but as one of them turned around, she caught a glimpse of the larger symbol on his back. They were Sevenths. She could maybe take out a few, but conjuring enough fire for them all would take more energy than she had.

      The three of them stood no chance.

      “Run!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Spearield, 11th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Rohan hopped out of his rowboat, exhausted from his journey. He pulled the old wooden boat farther onto shore. Dawn was just breaking on the island. He walked across the sand, his cape dragging in it. From a distance, the island looked like a large rock breaching out of the ocean. But as he reached the southern edge of the large rock, the rest of the island came into view.

      The tropical island was long and shaped like an arrow, the rock side that faced the mainland mimicking an arrowhead. On the opposite side of the rock, the land narrowed and stretched far out into the ocean, but the very centre was a tropical paradise. Beautiful palm trees erupted into the sky and lush bushes covered the land.

      Rohan sighed loudly, his broad shoulders heaving. Every time he witnessed the beauty of this island, disappointment welled up inside him. He yearned to live here, with the others, in peace. That would never happen, though. Not unless he could convince Elara to do the impossible, to fight Apollyon.

      Rohan continued his trek through the sand. As he worked his way farther inland, towards the inside of the large rock shield, the ground became harder as the sand slowly transitioned into a clay-like soil. The resistance-free ground gave Rohan’s tired body some relief. He threw his hands overhead and stretched out his back, standing straight. A long night of rowing had done its damage. He marched onward to the large rock structure and the building built up against it.

      As he approached, a rustling from the forest caught his ear. He whipped around instinctively, his hand reaching for the handle of his sword.

      “Rohan! Rohan!” A young, wild-looking child came sprinting out of the forest. Rohan’s apprehension faded and the sight of the young girl brought a smile to his hardened face.

      “Novella!” Rohan bent down on one knee to be at her level. The child sprinted right into his arms, almost knocking the large man off balance. “Hello there!”

      “I’m so happy to see you!” she said, pulling him in tight. She tugged at his long mane. “Your hair got long.”

      “It did.” Rohan laughed with the young girl as she twirled his long brown hair around her fingers. “Yours did too.”

      Novella laughed, her smile bringing a light to his heart. She adjusted herself so she was sitting on his knee. “Do you have any more stories from the mainland?”

      Rohan chuckled, “Well—”

      “Novella! I told you not to run off!” a man cried, running out of the palm trees. Rohan picked Novella up off his knee and plopped her on the ground, standing to greet him.

      “Gentry!” Rohan exclaimed, his arms spread wide in excitement.

      “Rohan! Getting brazen with these journeys I see. Not a bright moon in sight,” Gentry said as he approached, his bald head covered in sweat.

      “The journey is much more difficult without the light, but I manage. Good to see you.”

      Gentry walked into Rohan’s open arms and wrapped him in a tight hug. The two men patted each other on the back as they embraced. “It has been much too long, my friend.”

      “It has,” Rohan said, his sadness at not being a permanent resident of the island welling back up inside him. “Novella has grown so much in just a few months.”

      “She most certainly has,” Gentry responded with the smile of a proud father.

      “I have!” Novella added, puffing out her chest.

      “She’s also gotten in the habit of running off.”

      Novella huffed and crossed her little arms.

      “Novella? Never!” Rohan said with a laugh, the hard lines on his face softening with his smile.

      “Yes, and running off to ask everyone for stories. I wonder who taught her that?”

      “Certainly not I!” Rohan responded, puffing out his chest in hopes of making the young girl giggle.

      “Yes, definitely not Rohan!” Novella said, catching on and giggling under her breath.

      “Hmm, fine,” Gentry said, crossing his arms and winking at his daughter. “Now run off and go find your father—he was worried.”

      “Do I have to?” she whined, her shoulders slumping towards the ground. When that reaction didn’t work, she intentionally puffed out her lower lip, causing Rohan to chuckle as she tried to play her father.

      “Yes, little lady,” Gentry said, jokingly scooting her along.

      Novella groaned and rolled her eyes. As she turned, she dragged her heels in the dirt.

      “Say bye to Rohan!” Gentry shouted after her.

      “Bye, Rohan,” Novella grumbled back, raising her arm in the air unenthusiastically, completely ignoring her father.

      Rohan chuckled. “Bye, Novella!”

      When Gentry finally stopped waving, he shrugged. “Six-year-olds.”

      “She’s worderful,” Rohan responded. He remembered when he had first rescued her two years ago, after her birth mother had become a Wielder. Hectar had instructed him to kill her after her mother resisted joining the army, but she reminded him so much of his own daughter that he couldn’t do it.

      “She is. Robert and I are so thankful to you for bringing her to us—we had always dreamed of having a child.”

      “Stop thanking me. You and Robert are the most deserving parents I know,” Rohan said with a soft smile. He had known Gentry for years, from back when they lived in Azanthea. Gentry and Robert had both been Wielders with the Elevenths, but their relationship was discovered during the conquering of the North, so they fled for fear of prosecution. Wielders were not allowed to be in relationships with other Wielders. It was a hard rule Apollyon loved to enforce. But Gentry and Robert were here now, and they were safe. And although Rohan was extremely glad for their happiness, he envied them even more. They had everything he wanted: a life with a spouse and a happy child.

      “How’s Libby?” Gentry asked, cutting off Rohan’s train of thought.

      Rohan’s stomach lurched at the sound of his daughter’s name. It had been months since he had seen her, and even then it was just in passing.

      “She’s still in military training.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Gentry said, placing his hand on Rohan’s shoulder. “The fact that they force children so young into training is despicable.”

      Rohan closed his eyes tightly, he had had no choice. “She doesn’t even know who I am anymore, it has been so long. Last time I saw her, she was beaten and bruised from her training. Sometimes I wonder if death would have been the merciful choice.”

      “Never say that,” Gentry said, clutching both of Rohan’s arms, forcing him to stare him in the eye. “You did what you could to give her the best life she could get. And it won’t be like that forever.”

      “You’re right, it won’t. I have news,” Rohan said, excitement piercing through his intense sadness. “Vallich is gone.”

      Gentry’s jaw dropped.

      “He fled without a word and they’re are calling him a traitor. The Elevenths are leaderless right now and—”

      “The most powerful Wielder is gone,” Gentry finished, his face awe-struck. “There will be an Ascension Trial?”

      Rohan nodded. “All eyes will be on Azul. This may be our opportunity. We haven’t had one since the Battle of Burrath, and this may be the last chance we will get—”

      “What is the last chance?” a beautiful voice sang from the distance.

      Rohan and Gentry both turned. Elara had floated up behind them while they were talking. She stood barefoot in the dirt, her long, white dress dancing in the wind. Her shiny black hair was pulled into a braid that loosely fell down to the curve of her back, a pink flower tucked behind her ear. Her fawn skin glistened in the morning light.

      Rohan paused for a moment to take in her beauty. “To take back Azanthea,” he said, his eyes not moving off the beauty in front of him.

      Elara pursed her thin lips at the statement. “You must tell me more,” Elara said and motioned towards the house off the rock. “Shall we discuss?”

      Rohan walked up to Elara, sliding his hand into hers. He immediately felt warmed upon her touch.

      “Alright, I’m out of here,” Gentry exclaimed, giving Rohan a knowing look.

      “Will we see you later, Gentry?” Elara asked.

      “You will,” Gentry said with a smile. “See you later, Rohan!”

      “Bye, Gentry,” Rohan responded softly, his eyes still hovering on Elara.

      “Shall we?” Elara turned to Rohan with a bright smile.

      He nodded. “But first,” he whispered, pulling Elara towards him. He pressed himself as close to her as he could. Her heart was pounding fast against his. Her flirtatious giggle brought a smile to his face. He gently placed one of his hands behind her head, tangling his fingers into her long tresses of woven hair. From up close he could see a few silver hairs sprinkled throughout the rest and he loved it. Elara looked wise. She was wise. And he loved her for that.

      He pulled his face closer to hers, taking note of every thin line on it. Each had its own story and he wanted to know every one of them. He slowly brought his lips down onto hers, barely brushing them together.

      “I missed you,” he whispered into her lips, hovering close.

      “I missed you too, my love,” she said, pressing her forehead onto his. “It has been so long. I was growing worried.”

      Rohan kissed her forehead. “I am so sorry—I just couldn’t get away. With the search for Vallich, we are constantly on duty.”

      “Clearly, we have much to discuss.”

      “We do. But first, I want to say a proper hello to my wife.”

      And with that, Rohan scooped Elara into his muscular arms and walked towards their house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          The Redcliffs, 11th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Aurelia’s feet carried her across the jagged rocks. She peered back over her shoulder; the soldiers were closing in on them. She refocused on the path ahead of her, paying attention to each step. One wrong move and she could be down the side of the cliff or fall through one of the cracks. Kuba and Ion ran alongside her. They were all slow on the unfamiliar terrain, which frustrated her.

      “Jump!” Aurelia shouted as she leapt over a gaping gorge from one cliff to another. Once she landed safely, she turned back to look at the brothers. The sooner they could get off the cliffs and on to flat land, the better chance they had at fleeing.

      Ion was the next to make the jump. He took a few running steps and leapt across the gorge easily. He landed softly on one knee. Aurelia lent him her hand to help him to his feet.

      “Let’s go, Kuba!” Ion shouted across.

      Aurelia watched as Kuba prepared to run and jump, the soldiers closing in even faster. Kuba sprinted at the gorge fearlessly. His feet moving frantically as he picked up speed to make the jump.

      Crack!

      The place Kuba had pushed off of had given way and the small edge of the cliff tumbled down the gorge. The slip was enough to throw Kuba off his momentum. He wasn’t going to make it.

      Aurelia snapped into action, lunging towards the edge of the cliff. She extended her arm into the air and Kuba flailed, reaching to grab onto her. His fingers brush hers, but they somehow managed to slip through her grasp.

      Kuba fell against the side of the cliff, banging his chest and chin on the hard rock. His hands frantically grasped for something to cling to as he slowly slipped. Aurelia fell to her knee quickly, arms outstretched. But Ion was already there, flat on his stomach, both hands locked onto Kuba’s wrists.

      “Hold tight!” Ion grunted, struggling to keep a hold.

      Aurelia knelt down, grabbing one of Kuba’s wrists with both her hands. “Ready?”

      Ion nodded, moving both his hands to Kuba’s other wrist.

      “Pull!” Aurelia shouted and they heaved together.

      It took about three good pulls before Aurelia and Ion were able to pull Kuba fully onto the cliff.

      “Thanks!” Kuba huffed, rolling onto his back. His chin was bleeding.

      “Get up,” Aurelia said, jumping to her feet. The soldiers were less than a hundred feet away. “I said, get up!”

      Aurelia looked from Kuba, who was bleeding even more now that he was standing, to Ion. She cursed under her breath. “They’re too close, we have to fight.” She reached into the pouch she kept wrapped around her waist and pulled out a blade in a sheath. “Here, Ion. Take this.”

      “Right,” Ion said as he took the sheath off the foot-long blade.

      “Hide it for now,” she said. The soldiers were fifty feet away; it looked like there were even more of them up close. “Kuba, you need to try to summon some lightning. Follow my lead.”

      Kuba clutched his Godstone, making sure to keep it hidden from the soldiers. Aurelia saw him closing his eyes before she turned her attention back to Apollyon’s men.

      “Is there something we can help you with?” she said, turning to face the first of the arrivals.

      The soldier was armoured in thin chainmail instead of the traditional plated metal, probably to help with the heat. “You fit the description of known fugitives,” the soldier said, drawing his long sword from the sheath strapped to his back.

      “Oh, and what do these fugitives look like?” She was trying to buy Kuba some time. She glanced over to the boy, who was still clutching his hands and closing his eyes; he wasn’t close enough yet.

      “Don’t pester me, girl,” the soldier said, stepping forward. More of the soldiers were arriving. “Come now, willingly, or be put to death.”

      “I choose death,” Aurelia said without hesitation. She quickly closed her eyes and pictured the fire they had started earlier, back at camp. In an instant, the flames were flying through the air at her outreached palm.

      Aurelia knew her eyes were glazed over, but she could see more clearly than ever. The guards were surrounding them on all sides of the cliff. The fire danced in front of her outstretched hand, so close she could feel the heat.

      Without missing a beat, she blasted the fireball at the nearest soldier. It landed squarely on his chest and sent him flying in the opposite direction.

      The soldiers hesitated for just a moment.

      “Attack!” The soldier in the front the pack pointed his sword in the air. Yells erupted from the group and they began to swoop in.

      Aurelia braced herself for the worst as she tried to conjure more fire, but she was already tired from her last wield.

      Then, behind the group of soldiers, a gigantic wave from the ocean below rose high above the cliff. A moment later, it came crashing down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Spearield, 11th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Rohan paced across the room, looking from his wife back to his feet over and over.

      “No,” Elara finally said again as she sat on the edge of their bed.

      Rohan swung himself around one of the bedposts. The rickety bed shook under his weight. “It is our chance though.”

      “It’s not good enough,” Elara said, her voice cracking with emotion.

      “No time is going to be good enough!” He flung himself back the other way to face his wife. “Vallich is gone; he killed Erikah. The Elevenths have no leader, and there is news of a new Wielder from Zar who’s on the run!”

      “And what about Apollyon?” Elara said, placing her head in her hands.

      “He hasn’t gone to war himself in ages,” Rohan said as he took a seat next to her.

      “There will be an Ascension Trial.”

      “And we should take advantage of the chaos before it happens!”

      Elara leaned into her husband, gently placing her head upon his shoulder. Her cheek was warm, flushed full of with lust or anger he knew not, but still his shoulders dropped at her touch, the tension held in them melting away.

      “It still isn’t enough…”

      “Then when would it be enough?” Rohan said angrily, standing despite Elara’s delicately placed hear. “Because it wasn’t enough during the Battle of Burrath—”

      “We would have never won!”

      “They were our allies, they supplied us for years! I had to fight against them to keep my cover!” Rohan said, jumping to his feet again, “They needed us, and we weren’t there.”

      “And they lost. We would have been over!” Elara exclaimed, also rising from the bed. “Apollyon’s army has a few hundred Wielders and tens of thousands of soldiers who’ve been trained for war. You would ask me to pit our people against all of that?”

      “We don’t have to take them all at once.” Rohan placed his hands on his wife’s shoulders. She turned her gaze away. “We could sail south to Raknabrooke and recruit people to our cause. We’ll build up our armies.”

      Elara turned back to look straight at him, eyes ablaze. “Raknabrooke is a lawless land across a treacherous sea. Even if we got there, they would never help us—they kill our kind there!”

      “Then the Dozen Isles. The Vyvents have been at odds with the King for decades. They would surely aid our cause.”

      “And we’d have to go straight through the heart of Azanthea to get there,” Elara said, shaking her head softly.

      “Fine, we take Sable first, quietly, and free the Northern prisoners. They will fight for us—”

      “And Vallich?” Elara pleaded. “Where is he? What if he comes back? What if this is Apollyon’s plot to draw us out?”

      “It is a risk,” Rohan said sternly. “But we have to take it or we will never get off this island!”

      “And why must we take this great risk? We have peace here.”

      “I don’t have peace!” Rohan yelled. He fell back on the soft palm-leaf bed, covering his face with his hands. “I do not have peace,” he whispered again.

      Elara crept up beside him, crawling in between his arms and laying on his chest. “How is Libby?” she asked.

      Rohan groaned, this was the real source of his turmoil. “She’s grown so much,” Rohan said, “but they’ve done something to her. She is so intensely devout to the God-King. She hardly remembers me.”

      “I’m so sorry, my love,” Elara said, tracing her finger up and down Rohan’s arm.

      Tears pooled in the corner of his eyes. “We can save her.” A tear slid down a crease in Rohan’s face. Elara’s gentle fingers swiped it away and Rohan smiled at her touch.

      “Do you remember when you first came to us?” she asked.

      “Yes.” Rohan thought back to when they had caught a Northerner in Sable making his way to supply the island over ten years ago. As the head of the City of Sable’s security, he spent most of his time at the trade border wall. He had caught a Northerner trying to enter through the western gate.

      The day he caught the Northerner was exactly one year after Hectar had ordered the killing of Rohan’s lover, simply because they were both Wielders. Hectar had flipped a Zanthie to decide who would live and who would die. When the coin hit the ground and the Highwings side face upwards, Rohan’s life came crashing down. It was his love had to die, and because Hectar decided to be particularly cruel that day, he made Rohan do it. Rohan cringed as he remembered how she pleaded with him. But Hectar had captured his daughter as an assurance of sorts, even though she was not a product of that illicit relationship. And Rohan would do anything for his Libby, anything to keep her safe and alive. So he killed his lover.

      It haunted him to this day.

      That’s when he had become angry with all Azanthea. He had wanted revenge, so when the Northerner was captured at the gate, he turned a blind eye when they escaped. He followed him to see if the rumours of the Free-Wielders were true. That’s when he landed on this island—the Isle of Spearield—for the first time.

      “You believed in us,” Elara said quietly, still tracing Rohan’s arm. “You believed in the peace we have here.”

      “I still do,” Rohan croaked. “But the rest of the Azanthea—”

      “I will not risk our people for Azanthea,” Elara said bluntly. “I was voted in as our leader to protect us, and I have sworn to do that until the day I die.”

      “Your people want to do this!” Rohan exclaimed. “They’ve wanted to since the Battle of Burrath. They know we are the last hope for the world.”

      “My job is not to do what we want! It is to do what is best. To make the hard choices based on reason,” Elara said, pulling herself to lean over him. “You don’t think I want to go out there and help rid the world of the tyrant Apollyon? You don’t think I want to help you save your daughter? From the depths of my heart, I do, but that’s not my job. My job is to protect and provide for the people of Spearield.”

      “Please… we can help them. We can help everyone,” Rohan said, sitting up and forcing Elara off him. “We have the power to change things.”

      “These powers are not helpful. Anyone who believes the Historians’ tale about the forgiving skies and the First Fall is a fool.” Elara stood and positioned herself in front of Rohan. “These Godstones have created nothing but conflict and monsters like Vallich and Apollyon. People are scared, and they become vicious when they are scared. No human should have these powers. We are too flawed to handle them.”

      “But we do have them,” Rohan said his voice catching in his throat, “and we can use them to help.”

      “No,” Elara said sternly, pacing across the dirt floor. “I will not risk it.”

      “Please… for Libby. We’re her only hope,” he pleaded as tears streamed down his cheeks, the salt stinging his dry skin.

      Elara walked over to him, caressing his face in her hands and kneeling before him. “My love, you know better than anyone that even if we do this, we would not be able to save her. By the time we could get to her, they would have already ensured that any threat was eliminated,” Elara said, tears beginning to stream down her own cheeks. “That includes your daughter.”

      “Stop it!” he said, jumping to his feet. Through gritted teeth he continued. “Please, do this for me. I can’t keep going back…”

      “Then stay! Stop informing, stop watching the gates, and just come stay with us!” Elara said, crawling over to her husband, grabbing a hold of his pant leg. “Please stay with us, stay with me… I beg you.”

      “I can’t,” Rohan exclaimed, falling to his knees. He scooped Elara’s hands into his own and stared deeply into her tear-filled eyes. “Do this for me, do this for Libby. It is our time.”

      Elara sighed. “No. I can’t.”

      “Fine,” he said, shooting to his feet and walking to the door.

      “Where are you going?” Elara asked, pulling herself onto her knees.

      “Home.”

      “This is your home, your real home.”

      “No, my home is with my daughter,” Rohan said, looking over his shoulder. Elara leaned back onto her heels, disheveled from her tears.

      “Please,” Elara sobbed, “don’t go.”

      Rohan looked from Elara to the door. “I won’t betray you,” he said calmly, “but if there is no hope here, I won’t be back.”

      Elara started to reply, but Rohan was quick. He was already out the door, without even a look back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          The Redcliffs, 11th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Vallich had enough of watching the trio’s pathetic attempts at escape. They were cornered. He had been following them on the ledges below the cliffs, hidden between the gorges. He had originally planned to simply take their Godstones, but the information he overheard in the past day had proven to be most interesting. He had decided it would be much better to keep them around.

      “Attack!” Vallich heard one of the soldiers shout from above.

      He knew he had to act quickly. He reached into his leather pouch and pulled out a blue Godstone. He heard the roar of the ocean as he drew on its nearby power. This Godstone—this power—was new and unfamiliar to him. But Vallich was strong, having been conditioned to wield his entire life. The overwhelming power of a new Godstone barely fazed him anymore.

      As he felt the new connection building, the sounds of the nearby ocean overtook his mind. He could almost feel the Godstone resisting his command, as if it knew he was not its true Wielder.

      Vallich closed his eyes and reached his arm out, commanding a wave to rise. As he continued to lift his arm over his head, he could hear the wave rising on the other side of the cliff. When he opened his eyes, they were completely glossed over. He tilted his head upward. Through the opening of the gorge above, he could see the tip of the tidal wave hovering over the soldiers.

      In one swift motion, he clenched his fist above his head and brought his arm down like a hammer. Less than a second later, he heard cries and the clatter of water on metal. He smirked as his eyes faded back to their normal icy grey.

      “Run!” He heard the girl cry from atop the cliff as the soldiers were slammed under the water. Vallich scrambled on the ledges underneath, following the footsteps above. Water dripped into the gorges, making his climb to the surface difficult. He couldn’t let them get away.

      Vallich jumped from one of the ledges to another. His heart skipped a beat as he almost lost his footing on the slippery rock. He ran towards a narrow path that led to the surface. As he moved upward on the narrow path, he used his right arm to grip the side of the red rock, but his cloak kept getting in the way.

      He ripped off his dark cloak, letting it fall to the rocky depths below. His armour clanged on the rock as he climbed. The path narrowed, forcing him to shuffle sideways on his toes. He clenched the red rock tightly. He was moving as fast as he could, not wanting to let them get away.

      As he inched his way up the ledge, he finally felt his fingertips reach the top of the Redcliffs. He took a few more steps and reached his forearms on to the surface, then pushed off the small ledge and hoisted himself up.

      Vallich stood, looking towards the sea. Most of the soldiers were still down, a few were scrambling to their feet to pursue the rebels. He quickly scanned for the group and spotted them running north on the Redcliffs, back towards the forest in the distance.

      He looked from the three rebels to the soldiers. He couldn’t allow the three of them to make it to the forest—he would lose them again. No, he needed them to know who saved them. He turned back towards the injured soldiers.

      He placed his left hand over his water Godstone, calling upon its energy once again. He raised his right hand in front of him, the sea rising with it. This tidal wave grew to almost double the height of the cliff, and, with one swift motion of his arm, the wave came hurtling down. The crashing water forcing the metal to meet the rocks was even louder this time. Vallich watched with satisfaction as the few soldiers who had gotten up crumbled back to the ground.

      They were not getting up again anytime soon.

      Vallich turned his back on the soldiers to face the group heading towards the forest. They had stopped to look back. He stood still, careful not to alarm them.

      “I mean you no harm,” he yelled out, taking a couple of steps in their direction. They were fixated on him. He had them exactly where he wanted.
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        * * *

      

      “Who are you?” Aurelia asked, taking a step back from the approaching man.

      “A Wielder,” the young man replied with a smile as he approached them.

      “He’s wearing their uniform,” Ion whispered so quietly it wouldn’t have been audible to the stranger. Aurelia looked the man up and down. Ion was right, he was dressed in an army uniform.

      The man took a step closer. He was young—probably not much older that Aurelia. His dark hair was slicked back and he had hard features. Even from a distance, Aurelia could see his piercing eyes. Her stomach clenched; he seemed eerily familiar.

      “Stop right there,” Aurelia shouted. She clutched her Godstone in one hand, and motioned for Ion and Kuba to move back with the other.

      “I mean no harm.” The man launched his hands in the air to reveal that he had nothing in them. He flashed a broad smile. “I was nearby and heard a ruckus. I thought I would help.”

      “Why would a soldier help us?” Aurelia asked, clutching her Godstone even tighter now. She ushered Kuba and Ion behind her.

      “Oh, this?” He brought his hands down onto his armour and chuckled. “I escaped a faction of the army in the East. I was stationed at Frontguarde, just south of Granbek. When I wear this, people generally keep their distance.”

      Aurelia was still skeptical. Fronteguarde was very far away, but having done training there herself, she knew that it was where most new Elevenths were sent.

      “Where are you headed?” the man asked, breaking the silence.

      “The City of Sable,” Kuba chimed in without hesitation.

      Aurelia turned around and gave him a warning glare; the boy didn’t know when to keep his mouth shut.

      “What a coincidence, so am I,” he said with a casual smile. “I haven’t been able to get into the city on my own, though. I am afraid some of the soldiers may recognize me. Perhaps we can help each other? I have a plan that would work.”

      “What is your business in Sable?” Aurelia asked, completely disregarding his offer.

      “To visit a friend,” the man said, his face turning sombre. “They took my parents when I was drafted. He is the only person from my childhood left. I took to my hometown to find him, but I was told he had moved. Someone back home told me he was here. I have to try to find him.”

      “Where is home?” Aurelia asked. Perhaps she had known him in the North.

      “The mines of Míastrad,” he answered.

      “Hmm,” Aurelia replied.

      “Look, I mean you no harm. I was just trying to help out.”

      “Right. Well, thank you. We best be on our way.”

      The man looked slightly disappointed. “Sure, right.”

      Aurelia quickly turned around, moving away from the stranger and continuing north towards the forest. She grabbed Kuba by the shoulders and reeled him around. The boys immediately followed her.

      “We need help getting into the city, and he has an idea,” she whispered as they walked away. She glanced over her shoulder to see the young man walking in the opposite direction. “What do you think?”

      “He saved us. I liked him!” Kuba said.

      “Shhh!” Aurelia hissed. Sometimes his back and forth between panic and excitement really threw her off. “Ion?”

      “I don’t trust him,” Ion said. “But I suppose I didn’t quite trust you.”

      “I don’t think it’s a matter of trust, but more of necessity,” Aurelia replied. She could never fully trust this man. Frankly, she didn’t even fully trust Ion and Kuba. And this person had even admitted to being part of the army. But if he truly was a deserter, Aurelia sympathized. “Should we see what he has to say?”

      Kuba bounced beside her, clearly engergized from the attack. “Yes!”

      “Fine,” Ion grumbled.

      “Alright.” Aurelia nodded. “If any of us notices something off about him, we will part ways immediately. Got it?”

      “Got it,” Kuba and Ion said simultaneously.

      “Hey!” Aurelia called out to the stranger. The young man turned around. She motioned for him to join them. They waited silently as he walked over.

      “What can I do for you?” the young man said politely.

      “You said you may have an plan that could get us into the city?”

      “I do.”

      “Well, we need one,” Aurelia replied, sticking out her hand.

      The stranger smiled, took it in his, and shook it firmly. “Wonderful, I’m Vincent,” he said with a gleaming smile, his icy stare piercing into her. “Nice to meet you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Somewhere on the Outskirts of Sable, 11th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      “I wanted to say thank you for taking me in,” Vallich said with a feigned smile as he took the remnants of their meagre dinner over to his horse. Arion, who he had hidden in the nearby woods, quite enjoyed the mixture of greens they had gathered.

      “No problem, Vince!” the annoying younger one, Kuba, shouted. It was as if anything he thought made its way out of his mouth.

      “We aren’t taking you in, bud,” the tall, older boy said.

      “Ion, no need to be rude,” the Northerner piped up. It was abundantly clear that she was the one in charge of this cohort.

      Ion—what a stupid name, Vallich thought—looked insulted at her jab. In the brief hours that he had been with them, it was clear that their relationship was intense. Vallich supposed he could understand why. She was quite attractive.

      “He has a point. We have our path and you have yours,” Aurelia said. “Once we go through with your plan, we will part ways.”

      “Of course,” Vallich said, tilting his head down to feign humbleness.

      “Do you really think it will work?” Kuba asked for what felt like the hundredth time since Vallich had explained the plan.

      “I think we have a good shot,” Aurelia said.

      Vallich smirked at her, making brief eye contact. She quickly looked away.

      They all spent the next few minutes quietly cleaning up their campsite in the woods. From what Vallich had gathered, the little they had to begin with had been left behind when the soldiers appeared on the Redcliffs. Having useful nothing to hunt with, they had resorted to gathering and using makeshift traps; none which had been successful. They were reduced to eating foliage and insects. Vallich was less than satisfied with the meal, but did not want to give himself away by putting on a display of his godly powers.

      Through a few hours of observation, Vallich had gathered a few key pieces of information. First and foremost, Aurelia was a Fire-Wielder. She was stern and smart and answered to no one. He liked her. He was still unsure which of the two boys was the Lightning-Wielder, but he was certain he’d find out soon. It was clear that the boys had known each other a very long time; they could even be family based on their similar mannerisms. Yet they looked nothing alike. One was tall and toned with light skin, fair hair, and blue eyes, while the other was small for his age with darker skin, dark hair, and honey-brown eyes. The fact that they were so obviously close made it clear to Vallich that one of them was simply a tag along. Essentially useless. It pained Vallich to waste time on a non-Wielder, but he had to play nice with everyone to keep up the charade.

      He watched as Ion followed Aurelia around the campsite, offering to help with even the most basic tasks. He was more and more sure that the older boy was infatuated with her, but he was unsure whether she felt the same. She was harder to read.

      Aurelia had volunteered to take first watch. She thought a non-stop watch was most prudent due to their proximity to the trade border wall. Ion was going to take the second half of the night. Vallich volunteered, but Aurelia promptly shut him down. Clearly, they did not trust him yet. They were smart.

      The night was getting darker and the group began clearing places by the fire to lie down. Vallich cleared a patch in the sand-like dirt, being sure to rid the area of any pebbles and sticks. He then proceeded to take off his armour and lay it down piece by piece. He was wearing long green pants and a black shirt, his typical under-armour attire.

      As Kuba and Ion lay down to rest, Vallich sat up by the fire using the arm of his shirt to polish and dust off his dirty armour. He looked over his shoulder to see Aurelia sitting on a stump, facing the direction of the Redcliffs.

      He would wait a little longer, to be sure that the others were asleep, and then he would make his move to gain her trust.
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        * * *

      

      “Mind if I join you?” Vincent asked. He was holding the chest plate of his armour in his hand. She had noticed him polishing it before, by the fire.

      “Why do you treat it so well?” she asked, nodding towards his armour.

      “Oh, this?” he said with a slight chuckle. “If I want to be left alone, I have to look the part of a real soldier. In the army, we were made to clean our armour regularly or risk a beating. A soldier with dirty armour would look suspicious.”

      “I suppose so.” She motioned for him to sit on the ground next to her.

      They sat in silence for several minutes. Aurelia still didn’t know whether to trust Vincent. He did want the same thing as them—to get through the trade border and into the City of Sable. Plus, he had saved their lives. However, she knew to be wary of Wielders who had already been indoctrinated into Apollyon’s army. The King seemed to have a solid grip on anyone he got his hands on.

      He didn’t seem brainwashed. What Vincent clearly did seem though, was that he had his own agenda. She didn’t quite believe his tale that he was going to the City of Sable to visit an old friend. But she couldn’t fault him for the lie, he was smart to hide his true intentions; it's not as if they had made theirs known either. For all she knew, he could also be trying to find the Free-Wielders. Until she knew more, though, she would never ask.

      The strangest thing was how familiar he was. It was as if she had known him, or at least seen him before. There was something about the way he carried himself; and those grey eyes. It was if they burned right into her soul and she had no idea why.

      “Where were you trained?” she asked, breaking the silence.

      “I was sent straight to Frontguarde from Míastrad,” he answered, still focused on polishing the chest plate. It was quite dirty, covered in a thick layer of dust. “You?”

      “Frontguarde first. Then, when I was deemed non-compliant, they sent me to a Northern camp on the outskirts of Azul.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I’ve only heard terrible things about the Northern camps.”

      “It was the worst, but I got out.”

      “How, may I ask?”

      Aurelia shrugged. “I starved myself for weeks so I could slip out my window. Once I learned to conjure, I set fire to the commanding Eleventh through my cell window while he was walking through the courtyard. He was wearing a long cloak at the time. It went up in flames, and I slipped out during the commotion.”

      Vincent chuckled. “You know, in the evenings, they now take Godstones away from anyone in training.”

      “Really?” Aurelia said, trying to refrain from laughing.

      Vincent nodded. “You’ve clearly had quite the influence.”

      Aurelia felt her cheeks flood with warmth at his brilliant smile. He was quite handsome. She silently scolded herself, quickly dismissing the fluttering in her lower abdomen.

      “Do you mind my asking a question?” he said, looking up from his polishing.

      Aurelia nodded.

      “Were you there? For the Battle of Burrath?” he asked quietly.

      “I was very young,” she answered, staring off into the forest, “but yes, I was there.”

      “Well, may I say,” he was speaking quietly, “I am very glad you survived.” He stared at her with such intensity that she had to look away.

      When she turned her eyes back to him, he was still watching her. His eyes twinkled in the night light. She lowered her head in her hands and racked her brain, trying to recall where she knew him from.

      “Did I upset you?”

      “No, no,” Aurelia responded. “It’s just that you look so familiar.”

      “I get that sometimes.” He shrugged. “The uniform, maybe?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Is it such a bad thing?” He smiled. “A familiar face?”

      “No,” Aurelia said softly, “I suppose not.”

      Silence crept back up between them. Aurelia could feel his shoulder brushing softly against the side of her knee as he continued to clean his armour on the ground beside her. She wanted to angle her legs away, to break the contact, but he wasn’t moving, and she feared it would be awkward if she did. Why wasn’t he moving? They were strangers after all.

      “I find even when I look at it, it brings back horrible memories,” he started, making her thankful for the break in the silence. “The fights waged and the beatings doled out. Nothing but pain.”

      Aurelia looked down at him, but couldn’t see his face. From the way he spoke, he clearly hated the army. “I was still in training when I left, so I never had to fight,” she said. “But I will never forget the beatings. They were particularly harsh on Northerners.”

      “How did they catch you?” Vincent asked. He had stopped polishing to look up at her.

      Aurelia hesitated. She rarely told this story, but she felt an unexplainable connection to Vincent. He was like her, he had survived the pain and made it out on the other side. And the familiarity, she must have met him in the army. With a sigh, she crossed her legs on the log, her shins now pressed against his back. The touch made her uncomfortable and she immediately pulled her legs into her chest, wrapping her arms around them tightly.

      “I… we…” her voice cracked, and she cleared her throat. “We’d had peace for over forty years in Burrath. There was no reason for Azanthea to invade, no reasonable reason that is. My father was the Northfang clan leader and the Grand Leader-Elect of the United Clans of Burrath at the time the invasion started.”

      “Your father was the Grand Leader-Elect?” Vincent asked craning around her legs to get a better view of her face. “You are the daughter of Wolfmere?”

      Aurelia was taken aback. She hadn’t expected to hear her father’s name spoken by this stranger. She pulled her knees in tighter. He seemed to be completely enthralled in her words. It irked her.

      “How do you know about my father?” She glared at him, her hand twitching towards the Godstone around her neck. To her knowledge, they all but eliminated Wolfmere in the lessons taught. He did not fit their desired narrative of a barbaric and unwieldy north.

      “Forgive me, Aurelia,” he said with a light smile. “It’s just that I’d heard so many rumours while in the United Azanthean Army. I apologize for my insensitivity.”

      Aurelia relaxed slightly, letting her guard down a little. It had been so long since she had heard anyone speak her father’s name with any type of enthusiasm. If he was even mentioned at all, he was normally demonized.

      “Please, continue,” Vincent said. “I’d like to know more about you.” He flashed his handsome smile again, his familiarity once again striking her.

      “Well, everything they teach you in training is utter trash. My father had many wonderful ideas. He was going to use the ancient texts to create a more modern society. We had many brilliant people working on it. We were on the brink of discovery. Schools, trade, electricity, we were going to have it all. Bring back all the truly good wonders of the ancient human world. Learn from the mistakes of the past and build a harmonized world for the future.

      “I suppose Apollyon couldn’t have that, so he declared war. When father evaded death on the front lines time and again, he decided to send one of his minions.”

      Vincent listened intently, the sounds of the forest and crackling of the fire the only noise around them. His soft hair brushed her chin and a cool shiver slithered up her leg.

      “Well, everyone in Azanthea knows how that ended. The killer is celebrated and feared. The heir to the God-King.” She shrugged, trying to come off as unaffected and strong. “After my father was killed, that was it. The war came to an end and they caught me. I was just a girl.”

      She tried to act strong, but her heart sank as she told the story and a mild nausea set in.

      Vincent stared at her for a moment, his eyes surprisingly wide and his voice eerily eager. “You must want revenge, no?”

      “He was only a boy at the time,” Aurelia said, “but he has since become one of Apollyon’s truly monstrous creations. I pity him.” She paused, holding her hands together, squeezing them tightly. She would not allow the tears to come.

      “Do you want revenge, though?” Vincent asked, his face completely unreadable. “Would you kill him if you had the chance?”

      Aurelia clenched her hands tighter, her nails digging into her palms, drawing blood. She looked at Vincent with fire in her eyes. “I would tear Vallich’s heart out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          Azul, 12th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Kari and Xenophon walked in stride through the sprawling city of Azul. Home to over a million people, the noise of the city bustled around them and the smell of sewage pinched her nose.

      She rarely got to spend time off the island that was home to the House of the Historians, and never did she get to walk through the city without a battalion of escorts. So, when Xenophon asked her to accompany him into the city, she jumped at the chance.

      Things was different now. Over the past few days, people had been treating her oddly. Well, more oddly than usual. Many were fearful of her, assuming Apollyon would only choose someone as twisted as Vallich. It probably didn’t help that it had been widely known that she was Vallich’s only friend—if you could even call her that after his betrayal.

      In the market, that was crowded to the brim, merchants and buyers alike cleared the way for her. Some even bowed. Xenophon seemed to take no notice; it was something he was used to as High Historian. Though she knew she was far further above them by birthright, Kari still found it awkward and mumbled a muted ‘thank you’ each time.

      “Are you nervous?” he said with his head bowed towards the stone road below.

      “More and more each day,” Kari replied, keeping her head held high. There was no shame in admitting fear, but there was shame in running from it.

      A weak smile crossed Xenophon’s face. “You are brave, my dear.”

      Kari nodded. Each event would be a spectacle, with Azantheans coming from the entire country to watch. The first were to arrive today.

      “What is it you fear the most?”

      Kari’s fingertips went to Mímrvor, his soft whispers calming her. “Dying.”

      Though it was not the full truth. It wasn’t death alone that she feared. She feared the darkness where Mímrvor’s song couldn’t reach her. She feared losing her other half.

      “Only the weak die,” he said quietly.

      Kari looked up at him, his gaunt face ghastlier than usual in the deep shadows cast by the sun. She smiled at him weakly. He would die one day.

      They stopped behind the large crowd that gathered around the grand gates to the city. Peasants, traders, merchants, and dignitaries all gathered to witness the arrival of the God-King’s contestant.

      A bony hand fell on Kari’s shoulder. “And you, my dear, are not weak.” Xenophon’s murky eyes locked onto hers, the lines around his mouth cutting deeper into his aged face as his lips curled into a gentle smile.

      Kari was not so convinced. She had been too ashamed to admit her oversight about Vallich, too fearful of the punishment that would accompany the admission. She was betraying her God-King with every moment that passed while her secrets remained locked away.

      She allowed herself to let the thought pass. There was no malicious intent. She was no traitor, and she intended to prove it by winning her spot by the God-King’s side. She would be the one to ascend.

      Xenophon turned away and together they began walking into the crowd. As people parted, letting them through to the front of the line, Kari fought to conceal her disgust at the crowd around them. The smell was putrid and some of the peasants appeared as if they had washed themselves in the sewage that littered the streets. Kari was careful not to touch any of them for fear of catching a poor-man’s disease.

      Kari recalled her lessons with Dane, a brilliant soldier and scholar. He had taught her about the city. He had preached that the poor of Azul were lazy and inhuman, unfit to live in the city of a God. But the God-King was merciful and, to the disbelief of most everyone, tolerated their presence.

      At the time, she had been skeptical. What made her different from them? But being in this crowd now, Kari was certain Dane’s words were true. It was positively barbaric. As they approached the front of the crowd, a fight broke out to their right, between two peasants barely sober enough to stand let alone throw punches. And to their left, the crowd roared and chanted at her.

      As unappealing as it was, there was something flattering about it. Kari waved. The crowd to the left swooned. She was their champion, and soon, she would be their God.

      They came to the front of the crowd. The gathering opened up to reveal the gate, a beautiful metal arch in the white wall that surrounded their city. The street beyond it was lined with dignitaries and the richer families of Azul. In front of them, facing the crowd, was a line of soldiers standing on the cobblestone road.

      Kari looked back to Xenophon, who smiled at her.

      “Kari, may I ask you something?”

      “Anything, my liege.”

      The circles around his eyes deepened. “I realize it’s probably nothing, but I have to do my due diligence.” Kari held in a breath at his words. “A guard saw Vallich coming to the House of Historians the morning of his betrayal. He only comes to the island for two reasons—”

      “To use the library or to see me.” Kari’s heart pounded in her chest, and she was so thankful in this moment that Xenophon was but a human. With the connection of a Godstone, any Wielder standing so close would be able to hear the pounding through her chest.

      Xenophon nodded and observed her closely. “Did he say anything at all that seemed… out of sort?”

      Kari shook her head, but kept her lips tightly sealed for fear she would be unable to lie to the man who raised her. If she told the truth of Vallich’s treacherous words, she would be dead.

      Xenophon raised an eyebrow. “Well, are you going to tell me why he was there?”

      “It’s Vallich.” Kari waved a hand as nonchalantly as she could. “He was seeking pleasure after a long night of wine and brawls.”

      “Apologies for my shock,” he said, though there was no trace of surprise in his voice. “But I didn’t know you and Vallich had that kind of relationship.”

      “Oh, no!” Kari put her hands up defensively. “No, no. He simply had too much of the drink. Probably couldn’t find anyone else awake at that hour.”

      “He has never had the problem of finding anyone before,” Xenophon said, crossing his arms and looking into the crowd. It was true—Vallich could find someone willing and enthusiastic anywhere he went. Kari bit her lip. This was it, she was caught.

      “I suppose he always did seem to fancy you. It would make sense that he finally try something before he left.”

      A wave of relief flooded over Kari, but Xenophon still didn’t seem entirely convinced. Perhaps this was the real reason he invited her to walk with him through the town. To rattle her with the chaos and then ask his questions.

      A horn sounded in the distance.

      “Ah,” Xenophon said. “They’ve arrived.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          Near the Sable Trading Outpost, 12th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Kuba lay on his back, flipping his Godstone between his hands overhead. The morning sun caused the golden Godstone to glow even brighter. He looked closely at it. It was entrancing, and he couldn’t help but smile. The others were out searching for firewood, and Kuba was thankful for his time alone with the Godstone.

      A cloud passed over the sun. and Kuba’s smile faded. He still couldn’t use it, which meant the chances of him reuniting with his aunt and uncle were still slim. He sighed. What a mess he had gotten them all in.

      The warmth of the sun returned to Kuba’s face from behind the thick white clouds, but his smile had faded. He was determined to summon the lightning they needed, to guide them to the Free-Wielders. He clutched the Godstone and pulled it into his chest.

      Ever since Aurelia taught him how to use it, he’d been secretly practising every chance he got. He wouldn’t try to summon the lightning—it would draw too much attention. He would just hold the connection with the Godstone for as long as he could; he would practise letting the Godstone consume him. Kuba’s fist clenched even tighter around the rock as he began to slow his breathing and empty his mind.

      A loud clatter caused him to jolt upward and his connection with the stone dissolved.

      “What are you doing?” said Vincent, a pile of firewood at his feet.

      “Nothing.”

      Vincent must have been the first one back. Kuba felt uncomfortable lying to him, but Aurelia made it clear not to tell him too much. Kuba didn’t know where to draw that line.

      “You’re the Wielder,” said Vincent. The way he said it, Kuba knew that it was not a question.

      “Yes,” said Kuba. He was cautious, but at the same time, Vincent did save them. “I’m new, though.”

      Vincent smiled at him. Kuba was a little confused, but smiled back anyways.

      “And,” Vincent asked, “how’s it going for you so far?”

      Kuba shrugged. “Not so great.”

      “Perhaps I can help?” Vincent walked over and sat next to Kuba.

      Kuba smiled at their new companion. Why Ion and Aurelia were being so weird about Vincent made no sense to Kuba. He’d been nothing but nice. Not telling him about the Free-Wielders seemed cruel; he was trying to escape too.

      “Sure,” said Kuba.

      Vincent leaned his forearms on his legs. “What do you need to know? I’m an open book.”

      Kuba shifted uncomfortably, wanting to ask Vincent right then and there for his help. He wanted to tell him everything. But he refrained, knowing his brother would be upset with him for giving the stranger too much information.

      “I need to know how to get this thing to work,” he said as he held up his Godstone.

      “Have you connected with it before?”

      “Yes, but nothing happened,” Kuba said, looking down at his hands. “I need to know how to do it like you.”

      Vincent laughed. “What I can do has taken my entire life to learn,” he said. “Years of gruelling training and terrible pain at the hands of vicious teachers.”

      Kuba raised his eyebrows. “Any tips?”

      Vincent chuckled. “Sure, kid, but it’s not pretty.”

      Wide-eyed and smiling, Kuba repositioned himself to face Vincent, who was leaning forward eagerly. It looked like he was excited to share the knowledge.

      Vincent leaned in closer. “You have to be willing to die.”

      Kuba’s smile faded. Vincent’s did not.

      “Die?” Kuba whispered, the familiar feeling of tightness creeping into his chest. He took a deep breath, trying to calm his jittering foot.

      Vincent nodded, his face still lit up with energy. It unsettled Kuba a little. “To get better, you need to push your abilities,” said Vincent. “Most people do not push far enough. Our abilities are like a muscle. Work too hard and you can tear something, but don’t work hard enough and you don’t get any better.”

      “Okay…”

      “We have to find that line, push ourselves to the edge—the very brink of death—each time. If you don’t push far enough, you won’t grow and get stronger. If you push too much, you die. That’s my secret. If you feel like you’re at your limit, just push further, even if it means risking death. Only those willing to risk it all can be truly great.”

      “But couldn’t I actually die?” Kuba asked.

      “Yes,” Vincent said, “but that’s what it takes if you want to be the best.”

      “Doesn’t it scare you?”

      “It is the things that scare us that are truly worth doing.”

      Kuba looked down at the dirt, away from Vincent’s intense stare. He knew he had to get better, and quickly, but was this really what he was going to have to risk?

      “You’ll soon find that Wielders are better than average people,” Vincent said. “We are stronger than both humans and Vyvents. Apollyon is not the only God on this earth.”

      Kuba looked back up at his new friend. He had learned about the Vyvents in school. For the most part, they lived in a far-off land. They lived long lives and could control the little things all around them. And they could read minds, or something like that. Kuba was taught never to trust a Vyvent. Could he really be stronger than them?

      “You should be happy you’re one of us.” Vincent was smiling, but Kuba just stared, unsure of what he meant.

      “Morning, Kuba!” Ion yelled, ignoring Vincent altogether. He was coming out of the forest with an armful of wood.

      Kuba and Vincent both shot to their feet.

      “What have you two been up to?” Ion asked, walking towards them. Ion’s tone was the same one Kuba’s Lessonsmaster used when he was caught doing something wrong.

      Kuba glanced to the side and caught Vincent’s eye. Vincent gave him a tiny wink.

      “Nothing,” Kuba blurted.

      “Uh-huh,” said Ion.

      “I should get back to work. Nice chatting, Kuba,” Vincent said, while glaring directly at Ion.

      Kuba looked back and forth between the two. For a moment, it seemed as if they were in a standoff. The silence made him uncomfortable.

      “Ion,” Vincent finally said, bowing his head slightly.

      Ion returned the gesture.

      Then they both stormed off.
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        * * *

      

      Aurelia was still thinking about the conversation she’d had with Vincent the night before as she walked through the thinly treed forest collecting wood for their plot to get past the border wall. He was so hard to read. He clearly hated Apollyon’s regime and he seemed so angry, she could sense it, as it was the same anger and hatred that festered in herself. Emotions she had been keeping under control for so long, holding back the rage and sadness to keep her sanity. But he pried it out of her. He fed her need for revenge.

      And strangely, it felt good.

      Aurelia shook her head as she picked up a large branch to haul over to her pile. She hadn’t been so open about her past with anyone in so long. It felt almost liberating to finally talk about it with someone. Sure, she had been confiding in Ion a little, but she never gave him the full, gory details. She feared he wouldn’t understand. But Vincent clearly did.

      She marched over to her growing pile of wood and tossed the large branch onto it. She eyed up the size of the pile; it looked like enough.

      “Hurry up, you scum!”

      Aurelia dropped to the ground behind her woodpile as she heard the yell off in the distance. She pulled herself to her knees, peering over the stack, and her eyes widened in horror. Down the slight hill to the west, through the thin veil of forest, she spotted a large cohort of chained people surrounded by soldiers. They were emaciated and beaten, their fresh wounds open to the elements. They walked in a line surrounded by guards. Aurelia couldn’t see the end of the procession.

      She could smell the stench coming off them even at this distance. She crouched lower and turned to crawl. She couldn’t risk being seen. A distant clatter of chains echoed through the woods.

      “Get up, you Northern brat!” The shout echoed through the forest.

      Aurelia shot to her feet, glaring down the slope at the barely visible pack. The prisoners were her people.

      A young girl had fallen. Even from afar, she could tell the child was sick. Her many attempts to get up were failing. Aurelia closed her eyes tightly, taking a deep breath. There were too many guards; there was nothing she could do but watch. She pushed the anger welling up in her throat back down.

      Aurelia opened her eyes and watched intently as the girl continued to struggle to stand. The guards were closing in. She held her breath. Just as one of the guards made it within arm’s reach, the girl managed to stand. Aurelia felt herself relax a little as she exhaled.

      The group started to continue walking, but on the little girl’s first step, she crumbled back onto her knees. In one quick motion, the nearby soldier lifted his palm and brought the back of his hand across the girl’s face.

      Without a second of hesitation, Aurelia was off. Fury burned in her stomach as she tore down the hill, her feet flying underneath her. She clenched her Godstone, her eyes glossing over as they connected. She would kill that man.

      The distance between her and the group was closing quickly, her feet carrying her faster than they ever had before. The sound of her movements was masked by the clanging of the chains and the disgusting laughter of the soldiers. They wouldn’t hear her coming.

      Strategically, she used the trees to stay out of sight, running at the group on an angle. As she approached, she channelled the energy of her Godstone into the palms of her hands, conjuring two balls of fire. Immediately upon their ignition, she felt herself weaken, the conjure taking its toll. She slowed a little.

      As she continued sprinting down the slope, she lifted one of her palms into the air, the blazing fireball following her hand’s motion. She could feel the heat on her palm from the fire just a few inches in front of her. She aimed the boiling blaze directly at the child-beater.

      Aurelia went to launch her fiery attack.

      A blur appeared immediately to her left and she was too late to react. A black-clothed figure tackled her from the side. The impact sent them both rolling onto the stony forest floor. Instinctively, she sent her blazing fireballs searing into his back.

      He grunted in pain as they continued to tumble until a tree finally stopped their spiralling. The figure straddled her and pinned her down by her wrists.

      “Snap out of it!” the man hissed.

      Aurelia’s eyes immediately cleared. It was Vincent on top of her, the full weight of him rendering her unable to move.

      “Get off!” she shouted furiously. “Let me go!”

      “Shut up!” he hushed, shoving his hand over her mouth. “You are going to get yourself killed.”

      Aurelia was furious. She screamed at him, but his palm muffled the noise.

      “Listen to me closely,” he said, whispering right into her ear. She could feel the tenseness of his muscles pushing down on her. “There is nothing you can do for them. There are dozens of soldiers, maybe even some Wielders. You’ll just get yourself and the other two caught. Do you want that?”

      Aurelia glared up at him furiously, but he wasn’t wrong. He quietly stared back, continuing to press down on her mouth. She watched as his eyes darted back and forth, trying to read her face. Finally, she shook her head.

      “Good,” he said coldly. “I’m going to let you go now. Do not yell, do not run. Do you understand?”

      She nodded.

      He slowly took his hand off her mouth. He paused for a moment, when she didn’t react, he continued to use the ground beside her head to push himself up. He stood over her, wincing slightly from their squabble. She brought herself onto her elbows, and Vincent extended his hand. She took a hold, and he pulled her to her feet. She brushed the soil off her pants and looked over Vincent’s shoulder at the group, the procession still stretching as far as she could see.

      “It’s disgusting what Apollyon is doing to my people.”

      “Hm,” Vincent said, in what sounded like a grunt of agreement. He turned from her to look at the procession. “They must be from Azul. Last I heard, they were nearly done with them there.”

      “Vincent!” Aurelia exclaimed, not paying attention to what he was saying. “Your back!”

      Vincent arched his head over his shoulder in an attempt to see. His lower back was covered in burns, the sight of which made Aurelia flinch. The smell of melted flesh crept up her nose. His calm demeanour put her on edge.

      “Here, take this off. Let me have a look,” Aurelia said, clearly flustered that she had injured him.

      “I’m fine,” he said. “It mostly caught my clothes anyways.”

      “But it’s open here and I can see a burn…” she clamoured on, clawing at his shirt.

      “Stop grabbing at me.”

      “It looks bad,” she said, continuing to try to remove his shirt.

      “I said, I’m fine!”

      She stepped back, not having heard that tone from him before.

      “I’m sorry. Let’s get back,” Vincent said. “I’ll deal with it, don’t worry.”

      “Okay, okay,” Aurelia said, throwing her hands up and backing off. Guilt welled up inside her. He had now saved her twice, and she had done nothing but cause him pain.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It was an accident and I’m fine,” Vincent said, starting to walk back. “Let’s go.”

      Aurelia followed him quietly, taking one last look over her shoulder at the procession as they disappeared back into the forest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          Outside the Wall of Sable, 13th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure this is going to work?” Ion asked.

      “Don’t be daft. Of course it’ll work,” Vincent said.

      Ion hated the way he exuded confidence. He nervously looked down at Vincent from his perch on the giant charcoal-coloured horse. He still did not trust Vincent. They had moved out of the forest and onto the sandy plains to fit the horse with a saddle that would tow their makeshift trailer. It was nothing more than a bunch of thick logs tied together, but everyone agreed that it should drag fine along the flat land of Sable. He adjusted himself on the horse, his armour—borrowed from Vincent—clanged loudly. He wasn’t used to wearing anything like it.

      “It’s a good plan,” Aurelia said, resting her hand on Ion’s knee. Even through the thick armour, her presence immediately put him at ease. “And it’s the only one we’ve got.”

      “Yeah, and you look cool!” Kuba chimed in.

      Ion couldn’t help but smirk at his little brother.

      “So now all you have to do is tie us up and we should be good to go,” Vincent said. “It should only be a few hours until we reach the city border.”

      One by one, they clambered over to Ion, who used the pieces of rope to tie their hands together. After tying each set of hands, he handed them the bags to be worn over their heads. The bags made him nervous, though. The entire plan rested on the anonymity they would provide. If the bags didn’t work, it would probably mean their demise.

      Aurelia and Kuba hopped onto the wagon and lay down. Ion watched as Vincent stepped on the wooden platform behind them. He carefully stepped over Aurelia and Kuba, moving to the back of the wagon and seating himself. Vincent might be confident that this plan would work, but Ion was not so sure.

      “Remember,” Vincent said, “we must follow the plan, even if things go astray. Unless I am revealed, do not abort.”

      “Alright,” Ion said, adjusting himself into a better position on the horse. “Shall we?”

      “We shall,” Aurelia said.

      Ion peered over their shoulder and watched as Aurelia helped Kuba get the homemade bag over his head. Aurelia put her own on next.

      Vincent still had his off. He was glaring at Ion. “You can do this,” he said quietly, but sternly.

      Ion nodded curtly. Maybe Vincent wasn’t so bad.

      With that, Vincent pulled the bag over his head and lay down. They were off.
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        * * *

      

      It took several hours to reach the city border. Ion had followed the trading route due south, and was now closing in on the giant trade border wall. The wall spanned from the Redcliffs of the ocean-side to the bay in the east—there was no way around it by land. The journey had been nerve-wracking for Ion. The closer they got to the city, the more people he saw en route. Most stared, the armour causing him to stick out. Other soldiers would greet him from afar, but, to his great relief, no one approached them. Vincent had been right when they first met; the armour kept folks away.

      Ion paused a few hundred yards from one of the city gates. As Vincent had suggested, he headed to the ocean-side entrance, which was substantially less busy than the main gate. He turned in his saddle to check on the group. They rested silently, as they had the entire trip.

      Ion turned to face the giant, sandy wall once again, a coarse pit of nerves balling up in his throat. Everyone was depending on him. This was their chance to make it to the Free-Wielders, to get his parents back. This was their chance to survive. His brother and Aurelia were depending on him, and he could not let them down.

      He swallowed the pit in his throat and clicked his heels on the horse, commanding her to proceed. He trotted towards the entrance, passing right by the line of traders waiting to pay their taxes to enter the city. He moved to the soldiers’ entrance on the right, where he would wait to be vetted. He passed by a few soldiers in line, stopping at the very front, right at the base of the magnificent sandstone wall. Just as Vincent had instructed him to do.

      One of the guards tending to the line dropped what he was doing and marched over. “Still skies,” the guard greeted him.

      “And strong roofs,” Ion replied with as much confidence as he could muster.

      “As a Ninth of Sable, I command you to identify yourself, soldier.” The guard’s voice was stoic.

      “I am,” Ion hesitated for a split second, of all the things he had been told to prepare, he had forgotten to pick a fake name. “Sam.” He paused, remembering Vincent’s instructions on soldier introductions. “Soldier of the Azul Eighths,” he added, lifting his chest.

      He followed Vincent’s guidance. Whatever faction the border guards were in, go lower. If he said a higher faction, they would suck up to get close, hoping for scraps. If he claimed to be in the same one, it could cause a power struggle. And claiming a faction too low could lead to suspicion. Let them think they were in charge, that they were in the know.

      “I request entrance to the city for an audience with Hectar.”

      “Hectar? Take an audience with an Eighth?” the soldier chuckled. “I don’t know how things work in Azul, but you must have something pretty darn good to expect an audience with our lord.”

      “I do,” Ion said, hopping off his horse. His knees almost buckled from pure terror as he hit the ground, but to his surprise, he remained upright. “Let me pass.”

      “Of course,” the soldier said. Vincent had told him soldiers were supposed to have free passage, but not to expect it to come without a hassle. Everything seemed okay so far.

      Ion grabbed the horse’s reins and began walking towards the large, open gate. He could hear the bustling city on the other side.

      “Who is this?” The guard looked down at the three hooded figures.

      Ion turned around. “Prisoners. For Hectar.”

      “They’re not very feisty, are they?”

      “They’re drugged,” Ion said quickly. “Nightwine.”

      “Hmm, they must have been difficult then, if you had to use Nightwine. Well, let’s have a look, shall we? See who's so important you need an audience with our lord.”

      The soldier reached for the nearest hood, and Ion’s heart raced. it was Vincent’s. He had to do something. Vincent had been a soldier, so they could recognize him.

      He marched over and grabbed the soldier’s arm before he could take off Vincent’s hood.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” The Ninth yelled, pulling his arm from Ion’s grasp. He was drawing the attention of the other border guards.

      “These are my prisoners. You don’t touch them,” Ion shouted back. The surrounding guards had now stopped questioning the other folks and were focusing on the confrontation. “They’re for your lord and him alone!”

      “So you do have something special,” the guard said with a smirk. “Three of them, too. Could it be an Eighth has the delinquents on the run from Zar?”

      Ion watched as the guard twisted his ugly face and reached over again towards Vincent’s bag.

      “Enough!” A voice boomed from across the entrance.

      As soon as the voice rang out, Ion noticed a shift in the crowd. The other soldiers went right back to their duties. Ion looked for the source of the command. A large man with long brown hair stormed through the gates, his cape billowing in the warm breeze.

      “Get lost, Ninth.”

      “Yes, sir.” The soldier scurried off, kicking up sand as he left.

      “I am Rohan. As an Eleventh of Sable, I command you to identify yourself, soldier.”

      “I am Sam. Soldier of the Azul Eighths,” Ion said. “I request entrance to the city for an audience with Hectar.”

      “And your prisoners?”

      “Are for Hectar.”

      Rohan eyed Ion up and down. He glanced at the prisoners. He paused for a moment and then stepped much closer, so close Ion could see each fine wrinkle that lined his face. He couldn’t lose control of the situation or they would all be doomed.

      “Are these the three outlaws from Zar? The Northerner and the two boys.”

      “Yes, sir,” Ion said, hoping transparency would deter the soldier from checking.

      “I don’t recognize you,” Rohan said, his inquisitive glare burning into Ion. “And I have spent quite some time in Azul.”

      “The Eighths are a large faction in the capital, sir.”

      “I suppose you are right,” he said, his voice low. “And after you dispose of these prisoners, will you go back to Azul?” Rohan asked, his voice barely registering louder than a whisper. “Or will you be sailing west?”

      “Returning to Az—?” Ion stopped himself mid-sentence, remembering Aurelia’s silly nursery rhyme. It couldn’t be that this man, an Eleventh, was one of the Free-Wielders. “Can you repeat the question?” Ion said, his heart pounding in anticipation.

      “Some people go back from where they came, others decide to sail out to sea for some… time off,” Rohan said ever so quietly.

      Ion’s eyes widened in shock, and he looked around. The guards were all out of earshot.

      “Yes,” Ion started, trying to remember the poem. “I’ll be headed west.”

      “Any destination in particular?”

      Ion shook his head slowly, whispering Aurelia’s words to the strange man. “Until I cannot see.”

      Rohan nodded curtly. “Let them pass!” he exclaimed.

      All the surrounding soldiers chimed in with a simultaneous, “yes, sir.”

      Ion continued looking at Rohan, who stared back at him with a sad look in his eyes. He put his hand on Ion’s shoulder. “Be safe, son,” he whispered as Ion pushed forward, trying to evade his grip. “Tell Elara I say ‘hi.’”

      Ion nodded, and Rohan let him go.

      Ion took the reins of his horse and led them all through the gate.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s safe,” Aurelia heard Ion say. “You can come out now.”

      She felt a cool object shoved between her wrists. There was a little bit of resistance and then, with a tug, Ion’s knife cut through the rope. Aurelia grabbed the bag on her head and pulled it off. She massaged her wrists, and Ion continued to free the others.

      Aurelia looked around. They were in a back alley, covered by the shade of a sandstone building. She could hear the city scrambling around them. She stood up on the wooden platform, her body stiff.

      “What happened at the gate?” she asked.

      “You didn’t hear?” Ion said.

      “Nope,” Kuba replied as he struggled to clumsily take the oversized bag off his head. “Just heard some guy yell and then nothing, just whispers.”

      “I think he was one of us,” Ion said quietly

      “What do you mean ‘one of us’?” Vincent piped in.

      Aurelia shot a glance at Ion. As much as she liked Vincent, she was still unsure of his intentions. He had mentioned nothing about the Free-Wielders, so neither would they.

      “I just meant he may have been a Wielder,” Ion said to cover his tracks, “I couldn’t be sure though.”

      “You aren’t a Wielder, though,” Vincent said sternly. “So you mean he was one of us.” Vincent motioned to everyone except Ion.

      Aurelia turned to look at Ion; he seemed furious. “Good thing you got us through then, Ion!” she said, trying to distract Ion and diffuse the situation. She wondered if her enthusiasm was a little overboard. “I guess this means it’s time to part ways,” she said, turning towards Vincent.

      “Indeed it does,” he said.

      “It was nice meeting you,” Kuba said, sticking his hand out to shake Vincent’s. “Thanks for the great plan.”

      “No problem,” Vincent said, taking Kuba’s hand to shake. It was clear to Aurelia that this situation was making him feel quite awkward. “You have a powerful Godstone.”

      Kuba smiled brightly at Vincent and the man smiled back.

      “Yeah, thanks,” Ion said curtly.

      Vincent turned to Ion and nodded.

      “Can I say goodbye privately?” Aurelia asked. All three of the others looked shocked.

      “Of course,” Vincent replied.

      Aurelia looked to Ion and Kuba. Ion did not look happy.

      Vincent quickly detached the makeshift tow from his horse's saddle. Once the dusty wooden platform was removed, he took the horse by the reins and followed Aurelia down the alley towards the entrance to a busier road.

      “I just wanted to apologize properly,” she said, looking at her feet. “You saved us, you saved me twice, and I just…”

      Aurelia reached around to inspect his back, but he grabbed her hand. Instead of letting it go, he held on, bringing it up to the side of his face. Her cheeks immediately flushed.

      “I am fine,” he said. She could feel his strong jaw move underneath her palm. “Do not worry for me.”

      Aurelia was taken aback. In the past two days, she had not seen him so gentle and soft.

      “I hope you find your friend.”

      “As do I.” He let go of her hand, and her heart sank a little. But she knew he couldn’t stay with them. He was a liability. Kuba and Ion had been fresh, not yet indoctrinated into Apollyon’s world. Vincent was too much of an unknown, and much too powerful; they had all agreed he could not come.

      “Be safe,” he whispered in her ear. “I am sure we will meet again.”

      Aurelia felt his breath move across her ear towards her cheek, his soft lips landing upon it.

      “Goodbye,” she said.

      Vincent pulled away and smiled. He grabbed his horse’s reins and tugged gently. Moments later, the two of them were all but lost in the chaos of the city’s streets.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          Sable, 13th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      The City of Sable was like nothing Kuba had ever seen before. They had only been there for a couple of hours and he was so overwhelmed. The streets were bustling, even into the evening. As dusk started to fall on the city, it became even more beautiful. In the light of the setting sun, all the buildings were golden-red, as if carved from the Redcliffs’ sand. Most of the buildings had multiple storeys, unlike those in the Village of Zar, where only a select few right at the city centre did.

      As they wove through the streets, Kuba couldn’t help but stare at all the vendors selling goods on the side of the road. It was almost dusk, and the cooler temperatures brought out even more vendors, which was good for them, because they were looking to sell.

      “This place is amazing,” Kuba said as they passed by a man selling roasted fish on-a-stick. He didn’t recognize what kind of fish it was, but it smelt good. His stomach growled at the sight of the food. “And I’m hungry.”

      Aurelia turned around and smiled at Kuba. She had torn up the lower legs of her pants and tied them together to use as a headscarf. She wore the material loosely over her head and around her neck to conceal herself. She had been on the run for a while, and did not want to risk being recognized.

      “We will eat soon,” she said. “This armour is made with some of the best metals in the country, so we should get quite a lot for it. Enough for a sloop and some extra food, hopefully.”

      Kuba smiled. It was the first time he had seen Aurelia so optimistic. It was nice. He looked over at Ion, who was silently carrying the equipment. He had been quiet all afternoon, and Kuba wondered why.

      They weaved through the busy streets for a few more minutes until they came upon a little side street filled with seedy-looking vendors.

      “This looks good,” Aurelia said. “Let me do the talking.”

      They walked down the side street, scoping out all the vendors. Kuba cautiously peeked at the different tables as they walked by. There were stands with precious jewels, some with little unmarked bottles, and some with exotic live animals. The street was dark, hidden in the shade, and the people looked tough and wary of one another. About halfway down the alley, Aurelia stopped at a table. It was covered in an array of metals.

      “What do you want, pretty lady?” said the broad man sitting behind the table. His trapezoid muscles were so large that his neck appeared non-existent and his greasy hair was pulled back into a knot, much like Ion’s, though Ion's was much more beautiful. “Some precious metals, Nightwine, and a date, maybe?”

      “We are here to sell, actually.”

      “Ah, I see,” the man said, picking his tooth with the edge of one of the knives he had laid out on the table. He looked past Aurelia. “The little one or the blond? I wouldn’t have guessed you were a trafficker. I don’t generally trade humans, but I will admit, I do dabble—”

      “Not them, no,” Aurelia said. Kuba noticed she was signalling for them to stand closer with a wave behind her back. He obliged.

      “This.” Ion whipped the sack off his back and onto the table. He opened the top to reveal the armour inside.

      “Oh,” the man said, clearly excited, “is this a full suit?”

      “Yes, completely authentic.” Aurelia said. “Of the best make in the lands, straight from Azul. Mined in the depths of Míastrad. Full iron with a brass chestplate. This metal is worth a great deal in your market.”

      “How did a beauty like you come across it? Steal from an ex-lover? That’s a crime, you know.” He winked at her. “Or did you do something worse? Is the man who wore this still alive?” He eyed them each in turn, then examined the breastplate at the top of the bag. “Or could it be yours? Do we have a runaway on our hands?” he whispered, looking straight into Aurelia’s eyes.

      “Does it matter?”

      “No, no,” he said disappointedly. “I just love a juicy tale.”

      “There is not one here,” Aurelia responded. “Do you want it or not, because I can see some of your neighbours eyeing us and they might be quite interested in—”

      “No! I want it!” He leaned forward in his seat, hastily waving his hands in the air. “How much do you want?”

      “A thousand Zanthies.”

      Kuba looked up at Aurelia, shocked. He had never even seen a hundred Zanthies in one place before, let alone a thousand. In Zar, they mostly just bartered. He had never been in a city were currency was so heavily relied upon.

      “Ha! Not a chance. Four hundred.”

      “Nine,” Aurelia said. “A collector would pay good money for this. So would a spy from Raknabrooke.”

      “Five,” he growled.

      “Eight fifty,” she said. “That is the lowest I will go, and like I said, everyone around here seems pretty curious.”

      “Fine, girl.” He stood from his chair. “Follow me. We do the deals in the back.”

      All three of them took a step forward, but the huge man raised a hand.

      “Just her,” he said. He was tall, broad, and overly muscular. Aurelia looked so small next to him. It made Kuba nervous for her.

      “Go back to the main road. I will meet you there soon,” Aurelia said.

      “But—” Ion protested, clearly uncomfortable.

      “Go,” she said firmly. “I’ll be fine.”

      The man walked over and opened the door to a rickety looking house a few feet behind the table. He held it open and motioned for Aurelia to walk in. Kuba watched as she grabbed the bag of armour and entered the decrepit building.

      He did not have a good feeling about this.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The dusk sun was beaming down on Vallich as he lurked on the rooftop of the lower section of the castle, carefully concealing himself in the shade of the dusty brick tower. He went over his plan again. Over the past few days of travelling, he realized how he would get his army.

      He wiped a bead of sweat from his brow. Even in the evening, Sable was scorching hot. He narrowed his grey eyes as he spotted his subject: Lord Hectar, the appointed ruler of the southwestern province of Sable. Hectar was sparring in the courtyard with one of his soldiers.

      Vallich watched with intense interest as Hectar made easy work of the soldier he was fighting. Hectar wore no armour, yet the soldier was in head to toe steel-plated gear. The Lord of Sable moved elegantly, barely even kicking up the sand beneath his feet. The sword Hectar had in his hand danced in the fading sunlight, reflecting it in all directions. He was so methodical; the clangs of swords created music that rang throughout the large castle grounds. As the swords clattered together, a cool breeze rolled off the ocean from the west and swept up the wall of the castle, cooling Vallich. He felt his dark hair flutter in the breeze and a pang of excitement hit him. A vicious smile crossed his face. He had the perfect plan and it was now time to execute it.

      The clanging caught his attention again. The beautiful sound of sword on sword had ceased and was replaced by the ugly clatter of fallen steel. The soldier had been disarmed and had fallen to the ground. Vallich watched as Hectar tossed his own sword to the ground and marched over the fallen man. Hectar got down on his knees, straddling the man, and proceeded to punch him repeatedly in the face.

      Vallich scowled at the scene. Hectar had not changed at all.

      With no need to watch Hectar continue his pointless bombardment, Vallich walked along the flat, beige rooftop. He looked out at the wall guarding the fortress; all the guards were looking out towards the city. He was in the clear.

      He continued to the end of the long roof towards the tower on the opposite end of the square courtyard. Once he was in the tower’s shadow, he grabbed onto the wall. His sights were set on the first window a couple feet beyond his reach. He dug his nails into the crevices of the old brick and hoisted himself onto the wall. He made quick work of the climb and easily pulled himself onto the window ledge.

      Vallich swung his legs inside, thankful that the southern castles were too hot to have glass panes in their windows. His feet touched down quietly on the wooden floor. He quickly surveyed the room. Empty. It was different than the last time he had been here—there was much more gold. He walked over to the bedpost, brushing his fingers along the sheer veil covering the side of the bed.

      Hectar had taught him long ago to never stay in a room too high, else you cannot escape. Bot nor did you want to stay in a room too low, or you would not have time to see your enemy coming. This room—about four storeys off the ground, with access to the roof—was perfect for him. Vallich knew he would be coming back soon. He was anticipating his arrival.

      Time crept slowly by as Vallich waited. He stood silently in the corner of the room.

      Finally, the door creaked open, and Hectar came barreling into the room, topless and sweaty from his fight. He was tall, his flowing brown hair greasy and slicked with sweat. He stopped and turned, immediately fixing his gaze on Vallich.

      “You. I knew I saw you there,” Hectar said, unsurprised. The lord grabbed a towel from his dresser and began wiping the sweat off his tan skin.

      “And you said nothing?” Vallich asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “I’m not an idiot Vallich. You’d only be here if you wanted something.”

      “Maybe I am here to make quick work of you.”

      “No,” Hectar said, tossing his towel onto the bed. “That is not the reason. So what do you want?”

      “It is not what I want,” Vallich said. “I have something to give you.”

      “And why should I trust a traitor?”

      “You know as well as I do that you have no choice.”

      “You know, I’ve always liked that attitude of yours,” Hectar growled, walking over to the bed. He sat on the edge of the plush mattress, leaning his forearms onto his knees. He played with the towel between his hands. “Because one day, it will get you killed.”

      “I am not your enemy today,” Vallich said.

      “Then what is it you want?”

      “Like I said,” Vallich said, leaning casually on the wall behind him, “I come with offerings—a trade of sorts.”

      Hectar leaned back on his palms. He flipped his sweaty hair out of his face. “Apollyon would have my head if he knew you were here and I didn’t report it.”

      “You’re smart, Hectar,” Vallich said. “That is how you got to where you are now. That is why you haven’t called in your Wielders yet. So listen.”

      “Spit it out.”

      “It is no secret in the court of Azul that you abhor me for besting you in the last Ascension Trials, and I would wager a guess you did not receive an invite to this one.”

      Hectar growled.

      “I will take that as a confirmation.”

      “Apollyon specifically invited the buffoon you just watched me destroy in combat. He is nothing without that stupid rock.”

      “What if I could give you something that would put you back in good favour with the King?” Vallich said. “What if I could tell you how to get to the Free-Wielders?”

      Hectar stood and walked towards Vallich. “Do not lie, boy,” he growled.

      “It is no lie.”

      “I have searched these lands countless times. They are not in Sable.”

      “That is your problem. You are searching the lands.”

      “What do you want?”

      “A place to stay for now, until the time is right, and a boat to leave once I point you in their direction,” Vallich said. “You can hand Apollyon their heads yourself.”

      “That hardly seems like a fair trade,” Hectar said, closing in on Vallich. “What are you up to? You slaughter your second-in-command, run from the capital, and become the most wanted man in the country. And all you want is a bed to sleep in and a damn boat?”

      “I am no fool, Hectar,” Vallich said, inching forward. “Sable has the highest number of Wielders in the army. Apollyon puts them here just in case Raknabrooke decides to get a little restless one day. How many of your Elevenths have Godstones now? Thirty? Forty?”

      “Fifty-three, and twenty-four in training.”

      “Those numbers are second only to Diamonwon,” Vallich exclaimed. “I may be the best, but I am not delusional. I could not take on fifty-three Wielders on my own. Especially not with the tens of thousands of soldiers you have in your battalions.” He laughed while flashing a wicked smirk at Hectar. “Although trying might be fun.”

      “Listen here, you little shit,” Hectar said, stomping over to Vallich, who stood straight. Hectar glared at him as he casually looked at the lord. Their faces were so close their noses were nearly touching. “Leave now, or I will have all fifty-three of them on you in seconds.”

      “I’ll turn myself in to you if I am wrong,” Vallich said calmly.

      “What?” Hectar said, nonplussed.

      “If I am right, and I can show you the way to get there, you get to give Apollyon the Free-Wielders. If I am wrong, I will turn myself in and you can give me to Apollyon. Either way, you win.”

      “But why?” Hectar said, backing off a bit.

      “Because I am done with this awful place,” Vallich said. “I am a Wielder. I should be worshiped as a God, not kept on Apollyon’s leash. I finally see it now. I’ve played the role of his pet for years. I am done with him, and I am done with this horrid place.

      “I want a safe place to rest until you depart, and a fully supplied boat with the freedom to sail from your ports with no interference,” Vallich demanded. “And I will show you the path to the Free-Wielders.”

      “Where will you go?” Hectar asked.

      “Does it matter?”

      “Fine,” Hectar said, stepping back and reaching out his palm. “You tell me how to get to the Free-Wielders, and I will equip you and let you leave undisturbed, with the stipulation you never set foot in Sable again. But if your information is no good, you become my prisoner.”

      “One more condition,” Vallich said.

      “What?”

      “You tell no one of this accord.”

      “Deal,” Hectar responded.

      Vallich smirked, and with that, he reached out and shook Hectar’s hand.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s your name?” the man said as he took a seat on the only couch in the room.

      “Aurelia,” she replied as she studied her surroundings.

      “Oh, lovely. How appropriate for someone so delectable. I’m Alabaster. Why don’t you come sit, dear?”

      She watched as he patted the seat right next to him. “I would rather not.”

      “Don’t be a little bitch. Sit,” he said, his face turning stern. “I am paying you, after all.”

      Aurelia walked over and took a seat. “Yes, paying me for the armour. Speaking of which, I would like to get my money and to get going.”

      “Eight hundred and fifty Zanthies. I am giving you such a good deal, though,” Alabaster licked his lips. “Shouldn’t you be giving me something in return for doing you such a nice favour?”

      Aurelia felt his hand creep onto her leg. “I suggest you get your disgusting paws off me and give me my money.”

      “You owe me—”

      Aurelia flipped over, pulling her small blade from its sheath in her boot as she did. She was straddling him, her knife pressing into the muscles of his neck. “Is this how you treat all of your guests?”

      “Only the pretty ones.”

      Aurelia dug her knife into his skin, a droplet of blood oozed out.

      “Okay, okay!” he said. “Look, I’ll give you the money.”

      “Now,” she said, hopping off the couch, knife still pressed to his neck.

      He reached between his legs, and immediately she applied more pressure, drawing more blood. “The money,” he choked, “it’s under the couch.”

      Aurelia cautiously bent and reached under the couch. Sure enough, one of the boards holding up the cushions was loose. She pulled out a sack of coins from the hidden compartment.

      She weighed the bag in her hands. It was definitely more than their agreed upon price. “I will be taking this,” she said, continuing to press her knife into Alabaster’s throat. “I should kill you right now.”

      “No, please no.”

      Aurelia could feel the vibrations of his voice trembling from underneath her knife.

      “I will be watching,” she threatened, “and if I even get an inkling that you are doing this to others, I may reconsider.” She pressed the knife deeper into his skin one last time, glaring into his beady eyes. She almost wanted to laugh at what a weak and pathetic human he was. How contradictory his character was to his muscular stature.

      Aurelia lowered her knife, blood dripping from the blade, and ran out into the streets. She couldn’t get out of there fast enough, the thought of what he had been hoping to do making her sick.

      She caught up to Kuba and Ion at the end of the alleyway.

      “Are you okay?” Ion asked, looking in terror from Aurelia to her dripping blade.

      “Fine,” she said, bending over to wipe the blood off on her shoe. “I’ll be fine.”
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        * * *

      

      Aurelia had barely spoken since earlier that evening, and Ion was concerned. Night had fallen, and they’d found a small inn on the southern side of town. Although Aurelia had managed to get more money than expected, they still did not have quite enough to splurge, so they settled for one room.

      Ion was shocked at the luxuries of the city. Even this small room at an old inn put his room in Zar to shame. There was one bed—big enough for two—that was covered in plush-looking furs. Why such heavy bedding was needed in a place so scorching hot was beyond him.

      Aurelia had insisted that one of them still keep watch during the night. So he and Aurelia would trade off; Kuba was already asleep. For now, they were both awake, and he found himself happy that they were alone together.

      “Here,” Aurelia said, offering Ion a mug as she entered the room. She had been downstairs in the kitchen. “They had some mead down there. I thought we could have a treat.”

      Ion smiled and took the mug. He had never had mead before, the Drinkmaster in his town much preferring wine. He took a swig, but, not knowing what to expect, the first taste made him cough.

      Aurelia laughed in a way that was uninhibited and carefree. He wasn’t used to hearing her like this, and he found the sound quite intoxicating. “They do make it strong here,” she said, also taking a sip of hers.

      Ion took another sip, this time prepared for the warm feeling of the liquor running down his throat. “Are you alright?” he asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I just mean, this afternoon, with that man…”

      “I’m fine,” she said sternly.

      “I know, but…” Ion sputtered, “he was terrible. I just want you to know that… well, y’know, it’s okay to not be okay sometimes. And if you need to not be okay, I’m here for you.”

      She smiled. Ion couldn’t help but smile back. He was coming to truly admire her combination of strength and intelligence, and he was happy to finally talk to her alone. He hadn’t had that opportunity since Vincent had come into the picture. Seeing her with him had really affected Ion, and that caught him off guard.

      “Thank you,” she said, putting a hand on his wrist. “I’ve had to do things, or I’ve been made to do things, to survive. That man reminded of those terrible things.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Ion said, placing his hand on hers. “For all those things you’ve had to endure.”

      She squeeze his wrist. Suddenly, she laughed. “That guy really was horrible, though!”

      Ion laughed along nervously, not entirely sure what was funny.

      “I scared him straight, I think.” She sighed. “I wish I could have done worse, though.”

      “Why didn’t you?” Ion said.

      “Because I don’t want to be that person,” Aurelia answered, pulling her hand away and crossing it back over her own. She became suddenly serious. “That’s the person Apollyon would have me be. I will fight when I must, but I will not take someone’s life if it is not necessary.”

      “I can’t even begin to imagine what it was like,” Ion said, clenching his fists. He felt anger boil inside him. “It’s insane how oblivious everyone is, how oblivious I was.”

      Her hand was back on his wrist, and he immediately felt the anger subside. “I agree.” She smiled sadly. “It will be different with the Free-Wielders, though. We’ll be safe there.”

      “I’m not going to be staying,” Ion said firmly.

      “You’re still holding on to the hope that they may help?”

      Ion nodded.

      “I wouldn’t.”

      “They have to help,” Ion said. “I will not abandon my Ma. And my Pa, wherever he is…” He paused and Aurelia leaned in closer, Ion felt himself tense at the warmth of her presence.

      “You and Kuba are both very brave,” she whispered.

      He looked into her green eyes; her brow was soft. Ion gently gripped the hand that she had resting on her knee. “Will you help us?”

      “I…” Aurelia looked at her lap and their intertwined hands.

      Ion’s stomach soured and he pulled his hand away. He had thought—after all this, of all people—she could understand.

      “It’s not that I don’t want to…” she started. “It’s just—”

      “You’re scared?”

      “Of course I am!” Aurelia said, clenching her fists. “And you should be, too! If what we’ve gone through these past weeks has taught you anything, it’s that you should be afraid.”

      “I can’t leave them.”

      “They’re probably already dead,” she blurted.

      Ion shot upward, the legs of the chair screeching against the wooden floor as it flung backwards.

      “Ion, I didn’t mean it that way,” Aurelia said, grabbing at his hand. She never meant to be that cruel. “I just meant that… the probability of them being alive… and the risk of trying to save them…”

      Ion pulled his hand away. “I’m going to sleep. I think you should take the first watch.”

      “Okay,” Aurelia said.

      He walked over to the bed and lay down on top of the fur covers.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      “I know,” he answered, turning on his side to face his brother. He knew it hadn’t come out the way she meant it, but she’d prodded an open wound. He was the reason they were in this mess and the guilt was drowning him. He needed to save his parents. He reached out to put a hand on Kuba’s arm and noticed his brother’s hand tightly wrapped around the Godstone. For a brief moment, Ion eyed the stone greedily.

      The feeling passed as quickly as it came. He needed to save his brother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          Azul, 14th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Noramilli had laid out a beautiful dress for her. The blue gown matched the colour of her Skreeh robes, but it had a silvery tint to it that her uniform did not. With the thinnest straps holding it up, it ran down the full length of her body, hugging her torso and then flowing to the floor from her hips.

      She was staying in a room in the palace for the competition. It was much more beautiful than her tower attic, with tapestries that hung from the walls and a four-poster bed of carved wood taken from the forests of Reinbeck. The palace was nowhere near as high as the tower of the House of Historians, and it had only one window that stared out into the courtyards. Kari missed being in the sky.

      She looked at herself in the mirror. Her hair was pulled back in a style that Noramilli claimed was more fitting for a future heir. Mímrvor hung from her neck, along with several other necklaces that emphasized the deep neckline of her dress. Her white eyes and hair seemed to glisten against the sheen of her dress, her dark skin making them only stand out even more.

      Xenophon was ensuring everything went smoothly for the Ascension Trials, and he had insisted she dine with the other competitors and their lords this eve, or, at least, the ones that had already arrived. Kari didn’t mind, though. It was the polite thing to do. They were the God-King’s guests after all.

      The parties from Reinbeck and Granbek had been the first to arrive in Azul. Each came into the city with large parades on their heels. The palace was filled with the families of the lords, dignitaries, and prominent traders. With over a hundred private chambers and a staff to accommodate them, the palace had turned into a city of its own. The whole place seemed to hum with an exciting energy.

      Kari couldn’t help but be swept up in it. Especially with the hurried song Mímrvor’s whispered in her head. There were so many Godstones around, she barely had a moment of silence.

      As the orange light beaming in from the window began to turn to a purple hue, Kari knew it was time to make her way to the grand hall. She left her room and strode down the marble halls of the Godshome Palace. Her heels clicked on the floor with each step, drawing the attention of passing strangers, all of whom bowed in her presence. Kari couldn’t help but smile a little.

      As a Skreeh, her job was to study the skies and the Godstones. Elevenths would come to her with their Godstones, and she would help them deepen their connections. Or, on the rare occasion, Xenophon would ask her to use Mímrvor to help them find a Godstone, just as she had done several days ago when she told them which direction to look for the newest fallen stone.

      No one bowed to her when she was just a Skreeh. No matter how knowledgeable she was, the Elevenths simply saw her as a glorified teacher. Now she was someone to be revered, someone who could be Vallich’s equal, someone who could become a God.

      Kari strode down the spiral staircase, the sweet smell of the courtyard’s newly blooming magnolias wafting up around her. The scent was beautiful from a distance, but this close to the gardens it was so potent that she crinkled her nose.

      She was surprised to see Noramilli at the entrance to the grand hall, but not displeased. He stood there with a grin so wide it nearly lit up his tired eyes.

      “You look beautiful, love,” he said with a bow.

      Kari curtsied back at the short man. “Thank you, old friend. May I ask, will you be joining us?”

      “Oh no,” he said. “I am but a humble servant of the House of Historians. Xenophon is in there, though. He will be very happy to see you looking so regal.”

      Kari smiled sweetly. Noramilli was always so kind, but she could not un-hear the rumours that he was a Vyvent. She hated falling so easily to the gossip of the court and tried to displace the thought.

      He bowed again as he took hold of the enormous round door handle. With a muted grunt, he pulled the heavy engraved door open, its gold markings catching the torch light as it moved. “My lady.” He bowed again.

      Kari tilted her head at Noramilli and walked into the grand hall.

      It was the biggest room in the palace, decorated with woven tapestries that hung from the marble walls and a golden table with wing-shaped legs in the middle of the room. The thousand-piece diamond chandelier hanging from the ceiling was a gift to Apollyon from Vallich.

      Kari’s stomach lurched. She need not be reminded of him tonight.

      Kari glided, with as much poise as she could muster, across the space between her and the table, where four people sat drinking and eating. Xenophon was at the head of the table, the others on either side, clustered around him. The glow of the setting sun poured through the massive southern-facing windows.

      Her dress trailed elegantly along the floor behind her as she approached. “I suppose I am late,” she said.

      One of the women had her feet propped up on the table. She pushed off the edge of it, causing her chair to spin. “Not late, sweetie. We just got here early to drink! Would you like one?” She stomped her foot on the ground and her chair banged back down onto all four legs. “Wow! You’re eyes really are always white.”

      Kari looked at the woman, who licked her luscious lips. She was clad in tight leather pants that accentuated her muscular legs and a piece of black cloth that barely covered her chest. Her toned stomach was bare. She was beautiful, in a wild kind of way, but this was hardly an outfit appropriate for a formal dinner.

      “Forgive my niece, Amelie,” a short woman said. Kari recognized Lord Ceridia. “She behaves as if it is her first time out of the forest, apparently.”

      Amelie scoffed and rolled her eyes at her lord. As she turned back to the table, flipping her long, dark hair over the backside of her chair, Kari caught sight of a Godstone stitched into a thick, leather armband. Amelie was her competition.

      “If I must do this for the God-King, then I will at least have a little fun,” Amelie said, casting a quick wink over her shoulder at Kari.

      A warmth rushed to Kari’s cheeks.

      “Kari.” A man on the opposite side of the table stood. His hair was slicked back all the way down his neck. He was garbed in a long, grey coat that brushed the tops of his knees and a pair of matching pants. Golden chains were woven into the lapels of the coat. He wore nothing underneath, leaving his olive chest exposed. “Xenophon has told us so much about you. Allow me to serve you a more palatable introduction.” He bowed deeply. “I am Lord Salmond of Granbek, and it appears we will be in competition with one another.”

      Lord Salmond was the newest lord of Azanthea, having sleazed his way into the position only a year prior. When a draught hit Míastrad the summer prior, he had earned his position by cleverly proposing a new lake at the base of Soot Falls, where the water from the mines ran off into Granbek. He had built it on his own lands with labourers he paid out of his own pocket. That was how he bought his lordship. And his project succeeded. Where there once was a massive swamp, now sat a lake filled with mining runoff to be transported back to the mines if need be. But he made the trade at a cost. The water was toxic, and now all of the townspeople were terribly ill.

      He didn’t seem all too bothered by that tonight.

      Kari took a seat next to Lord Salmond, and he poured her a glass of wine.

      “We were just getting to know one another a little, Kari,” Xenophon said.

      “Yes, and I would like to know a little more about Kari Sangdroi,” Lord Salmond said, leaning over the table. “The last of the God-King’s bloodline.”

      “Agreed,” Amelie said, taking a swig of wine. “Do tell us.”

      Kari looked from the rough woman to the man drenched in gold chains and was suddenly speechless. What could she tell these people who had seen the world, who had probably seen battle? That she loved books?

      Her hand went to Mímrvor.

      Lord Salmond’s eyes widened eagerly. “Yes, why don’t we start with that?”

      Kari’s eyes met his. They were hungry—so were Amelie’s. They wanted to know about her unique connection to Mímrvor.

      Horns blared outside and the low beating of drums started. They all stood and rushed over to the window to see the commotion.

      A brigade of ships sailed in front of the palace, heading towards the Capital Ports. At the lead was a small ship Kari recognized. Built of smuggled woods from the Raknabrooke Rainforest and high-quality sails from Sable, the small ship looked more worn than she remembered. But there was no doubt about it. Kari smiled.

      Dane had arrived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          The Southern Sea, 14th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      The sun had just fully set and they were heading west. The night sky was dark, the stars not even visible through the dense clouds that had swept over Sable’s coast earlier that day. The only light came from the few small torches on their ship.

      Kuba had never been on the ocean before, and so far, he hated it. It was beautiful at sunset, sure, but as the darkness set in and his stomach tumbled, it was just miserable and creepy.

      Another wave crashed into the sloop and Kuba rushed to the side in case he had to vomit. He swallowed hard, trying to force himself to keep everything down. But the boat rocked again, and he was unable to hold it back. Involuntary tears streamed down his face as he hurled over the side. When they had picked up the boat from a small port in Sable earlier that day, it had seemed harmless. Even on the easier southward sail during the day, Kuba couldn’t keep anything solid down. Now, out on the open seas, he struggled to even drink water.

      He coughed to get the last of it up.

      “Y’okay?” asked Ion from beneath the sail. Ion had never been on a sloop before, but Kuba thought he seemed to be tending to the sails well enough.

      “I’m good,” said Kuba as he wiped the back of his wrist across his mouth.

      “Good,” Aurelia said. “The last of the daylight is gone.”

      Kuba nodded, knowing what that meant. He grabbed his Godstone and he was up.

      He looked towards the shore off in the distance. He could only make it out by the few scattered lights on the shoreline. When he turned to face the front of the boat, there was nothing but the dark ocean and sky blurring into one infinite abyss.

      It gave Kuba the chills.

      “Hold the sails steady,” Aurelia called to Ion as she walked over to Kuba.

      “Aye-aye,” Ion yelled back.

      Aurelia smiled and put her hands on Kuba’s shoulders. “You ready to try this?”

      He nodded, his stomach lurching still.

      “Close your eyes,” Aurelia said, scooping Kuba’s hands into her own. She put pressure on his hands with her palms. He could feel the energy from his Godstone searing into his hands.

      “Slow your breathing.”

      Kuba obeyed.

      “Empty your mind.” Aurelia’s words echoed in his head.

      He let his thoughts slip away, giving in to the uncomfortable feeling of the Godstone. He could feel himself slowly slipping, becoming one with the Godstone’s energy. His mind emptied completely… and so did his stomach as another large wave hit the boat.

      Kuba’s eyes shot open as he forcefully vomited all over Aurelia.

      When he was finally done, Kuba tried to take a step back, but Aurelia was still clutching his hands. She was motionless—an ice statue covered in vomit.

      She slowly released his hands. Her brow was furrowed, and Kuba could see her face was red underneath the vomit.

      As she wiped her face, Kuba glanced over at Ion. His brother was nearly on the deck, holding back his laughter. This was bad.

      “It’s okay,” she said. Her voice was higher than usual. She took a step towards the side of the boat. “It’s okay.”

      Kuba recoiled, not wanting to be within her reach. He watched as she struggled to splash her face with the water from the waves.

      “Here, let me help,” said Ion as he ran over from the sail.

      Kuba was surprised that Aurelia did not refuse. He heard Ion let out a chuckle as he helped Aurelia wash her face. He waited silently until they were done.

      “Sorry,” he said when the pair turned around.

      Aurelia’s jaw was still firmly clenched. “I’ve already said it’s okay. Let’s just get going.”

      “Maybe he’s a little too sick—”

      Kuba saw Aurelia shoot Ion a warning glare and gulped.

      “Why don’t you try lying down this time?” Aurelia suggested. “At least then, if you are sick, it will be on the floor.”

      Kuba did as he was told and lay down on the wooden deck. It honestly made his stomach feel worse, but he would rather not fight with Aurelia at the moment.

      He brought his Godstone to his chest and placed both hands over it. As he shut his eyes, he heard someone sit next to him.

      “Empty your mind,” said Aurelia from beside him. “Focus on nothing but the Godstone.”

      The connection came so much quicker than it had before. The rush of energy was overwhelming, almost making Kuba want to pull out of the connection. But he knew he couldn’t. The Godstone’s noise filled his brain, the energy buzzed, and the light burned. Kuba allowed himself to be completely consumed by it.

      And then, silence. The pure connection with the Godstone. It was beautiful and exhausting all at once. Kuba could already feel it taking a toll.

      His eyes shot open and he gaped up at the night sky. He could feel the static skipping around him, the lightning in the thick clouds above. His eyes instinctively followed the energy. He sat up, holding his Godstone in one hand.

      “That’s it, Kuba,” said Aurelia. “You’ve got this.” Her voice was right next to him, but it was faint compared to the calling of the lightning. Kuba could feel it; it was much closer this time. Just to the south, in the clouds above. Kuba focused all his energy on it.

      Completely by instinct, he raised his empty hand towards the south. He grasped at the air as if he were grasping at the lightning itself. Each time, it slipped through his fingers.

      The grappling was exhausting, but he kept going. With every attempt, his heart rate increased.

      “He’s sweating like crazy!” Kuba barely heard Ion through his intense concentration.

      “He is fine,” said Aurelia.

      Kuba’s heart beat even faster. His chest started to feel tight, and the clarity began slipping. He was not fine. He wanted to stop. With each attempted mental grasp, he felt increasingly depleted.

      Vincent had said this would happen, though. He had said to push through this limit, to risk death.

      Kuba heaved for air. Was he brave enough to risk death?

      Thoughts of his Aunt Evie and Uncle Malek made their way into his mind. Thoughts of his parents, whom he had never gotten the chance to know. Thoughts of Zar on fire.

      He had to be brave.

      Kuba let out a harrowing yell as he pushed through the overwhelming pain. He continued to grasp at the air.

      And then he felt it. It was as if he really did have something in his hand. Kuba knew he had latched onto a bolt. He dug his fingers deep into the air, solidifying his clasp on the lightning.

      Kuba began to pull his arm back, dragging the lightning towards him. But there was resistance, as if all the forces of nature were fighting against him.

      “He’s doing it!” Kuba heard Aurelia say as he pulled the lightning closer.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      Kuba’s heart pounded like it never had before. It felt like it had jumped into his throat, causing him to choke. His arm dropped to its original position.

      He tried to pull again, screaming as he did. He had summoned the lightning about halfway when his screaming stopped. He could no longer breathe.

      His lungs had simply stopped working, giving up under the stress. He felt his grip on the lightning slipping, his fingers loosening.

      A hand fell on his shoulder. “You can do this, brother.”

      Kuba turned his head towards the voice. His ears felt like they were clogged, his jaw slack. His chest squealed with every desperate gasp for air.

      He felt Ion press his hand on the side of his face.

      “I believe in you.”

      Kuba took one last look into Ion’s blue eyes and noticed that they were filled with tears. He had to do this for his family.

      He turned to face south once again. The space around him was beginning to spin, the lack of air caused spots in his vision to fade in and out. He let the faces of his loved ones flash through his mind, Ion’s words reverberating in his head.

      He felt his fingers tighten. He knew he had it. He twisted his hand in the air and jolted his arm towards his body.

      A wave of sheet lightning ripped through the sky. Kuba released his fingers and the lightning flashed right on top of them, accompanied by a roar of thunder.

      As soon as he let go, air flooded back into his lungs. He was exhausted, but at least he could breathe. Mentally, he grabbed onto the lightning again before it moved away, his hand mimicking the same gesture.

      “You did it!” said Ion.

      Kuba turned to look at his brother, whose tears had begun to fall.

      Ion embraced Kuba, nearly knocking him over, he was so weak. Kuba let out a laboured sigh.

      “Not now, Ion,” Aurelia said, ripping his brother off him.

      Kuba did not have the energy to speak.

      “Okay, Kuba. We will try to make this short,” said Aurelia. “On my go…”

      Kuba waited, barely able to hold himself in his seated position, as Aurelia stood up.

      “Go!”

      Kuba released his grip. Lightning flashed across the sky. He quickly caught it again and nearly toppled over. But he kept his grip firm.

      “Kuba!” shouted Ion as he ran over. Kuba felt Ion lift him from behind into his lap.

      “He’s barely breathing,” said Ion. “Hurry up, dammit!”

      “We can’t make them too close together!” said Aurelia. “Someone may notice.”

      “We don’t have time for that,” Ion said. Kuba felt a light tap on his cheek. “Stay with me, Kuba.”

      “Go!”

      Kuba released his fingers. His eyes were barely open enough to see the lightning. He narrowly caught it again. His heart, which had been pumping so fast, was pulsing slow and irregularly. Everything seemed to be slipping away. But he had to hold on, for his family.

      Aurelia groaned, stoping her foot on the deck.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Ion. Kuba could hear the concern in his voice.

      “I don’t see anything.”

      “Then let him stop!” Ion cried.

      “No! He can do this.”

      “Kuba,” Ion tapped on his face again. “Kuba, it’s okay. You can stop—”

      “No, wait!” Aurelia shouted. Kuba could hear her running around frantically. “The darkest night! It’s not dark enough. The torches, we have to put out the torches.”

      Kuba heard her running across the deck. The golden hue that lit up the deck slowly disappeared.

      Everything went dark. Kuba was certain he was dead. He couldn’t hear himself breathe; he felt no blood pumping through his veins.

      “Go!” A voice shattered through the darkness, and Kuba released his grip one last time. He released the imprisoned energy. The lightning was so bright it made him wince, even with his eyes closed. Everything was slipping away.

      “I see it!” He heard Aurelia’s muffled shout. The haziness growing in his mind was all-consuming.

      “What?” He heard his brother say, but before he could hear the answer, consciousness slipped from his grasp.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          Azul, 14th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Kari pushed her way through the growing crowd towards the cliff that dropped off into the ocean. At the cliff’s base were Capital Ports. She looked down to the worn ship pulling into the wooden docks. Dane had finally arrived.

      He had left them years ago, when the God-King had appointed him Lord of the newly named Diamonwon province. Kari remembered him from long before then. She had been just a little girl when they had first met—not yet a member of the House of Historians, not yet a Wielder. Dane, who was about ten years her elder, still went by Danielle back then and was a prodigy in the United Azanthean Army.

      Over the years, Kari watched as he clawed his way to the top, conquering every challenge the God-King put in front of him. Then, finally, when she found Mímrvor, she was lucky enough to have had him as her instructor upon initiation. He was less cruel than the other instructors, kind even. She would be forever thankful to him, for he was the one that saw she was no soldier. He was the one who sent her to the House of Historians.

      Kari sped down the rock stairs carved into the side of the cliff to the docks below, brushing past the other spectators who came to greet their visitors from the North. Her shining blue dress trailed along the ground as she ran, shimmering in the torchlight and the soft glow of the city behind her. There were normally only a few merchants and fishermen on the docks at this hour, but the brigade from Diamonwon had drawn the attention of anyone still awake, and it seemed as though the entire city was here to greet them. To greet Dane.

      “Dane!” Kari called out as soon as she reached the bottom of the stairway. She paused peering through the crowd. She was still quite far from where his ship had docked.

      “Kari Sangdroi,” whispered an elderly man next to her.

      Kari turned to him, and he dropped into a low bow. She looked around for someone to tell her what to do, how to respond. But no one was there. Xenophon was back in the palace. She was on her own, surrounded by the God-King’s subjects. Kari swallowed a growing lump in her throat. “Thank y—still skies.”

      “And strong roofs.” The man looked up at her, his dark eyes meeting hers, his bottom lip was trembling. He quickly looked away. “My champion.”

      Whispers weaved through the crowd on the docks. When Kari turned back towards Dane’s ship, the crowd had parted. She could feel her heartbeat speed up; she couldn’t remember the last time she was alone with the common folk of Azul. Perhaps she never had been.

      She took a slow step forward and then another, each person she passed bowing as she did. Kari picked up her pace, bunching her dress in her hand, and ran down the length of the docks.

      “Dane!” Kari shouted as she reached the end. She stood in the great shadow of Dane’s ship. Dozens of men and women were working to unload the vessel.

      A movement ahead of her caught her eye. A man, covered in furs far too hot for the summer weather in Azul, was bent over a crate. He was rummaging through it, and Kari could hear the clanging of metal on metal. His posture, one of complete poise and elegance, was unmistakable.

      “Dane?”

      The man whipped around, and a pair of beautiful, bright brown eyes stared back at her. Kari’s heart fluttered, and Mímrvor hummed a warm tune.

      “Kari?” Dane said, dropping the weapons he had in his hands back into the crate. “Kari!” He strode towards her, arms wide open. “You have grown so much!”

      Kari ran into his embrace. She wrapped her arms around him and sank into his frame, the furs prickly against her bare skin. She dug her fingers into his clothing, pulling him close. The day he departed had been a sad one for many in Azul. Kari had taken it particularly hard. The only person who many have taken it harder was Vallich. Her stomach churned, and Kari nuzzled further into the furs. She would not think about Vallich today.

      Dane was the one to break the embrace. He held her by the shoulders at arm’s length, observing her. He was only a few inches taller than she was and his hair was different than before. He had shaved it so short his scalp was visible. His soft features and round face were the same. He had not aged a day—a beautiful gift bestowed upon them by the Godstones. The gift of aging just a little more rapidly until you reach maturity, until you reach your prime, and then never again.

      His gleeful smile changed to a frown and he took a step back. “Kari, your eyes!”

      “Oh, no!” Kari said. Her hand instinctively going to Mímrvor. “I—well we, we have a bond. He…” Kari looked down at Mímrvor, “talks to me.”

      “He? Talks to you?” Dane said, looking straight at Mímrvor. Then he shrugged. “And here I thought you were coming to get rid of the competition early.”

      Kari rolled her eyes and swatted him on the shoulder. “Don’t be an idiot. You taught me to fight with honour.”

      Dane smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I am glad at least one of my students learnt something.” He was talking about Vallich.

      Kari returned the weak smile. “I am glad you have come home.”

      “Me too.”

      “And with so many things?” Kari raised an eyebrow as another crate was offloaded onto the docks. She looked at some of the other northern ships pulling into port, ships much bigger than Dane’s. Were they carrying cargo, too?

      “You want to speak about this and not that?” Dane pointed to Mímrvor.

      Kari nodded. She would tell Dane about Mímrvor in time.

      “Many Northerners were brought against their will to Azul and other parts of Azanthea after the Battle of Burrath. They have nothing.” Dane smiled as another crate was offloaded. “We wanted to help them out.”

      Kari’s brow furrowed. “The Northerners aren’t your people. We are.”

      “Of course they are. I am their lord, no matter where they may be. And when Apollyon releases them and they return home, I hope I could have made their stay in the South just a little more comfortable. The winters are cold, even here.”

      Kari pursed her lips. Dane had clearly been gone far too long.

      “My lord.” A tall, cloaked figure descended from the off-loading ramp. His face was almost fully covered by an enormous hood. “All twelve boxes of furs have been off-loaded, and I have arranged with the Dockmaster that they be transported to the Northerners camp.”

      Mímrvor began a strange tune as the man approached, one Kari hadn’t heard before. It sounded more like a jumble of words than a song, completely nonsensical. Kari pressed her long fingers to her forehead and squeezed her eyes shut. This song was painful.

      “Thank you, Saxon,” Dane said as Saxon handed him a scroll. “Kari, are you alright?”

      Kari had one hand on Mímrvor and the other on her forehead. She shook her head, trying to rid her mind of the incessant noise. She dropped her hands and looked at Saxon. “I’ll be fine.”

      “My lord.” Saxon bowed his head towards Dane, and the wind caught the lip of his hood.

      Kari’s jaw dropped. She had barely caught sight of his face, but it was unmistakable. Bright green lines streaked his skin, as if his veins had been filled with a glowing liquid. She had heard other Historians speak of them before, about what they looked like, but never had she believed them. Not until now. She watched as he walked away and the sickening tune in her head died out. Then she turned to Dane.

      “You brought a Vyvent to Azul? Are you mad?”

      “It is not illegal to be a Vyvent, Kari,” Dane said as he read the scroll, probably verifying the Dockmaster’s receipt. “Calm down.”

      “Perhaps not, but it is very well known that they are not welcome here. They have been threatening war on the God-King for centuries,” said Kari. “He will not be happy.”

      Dane closed the scroll, put it in his belt, and looked back at Kari. “We do quite a bit of trade with the Nation of a Dozen Isles. It is not uncommon to see Vyvents along the eastern coast.”

      “It is uncommon to see them in Azul. Unheard of, in fact.”

      “You have spent too long locked away in your tower.” Dane’s voice was soft and his face was sad. Sad for her. “There are over a million people in Azul. The Vyvents may be few, but they are here.”

      Kari’s chest felt heavy. Perhaps Dane was right.

      But no, the Vyvents were an enemy of Azanthea. They had powers of trickery and could manipulate the little things around them. And though the Wielders were much more powerful, there were many thousand Vyvents and only a few Wielders. The only reason they had yet to attack Azanthea was because the God-King protected them.

      “The Dane I remember would never have opposed the God-King as you do today.”

      “I am not opposing him,” Dane said. His voice was steady, but there was an unmistakable twinkle in his round eyes. “But I have changed, Kari. I am not the same man you remember. Distance from this place has done me good.”

      “Hmm. We shall see.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          Spearield, 15th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Ion had spent the entire night alternating between checking on his brother—who was unconscious—and hanging over the front of the boat following the sea’s division, his torch flame often being extinguished by the waves.

      Aurelia had taken over steering.

      When Kuba’s lightning flashed, their path was finally made clear. The Línea Inconnu was just south of their ship. However, when the lightning faded, and the darkness rolled in, it was no longer visible, the entire ocean fading back to black. After Kuba lost consciousness, it had taken them an hour of scouring the area in which Aurelia had seen the line before they stumbled upon it again. When they found it, the Línea Inconnu was so dark it was barely visible, even in the torchlight.

      Ion left his post and went to check on Kuba. He knelt over his brother, his ear over Kuba’s mouth, to listen to his breathing. It was faint, but it was steady. Ion gently grabbed Kuba’s shoulder and shook him lightly. Kuba’s eyes did not open.

      “Come on, Kuba,” he said under his breath. Ion willed his little brother to move. He had lost his parents. He could not lose Kuba, too.

      A soft hand fell upon his shoulder. Ion turned to see Aurelia hovering above him.

      “He is strong,” she said with a faint smile. “He will make it.”

      Ion nodded in response.

      “Dawn is breaking to the east.”

      He peered back in the direction from which they’d come from. They were so far out they had lost any sight of the mainland hours ago. The sky to the east was no longer black, but a deep purple.

      “What do we do?” Ion asked.

      “The path is only shown at night,” Aurelia mumbled. “The tide will change at dawn. We could overshoot it if we follow the path after daybreak. We must make it before then or I fear everything we have done tonight may have been for nothing.”

      Ion looked back at Kuba. He could not let his brother’s bravery have been in vain. He shot up, and they both rushed to their posts.

      Aurelia went from steering to sailing with an unrelenting determination. Occasionally, Ion would turn back to catch a glimpse of how she masterfully handled the sails. He was unsure if she had ever sailed before, being from the North. But she was undoubtedly good at it—or at least better than he was.

      Ion kept an eye on the rising sun. As the horizon turned to pink and the entire sky lightened to a dark blue, the Línea Inconnu became visible without the torch. He was relieved to lower his achy arms, but there was no time for rest. As soon as he was no longer needed for direction, he was on the sails so Aurelia could focus on steering.

      She barked orders at him, and he complied. They had the ship going faster than it had all night, but still, there was nothing.

      As the sun began to peak over the horizon, the golden rays shot out across the sea.

      “What’s that?” said Aurelia, her hand pointing forward to the west.

      Ion squinted and scanned the western horizon, but he couldn’t see anything.

      “There,” she said, “to the southwest. Follow the Línea.”

      He narrowed his eyes again, but there was still nothing, until… “I see it!” he yelled. A tiny speck appeared on the horizon. Ion turned to Aurelia, and she was looking straight at him, beaming. He returned the smile.
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        * * *

      

      Aurelia had never seen a rock like the one they were approaching. It shot out of the ground like a giant shield and was surrounded by a sandy beach. The rock itself was a dark onyx, glimmering in the light of the early morning sun.

      Her heart pounded with anticipation, but her mind was at ease. This had been her goal for so long. The tightness she experienced since the day she had witnessed her father’s murder seemed to loosen.

      She could finally breathe, finally feel safe. She turned to look at the back of the boat and smiled. Ion was tending to Kuba. She had tried to make it on her own, but had never been successful. There had always been a snag, always something she could not get by.

      There was always something to fear.

      Aurelia tilted her head down and stared at the wooden deck. She had always thought herself so brave, that she had never needed help from anybody. It turned out she did. She had needed Ion and Kuba—and even Vincent—to get here. She looked up and smiled at the brothers. And they needed her.

      The coil in her stomach suddenly tightened again. They had told her they needed her to help rescue their family, and she had turned them down. Her throat dried up and her heart sank.

      She turned back to face the rapidly approaching rock. This was her dream: being here, being safe, being home. And now, Ion and Kuba—her friends, the people who helped make her dream come true—needed her. But it was a suicide mission. They’d been lucky enough just to make it here. She clutched the banister and looked at her hands. She would have to convince them to stay here with her. She sighed deeply and lifted her head. The rock was upon them.

      “Take in sail,” she said, pushing off the banister and moving to the wheel. She watched as Ion left his brother’s side to follow her orders. He did so without question. Ion had proven to be a truly loyal friend. I won’t be able to reciprocate that friendship, she thought.

      The hull of the small boat scraped the sandy bottom of the ocean, knocking Aurelia off balance. The beach was only a few feet away. They floated forward as much as they could.

      The boat came to a halt.

      “We’ll have to walk from here,” she said.

      “I’ll hop out first,” Ion said. “Can you pass him to me?”

      Aurelia nodded. As she walked over to pick up Kuba, she heard Ion splash into the water. She scooped the peaceful-looking boy into her arms; he was heavier than he looked.

      She walked over to the side of the boat with a small opening in the banister. Ion was waiting with his arms outstretched. She struggled as she crouched down and passed Kuba to Ion, who cradled him gently.

      Aurelia jumped off the boat, splashing water everywhere. The memory of the gargantuan wave Vincent used to save them flashed in her mind.

      The water was up to her waist, but quickly became shallow as they waded towards the shore.

      “Present yourselves!” a voice rang out. It had a melodic ring to it. Aurelia scoured the beach for its source.

      “Up there,” said Ion, nudging his chin towards the top of the rock.

      She tilted her head up and saw a woman atop of the massive rock formation. Her white dress flapped in the early morning breeze. The sun reflecting off the rock beneath her feet seeming to envelop her in an effervescent glow. Aurelia’s chest felt as though it was swelling. She began to wade faster through the water. They were finally here.

      “Aurelia of Burrath,” she said. “With Kuba and Ion of Zar. We seek refuge.”

      “Aurelia of Burrath and Ion and Kuba of Zar, you have reached the Isle of Spearield. I am Elara, Leader of the Free-Wielders.” Her voice rang out to the beat of the ocean waves. “Welcome.”
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        * * *

      

      Elara, the woman who had greeted them on the shore, sat across the table from the two of them while Kuba rested in the bed upstairs. It made Ion uneasy, his brother being so far. Two of her advisors, Robert and Samantha, were on either side of her.

      “I do apologize,” said Elara, “but you must understand that we have to question all new arrivals before we allow them into our home.”

      “We understand,” Aurelia said eagerly.

      Ion glanced over at Aurelia, who seemed truly happy to be here. Her smile had not faded since they made landfall.

      “Lovely,” she said. “Let’s get started then, shall we?”

      “How could you have possibly gotten here without a bright moon?” Samantha asked.

      Ion was immediately taken aback by her abrasiveness. He crossed his arms over his chest and looked to Aurelia for some sort of signal on how to respond.

      Elara spoke next. “My advisors generally do the questioning. Please answer them as you would me.”

      Ion looked over to Aurelia again. She gave him a subtle nod before he spoke. “My brother,” Ion said. “He is a Lightning-Wielder. He lit the sky up for us.”

      Elara raised an eyebrow and nodded.

      “And you two are Wielders as well?” Samantha said.

      “I’m not,” said Ion, and he couldn’t help but notice the slight bitterness in his voice.

      “But I am,” said Aurelia, leaning forward in her chair. “A Fire-Wielder.”

      “Wait,” Robert said. “A Fire-Wielder from Burrath?”

      Aurelia nodded.

      “My child,” Elara said, leaning forward in her chair and placing her chin between her delicate fingers. “Are you the daughter of Wolfmere?”

      Aurelia visibly winced at the name and nodded. Ion leaned back into his chair in disbelief. He opened his mouth to say something, but closed it quickly. This was something he could confront her about in private. He wouldn’t risk not getting onto this island over Aurelia’s lies.

      “I am so sorry for your loss,” Elara said. “He was our ally, and if you are his kin, we welcome you. Samantha, Robert, let’s leave them be. It has been a long journey. We will leave you to rest here for a while until we find a place for you to stay. We should be back shortly.”

      Ion nodded slowly as they got up, perplexed by why the questioning was cut short. He watched them closely and waited for all three to leave the room. The door clicked behind them.

      “Wolfmere?” Ion said. His chair screeched against the stone floor as he turned to face Aurelia. “When were you going to drop that one?”

      “I’m sorry,” Aurelia said, hunching over.

      “Sorry?” he said, leaning towards Aurelia. “This is a bit of a shock, y’know. Probably something you should’ve mentioned.”

      Aurelia was silent for a moment. “It is not something I enjoy talking about,” she croaked.

      They had learnt about Wolfmere in their lessons, though briefly. The leader of the Burrath’s forces. An enemy to Azanthea and peace itself. Cruel and merciless. Was he really any of those things? Was Aurelia? A brief knock on the door interrupted Ion’s thoughts.

      “Sorry to disturb,” Elara said, “but we found a place for you much faster than we thought. Robert and his husband, Gentry, are more than happy to host you until we can build you a place of your own.”

      “Thank you,” Ion said quietly, not turning away from the heiress of the north.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          Spearield, Evening of the 15th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Kuba emerged from the forested area with Ion and Aurelia at his side. The thin strip of beach connecting the main part of the island to the shield-like rock was lit up on either side with elegantly engraved torches. The purple-blue sky was sparkling, but the flickering of the fire added a warmth to this unknown place.

      Kuba huffed as they crossed the sand. He had woken in the early afternoon—to Ion’s great joy—and was still exhausted. There was something else too though; he felt different. Even though he was tired, he felt powerful. Like the day after a long hunt with his uncle: sore but strong. Just like Vincent had said.

      He pushed forward through the sand.

      At the other end of the pathway, it looked as though all the inhabitants of the island had gathered in front of Elara’s hut. There were several long tables set with crisp white linens and sparkling silverware. Beautiful forested decorations hung on lines that ran from the top of the hut down to the sand where they were pegged into place. A large bonfire was burning at the base of the sandy channel.

      “What’s going on?” asked Aurelia, pausing in her tracks. Kuba watch as she gripped at her small knife.

      “Not sure,” said Ion. The sounds of song and laughter floated through the air. Kuba looked up at Ion; he seemed hesitant as well.

      Kuba laughed and they both looked at him.

      “Are you two serious?” he said. “It’s a party.”

      Ion and Aurelia stared at him blankly.

      “Let’s go!” Kuba shouted before ambling down the beach.

      A party—how exciting! He loved when they had parties back in Zar. And after everything that had happened, it would be nice, for one night, to pretend to be back home.

      He slowed, still exhausted from his wield, and looked towards the gathering on the beach. There must have been at least forty people there. The sight of the smiling guests pushed any and all of his concerns away. How could he be sad at a party?

      Aurelia and Ion caught up to him, and then overtook him.

      “Hey!” he yelled at his companions. He wanted to be first to the party. “Wait up!”

      Ion stopped, waiting for Kuba to catch up. Aurelia continued running for another moment, but then she stopped as well. Kuba smiled. A couple of weeks ago, she would have just left them behind if they were slowing her down. The all slowed to a walk together, approaching the beach party as a unit.

      The music and chatter paused as they arrived.

      “Welcome!” Elara said over the crowd. She stood from her seat in the centre of the longest table. Her chair was the same as the others, with one exception: a beautiful vine, in full bloom, was intertwined through the lightly coloured wood. The yellow flowers, which smelled like a fresh bakery if you got close enough, looked like they were blossoming out of the chair itself. It reminded Kuba of the flowers back home.

      “Welcome to all,” she continued. “A special welcome to our new guests, who have journeyed all the way from Zar and Burrath to finally take their place among our family.”

      Kuba felt a sharp twist in his gut. What about his own family?

      “We all know their story too well,” she continued as people settled into their seats. Kuba continued standing with Ion and Aurelia.

      “A story of pain and loss. This is no longer your story!” Elara said. The crowd erupted in cheers. A giddiness welled up in Kuba, everyone seemed so happy. “We welcome you to our home, which we hope will become yours as well. Tonight, we feast to honour your hardships and to celebrate your future here.”

      The crowd erupted again. Glasses were clinking and people were laughing. Their enthusiasm was intoxicating. Kuba couldn’t help but give a little cheer as he turned to look at Aurelia and Ion. Aurelia’s face was neutral. She looked relaxed and her hand had fallen away from her sword. Ion, however, was frowning.

      He turned his attention back to Elara.

      “Come. Take your seats at the table!”

      The three of them murmured a ‘thank you’ and shuffled through the sand to the open seats at Elara’s table. As they walked, the party continued. Kuba took his seat between Ion and Aurelia and across from Elara and Gentry, whom he had met when he first woke. The smell of food caused his mouth to salivate. A large fish spilled off the sides of his wooden plate. It was surrounded by vegetables that looked as decorative as they did delicious. There were even flowers… 

      “Those are edible,” said Elara as Kuba poked at them. He looked up quickly and felt his cheeks flushing.

      “No, don’t be shy. Please, eat!”

      He didn’t have to be told twice; he was starving. “Thank you!” he said through his first bite of fish.

      “Yes, thank you,” said Aurelia as she followed suit.

      “Thanks,” Ion said, almost under his breath. Kuba couldn’t understand why Ion was being so short.

      “It is customary,” said Elara, “that we prepare for a celebration the day after each bright moon. So forgive me if the food is not adequate. When the bright moon came and went, we did not anticipate visitors until next month.”

      “S’great! Shanks,” said Kuba, his mouth full of food.

      Elara laughed.

      “You do this every month?” asked Aurelia.

      “We prepare for it,” said Gentry.

      “And when no one comes?” asked Ion, and Kuba rolled his eyes. His brother could be such a downer sometimes.

      “We have a small celebration, and the extras go into storage,” said Gentry.

      “You are the first to arrive in a long while, years even,” said Elara, and Kuba looked up. She was watching them intently, not touching her food. “We are so happy you are here.”

      “Us too,” said Aurelia.

      Kuba grunted his agreement between bites.

      “We won’t be here for long,” said Ion. Kuba swallowed hard and turned to look at his brother. Ion was right, they wouldn’t be here for long. The sentiment made the celebration feel sombre.

      “Ion, now is not the time,” Aurelia whispered over Kuba’s head.

      “What do you mean?” asked Gentry.

      “They,” Elara started, “well, Ion really, is set on going back to Azanthea.”

      Kuba gulped.

      “Why?” Gentry asked.

      “To save my family.”
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        * * *

      

      Ion sat at the long wooden table. The sun had almost set, and most people had migrated towards the fire. As he watched Aurelia, who was actively participating in the festivities, he ground his teeth. She hadn’t backed him up; the only one who had was Kuba. Elara dismissed him altogether, and the party continued without hesitation. He dropped his head into his hands. What had been the point of getting to the Free-Wielders if none of them would help?

      “Hey.”

      Ion looked up at Gentry. “Hey.”

      “You’re not going to join?” Gentry sat down across from him.

      “No,” he replied. How could he enjoy a party when his family was still in danger?

      “Look, you aren’t going to save them tonight. You may as well have some fun.”

      Ion grumbled.

      “It’s not going to be easy, convincing people to abandon this life to help you.”

      “Elara already said no.”

      “Elara is our leader,” said Gentry, leaning in. “But she does not make decisions for us. We are a free people.”

      Ion raised an eyebrow.

      “You have come at a good time,” Gentry continued.

      “What do you mean?”

      “There is an appetite for action.”

      Ion’s heart began to race; maybe this was possible.

      “We should have helped during the Battle of Burrath, but when word of Wolfmere dying reached us—”

      “Wait,” Ion paused and looked towards Aurelia by the large bonfire. “You knew about the war in the North?”

      “Of course. We were allies of the Northerners.”

      “So why didn’t you do anything?” Ion’s jaw clenched. How could they have sat around knowing what Azanthea was doing, knowing what Apollyon was doing, and let it happen? They couldn’t even claim ignorance. Ion looked at Aurelia and sighed. She clearly didn’t know.

      “There were many reasons,” Gentry started. He looked down at his hands, shaking his head. “Timing, logistics, fear. And then, when we heard Wolfmere had been murdered, we knew we had put off the decision too long. None of this excuses our inaction, though.”

      Ion felt the fury stir inside him. He was angry for Aurelia, but also for himself and Kuba. Things might have been different if the North had won. Perhaps they would have pushed south. Perhaps there would have been no more reason for the conscription.

      “It is my biggest regret.”

      Ion was about to say something horrible, but the look in Gentry’s eyes stopped him. His fists unclenched slightly. The bald man was almost crying, his face droopy. He looked distraught. Ion looked back at Aurelia, who was laughing by the fire.

      “I don’t even know how I will apologize to her.”

      “You could start by telling her.”

      “Elara has asked that she be the one to tell her.”

      Ion rolled his eyes. Of course she had.

      “You dislike her?”

      “I dislike anyone who would keep me from my family. And who lies to my friends.”

      “It is her job to protect us, to make the hard decisions for the group as a whole. But you are free to go whenever you like,” said Gentry. “That is what I came over here to say. We all are free to go whenever.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean your timing is perfect.”

      Ion raised an eyebrow.

      “You have heard of Vallich, I presume? Apollyon's heir?”

      He nodded. There wasn’t anyone in the whole of Azanthea who hadn’t heard of Vallich. The Conqueror of the North. The namesake of Diamonwon.

      “He wasn’t just the Commander of the Elevenths,” said Gentry, “he is also one of the most powerful Wielders in Azanthea. Some even say he may be more powerful than Apollyon himself.”

      “So?”

      “So,” said Gentry, leaning in close, “our last intel has led us to believe he betrayed the King and has fled. They preparing to host Ascension Trial as we speak to determine the next heir. But for now, Apollyon is more exposed than he has ever been, and people here have wanted action since the Battle of Burrath. Those imprisoned from Burrath would join us, as would the small rebel groups based in Azanthea. It is our time.”

      Ion’s eyes widened as he finally understood what Gentry was saying. “Look, I just want to get my family back. I have no interest in going to war.”

      “Well, war may just be your only option.”
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        * * *

      

      Aurelia clutched her mug of wine as the crowd whisked her away. She couldn’t remember a time when dancing had been a part of her life, but still, she laughed carelessly as the crowd of people surrounding her began a synchronized routine.

      The group hummed a harmonic melody. Sand flew into the air as people kicked and circled, and with each sharp movement, a cheer erupted from the crowd. Aurelia spun in a circle, taking it all in.

      This was it! She spread her arms wide. She was finally free. She kicked the sand, imitating the group’s motions.

      She closed her eyes, swaying in the middle of the circle. Through the mesmerizing chants, she could hear the clash of the ocean’s waves echoing off the water’s surface and the chatter of those who weren’t dancing feasting at their tables.

      She opened her eyes and spotted Ion, sitting by himself. Her smile faded a little. She marched towards him, finished her drink, and slammed her cup down on the table.

      His head snapped in her direction.

      “You,” she said, pointing directly at him, “are coming to dance.” She grabbed his wrist and pulled him out of his chair.

      “What are you doing?” he said as she dragged him onward. They passed a group of men and women who whooped and cheered as they went by.

      “Helping you have some fun!”

      “You’re drunk,” said Ion as she continued to pull him by the wrist. “Stop!”

      She kept trudging forward.

      “Aurelia, stop!” Ion yelled, pulling his wrist free.

      She whirled around to face him. “What is your problem?” she demanded.

      “What is yours?” Ion took a step back. “This isn’t you. Do you even know what’s going on here?”

      “I’m just happy to be here, Ion. Forgive me for celebrating finding a home!”

      “So you’ve decided then. You’re not going to help us?” Ion said and Kuba emerged from the dancing crowd to stand behind his brother.

      Aurelia looked around; people were staring. “That’s not what I said at all!”

      “Well, some home you’ve found. You’ll fit right in.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Aurelia shouted, inching closer to him.

      “Now, now.” A voice emerged from the crowd. Elara came pushing through the whispering voices. “Let’s just calm—”

      “Oh, shut up!” said Ion, rounding on her. “You won’t help us just like you wouldn’t help Burrath.”

      “This is not the place,” said Elara, glaring at Ion. Even in the fire-lit darkness, Aurelia could see Elara was angry.

      “Not the place for what?” Aurelia asked. “What do you mean ‘help Burrath’?”

      “Tell her, Oh Great Leader,” said Ion sarcastically. “Go ahead and tell her.”

      Aurelia looked at Elara, who was silent, her head down.

      “Didn’t think so,” said Ion. “Let’s go, Kuba.”

      “Wait, Ion!” Aurelia reached towards him as he walked by.

      “Enjoy your party,” said Ion, his voice croaking. He had his back to her, and she watched as he clenched his fists.

      “Ion…” Aurelia called out to him as he walked away. Kuba whisked by her, running to catch up. She looked back at Elara and the crowd of Free-Wielders. She wanted to run after him, but she took a deep breath and stopped herself.

      This was her home now. Whether Ion liked it or not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          Spearield, 16th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Aurelia woke with a splitting headache. It was still early, but she was alone in the room. She shook her head as memories of the previous evening came flooding back to her.

      The dinner.

      The dancing.

      The fight with Ion.

      After he had stormed off, she had tried to enjoy herself, but couldn’t. She had returned to Gentry and Robert’s to find Ion cuddled up with Kuba on a makeshift bed in the main room. Robert and Gentry must have been in their daughter’s room, so Aurelia had the largest chamber to herself.

      “Ion,” she growled as she got out of bed, still feeling mad. “Making me look like a selfish pig, taking this entire room to myself.” She stumbled across the dirt floor, looking for the clothes she had strewn about in her drunken state. She pulled her shirt on and grabbed her pants off the bed frame. Then she felt a moment of panic and reached for her neck. A sigh of relief flooded over her—her Godstone was still safely secured in the pouch around her neck.

      “Where the hell is my damn knife?” Aurelia ducked under the bed and reached around in the dark. Her hand met the cold steel of her long, sword-like blade. She pulled it out from under the bed and wrapped the belt around her waist.

      Her head pulsed and her mouth felt pasty. She needed water. She moved into the main room, trying to be quiet, but she couldn’t find what she was searching for. She grumbled inwardly and walked out the door towards the village. The early morning air was humid and salty. She walked past the few wooden homes and sat on a rock on the outskirts of the neighbourhood. Fragments of her argument with Ion echoed in her mind.

      Aurelia understood why he was upset with her. If she were in his shoes, she would be upset, too. But he wasn’t even willing to listen. Why was he so determined to risk his life—and Kuba’s—for an uncertainty? Didn’t he know that there was very little chance his family was still alive?

      There were other questions to be asked, though. As Aurelia reflected, she recalled something Ion had said to Elara, something about not helping in the North.

      She stood, feeling unsettled by the memory. Clearly, there was something Elara was not telling her. Aurelia marched through the forested village. It took her a couple of minutes to get to the clearing where the island narrowed into a long sandbar that led to the rock shield.

      While crossing the sandbar to the long, massive rock, Aurelia took the time to really admire the brilliant structure. Parts of the rock sparkled in the sun and the length of it spanned almost as far as the eye could see. She recalled the long walk they had taken through the sinking sand to get around it from the beach yesterday. Poor Ion had carried Kuba the entire way.

      The early morning sun disappeared behind the rock, and she shuddered as she approached it. She paused for a moment in the shade of the western side of the rock wall. This rock kept Spearield hidden from any vessels that may have wandered off the trading routes from Sable to Azul. It truly was magnificent.

      Her eyes followed the staircase from the top of the rock down to the sandy ground, ending right next to Elara’s small stone hut. Aurelia found it strange how isolated Elara was from the rest of the village. She tried to swallow, but her throat was too dry.

      She dragged her feet through the sand, tired from walking, and knocked on Elara’s door. Her head pounded with each rap of her knuckles on the wood.

      The latch clicked and the door opened.

      “Aurelia?” said Elara. She was wearing a floor-length white nightgown, and her long hair was tousled, but it still looked beautiful.

      “Hi,” Aurelia croaked.

      “Are you alright? Come in, come in.” Elara waved her through the door. “Have a seat.” Elara pointed at the table. It was the same table where she and Ion had sat the day before, when they first arrived in Spearield. Aurelia complied and took a seat in the nearest of the six empty chairs.

      “Can I get you anything?”

      “Water, please.”

      “Sure.”

      Aurelia watched as Elara glided to the only shelf in the room and grabbed a mug. She gracefully walked back to the table and gently placed the empty mug down in front of Aurelia. Aurelia felt Elara’s hand land on her shoulder. She was holding something hard in it.

      Elara leaned over Aurelia’s shoulder. Then the leader of the Free-Wielders held her other hand in front of their faces. Aurelia was memorized as Elara’s fingers danced in the air.

      Small droplets of rain fell from the palm of her hands. Their dripping echoed quietly into the mug as it filled. Elara was a Water-Wielder.

      “Thank you,” said Aurelia once her cup was full and Elara’s delicate fingers had stopped their dance. She grabbed the mug and hastily gulped the water down.

      “My pleasure,” Elara replied with a smile, taking the seat right next to Aurelia.

      “Ahh,” said Aurelia, the cold water quenching her thirst. She slammed the empty mug down harder than she had anticipated.

      “You’re here about last night?” asked Elara as she placed a hand on Aurelia’s. Aurelia looked up, thrown off by the contact. She almost pulled away, but Elara’s hand was warm, comforting.

      “When Ion said that you didn’t help in the North, what did he mean?” Aurelia asked. Her heart skipped a beat. She was scared to know.

      “We were allies of Burrath. For years they had shipped us supplies down from the North. And then the war started,” said Elara. Aurelia was holding eye contact with her; she looked sad. “We received a request to help.”

      “And you didn’t?” Aurelia pulled her hand back, and Elara looked away. Suddenly, the reason they were welcomed so quickly after the mention of Aurelia’s heritage made sense. They felt guilty.

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “What does that mean?” said Aurelia, pushing her chair back. “You could have helped us! The number of Wielders you have here could have made a difference!”

      “We just took too long to decide. And then, right after we had made the choice to join the fray, we received word Wolfmere had been killed—”

      “The war had started years before that day!” Aurelia stood.

      “You are right. But I was elected by our people to keep us safe. It was a long deliberation. Ultimately, it was my choice, and the Free-Wielders were following my command. I did eventually decide to go to war, but it was too late. Wolfmere was killed, I decided our best option was to stand down—the war was lost the day your father died.”

      “Nobody knew that. It may have still been won.”

      “What was I expected to do, risk our safety on a chance?”

      “For the people who helped you—yes!” shouted Aurelia. She paused, through the pulses of the headache, she realized something. Ion was right. She was just like Elara—she was a coward. She shook her head. No, she couldn’t compare herself to Elara. Elara had been trying to protect her people and their children. She was just trying to protect herself.

      “Aurelia?” said Elara softly. “Are you alright, my dear?”

      “Yeah, fine.”

      “It is the biggest regret of my life. Your father and your people were so brave and generous. I blame myself every day.”

      “Would you make the same choice again?” asked Aurelia.

      Elara was silent for a moment. Her normally poised demeanor was different—she was slouching and she looked small. She inhaled and composed herself, throwing her shoulders back and holding her chin up high. “Every time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          Azul, 18th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      There was silence at the table as they ate the spread of cheeses and fruits elegantly displayed on a giant wooden slab in front of them. The smell of thick dairy wafted towards Kari, and she grabbed a slice of the nearest cheese. It was savoury and milky, and she wondered where in the kingdom it came from.

      Each day had been a celebration of sorts, filled with feasts and lavish outfits. Before the Ascension Trials, Kari had led a lavish life as well, being a Skreeh—an advisor to some of the most elite soldiers in the kingdom—and the last blood-relative of the God-King. But her life had never been as godly as this. Succession was not based on blood, after all.

      Every person who had a chance to ascend, who had a chance to sit on one of the three thrones, sat in this dining hall. Kari frowned. Every person except one. The competitor from Sable was still missing. Though Kari was young at the last Ascension Trials, she had heard tales of Hectar’s defeat, and how he nearly went mad in the last Trial. Perhaps they did not want to make a spectacle this time around.

      She scanned the room. No one in it deserved this honour. If she were Apollyon and this was the best Azanthea could offer, she would be entirely disappointed.

      She glimpsed at Lord Salmond, who sat to her right. Even at this early hour, when most were in a more informal dress, he had taken the time to drench himself in gold. His white tunic had gold-plated shoulders and golden threads that pulled together the deep neckline.

      To his right sat Amelie, dressed as bare as she had been on the night they met. Half of her dark hair was pulled back into a complex braid that flowed down her back. She had her feet kicked up on the table and was meticulously carving an apple with her knife. She was much too crass to be deserving of one of the three thrones.

      Amelie caught Kari’s gaze and smiled, taking a bite of her apple. Kari felt a warmth crawl up her cheeks and she quickly looked away, towards the newcomer, who had just arrived the night before. Her skin and hair were pale as snow but very obviously stained by the soot of the mines. Her eyes were the colour of black coals. Lord Absinthe’s caravan had come into the city the night before, all the way from Míastrad. Behind their wagons and horses, they had dragged along a gift for the God-King. It was the reason they had taken so long to arrive.

      Hundreds of Míastrad’s worst felons and a group of rebellious Northerners who were caught trying to flee to the Nation of a Dozen Isles had been forced to walk all the way to Azul. They had been shackled and barely fed. Kari felt ill at the memory of the smell of their rotting flesh. It made her furious at Lord Absinthe. The God-King had appointed the lords for a reason—he entrusted them to deal with their miscreants, not to just drag them to the capital and pollute his city. Perhaps Lord Absinthe had done it to prove how mighty a warrior she was, how strict a lord. But she was no leader of the people. And certainly no God.

      Then there was Dane. Kari sighed ever so quietly as her attention turned to him. Perhaps she had just been so young before that she could see no flaw in him. Or perhaps he had been in Diamonwon for too long. But now he was fraternizing with the Vyvents and bringing in precious resources to give away to prisoners and rebels. No, he was certainly not worthy.

      Kari looked ahead at the seat on the opposite end of the table. It was empty. The missing competitor from Sable. Hectar had been the favourite in the last Ascension Trials even though he was not a Wielder. He was strategic and a master of the sword. The God-King himself requested he compete, the first non-Wielder to ever be invited. The common folk loved him. What no one had expected was for him and Vallich, a mere child, to be evenly matched in all the Trials. But during the last Trial, the one kept the most secret, Vallich had prevailed. That final, secret Trial nearly drove Hectar to the brink of insanity. Vallich left it a different person as well. He became stoic and cold and was a child no longer.

      Vallich’s grey eyes flashed in her mind. She should have known better. She should have taken his words seriously. A lump began to form in her throat and suddenly the overlapping songs of the other Wielders in the room were becoming overwhelming. There were too many of them. There was too much noise.

      “Who do you think will be the first to die?” Amelie said, sliding her feet off the table.

      Kari snapped out of Mímrvor’s song. “Excuse me?” They were in the dining hall of the God-King, did Amelie have no sense of decorum?

      “Somebody has died in every Ascension Trial since the first heir left years ago.” Lord Absinthe leaned forward, her elbows on the table. “Don’t be such a prude.”

      “Perhaps this year will be different,” Kari said. Her palms were getting sweaty. They were all warriors and she was not. She felt suddenly out of place in her own home.

      “Every year is different,” Lord Absinthe said, “but every year is also the same.” She held up three fingers and Kari could see the coal beneath her nail beds. “A Strategy Trial, a Justice Trial, and an Enlightenment Trial. What each entails always differs, but their brutality does not. The God-King will push you to your limits to see how far you will go in his name. Somebody always dies.”

      They all stared at Lord Absinthe. But Kari knew what she was saying was nonsense. The God-King would never intentionally harm anyone who was underserving of punishment.  

      Amelie turned to Kari and winked. “Don’t worry, I won’t kill ya.”

      Kari’s cheeks burned and she balled her fists. Dane let out a hearty laugh. Kari shot him a warning glare and stood from her chair. “I think I am done with breakfast for today. Thank you for your company.”

      “What a pity. The conversation was just getting interesting,” Lord Salmond said, taking a bite out of a grape. It was ever so slight, but Kari was certain he was baring his teeth. “Still skies, Kari Sangdroi.”

      “And strong roofs,” Kari said, turning away.

      She walked across the dining hall and towards the doors. As she approached, they opened on their own, as if the guards on the other side could hear her coming.

      “Kari, wait,” Dane said, running out into the hall after her.

      “What is it, Dane?”

      “Don’t let what they said in there scare you,” he said, “but—”

      “They do not scare me, Dane. They infuriate me. How can they possibly be worthy to ascend?”

      “I assume you group me in with them.”

      “I thought you were the one above us all, destined for it. Until the other day. Vyvents, Dane! Really?” Kari said harshly, in hushed tones. She sighed and shrugged. “Turns out we are all flawed.”

      “You as well?”

      Kari looked into Dane’s soft eyes as Mímrvor sung a gentle tune. “Me as well,” she whispered.

      “Then from one flawed person to another, watch out for yourself, Kari.” Dane took a step forward and looked deep into her eyes. “You were young during Vallich’s Ascension Trials. And though you may not remember them well, I was there. Lord Absinthe was there. We watched the bloodshed. You are no fighter, so be careful.”

      Kari quietly nodded. “You too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          Azul, 20th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Kari stood shoulder to shoulder with Dane on her left and Lord Absinthe on her right. Amelie and Lord Salmond flanked their sides. A crowd, gathered in wooden bleachers that seemed to have appeared overnight, roared in the background. The five of them stood at the bottom of the arched bridge that crossed the water to the House of Historians. It was lined with the flags of Azanthea, the Highwings. The sun rising behind the large tower of the House of Historians cast a dark shadow over them.

      Kari regarded her competitors. Amelie was dressed in her typical fashion—black with almost all of her skin exposed. Except today she was also covered in an assortment of weapons. Short copper knives hung from a belt that sat low on her hips and a steel crossbow that was strapped across her back. Her long hair was tied into a knot on the top of her head so as not to interfere with her weapons. Her dark Godstone, sewn into her leather armband, glistened in the morning light. Amelie was focused on their target ahead.

      Dane was no longer covered in furs, which would have been much too hot in the summer sun, opting for a loose long sleeve. His copper sword was already in hand. Kari could feel him shifting next to her, constantly shaking the clinging fabric off himself. He looked uncomfortable, and Kari knew it was not because of the Trials. She could see the tight wrapping he wore around his chest through the loose fabrics and she recalled how he used to fret over it in the summer months. Kari smiled weakly; it was probably one of the reasons he preferred the cooler north.

      Lord Salmond and Lord Absinthe both wore armour. While Lord Absinthe’s was plain and plated, crafted from metals taken from deep within the mines of Míastrad, Lord Salmond’s was much more regal. He wore fine chainmail with gold chains weaved throughout. One long, gold earring dripped down from the upper cartilage of his ear and pierced back into it again at the lobe. His illusion of superiority was tattered by the vicious-looking gold-plated mace hanging from his belt.

      “Competitors.” Xenophon’s voice boomed, and Kari searched for the source of it. The crowd around them settled. Two shadows appeared on the top of the bridge, and Xenophon and Noramilli walked in tandem up the other side of the bridge. The low sun behind them made their faces and bodies dark, the purple of Xenophon’s robes appearing almost black in the shadows. Kari studied Noramilli for a moment. He did not shine like Dane’s Vyvent comrade. She suddenly felt a little guilty, having judged him harshly for so many years, merely on the basis of rumours.

      “Welcome to the first of the Ascension Trials,” Xenophon continued, addressing their group. “Today marks the first of the Trials: Strategy.” A wave of whispers echoed through the crowd, but the louder whispers were in Kari’s ear. Mímrvor’s song was frantic and excited as he sung the tune of all the Godstones around them. Xenophon continued. “It appears we are one short, though.” He raised his head to the crowd beyond them. “Has Lord Hectar sent no one from Sable to compete?”

      There were more whispers, but no one stepped forward. Kari peered over her shoulder into the bleachers. And there, in the front row, stood the same dark, hooded figured from the docks. This time he was more careful with his hood. The Vyvent named Saxon. Mímrvor screeched in her ears—a wicked jumble of nonsensical words and sounds.

      “Shh, my love, we are fine,” Kari said under her breath. She clenched her fists, focusing on the excited songs of her competitors.

      “Are you alright?” Dane asked, leaning slightly towards her.

      Before Kari could tell him that she wouldn’t speak of her problems to someone who affiliated with Vyvents, Xenophon continued his address.

      “Then let it be on the record that Sable forfeits their claim to the heir’s throne and that their lord will accept the God-King’s punishment for failing to send a competitor.”

      Kari watched as Noramilli, who looked particularly short next to Xenophon, scribbled the address onto a scroll.

      “For the competitors who are here—welcome! The God-King sends his thanks for your loyalty and is eager to see which of you will reign victorious. The three Ascension Trials commence today with the Strategy Trial—a test to prove your abilities as a leader in battle. The rules are simple, when the sun no longer touches the horizon, the Trial will commence. The House of Historians is the most impervious place in all Azanthea. It is heavily guarded, even more so today, by Tekera, Skreeh, and soldiers who would die to defend its contents. Your goal is to break in to the most guarded room, one at the very depths of the tower’s underground, and steal an item from the Tekera Vault. Once you have, bring it back here, and your task will be complete. Use whatever means necessary.”

      Kari brought her hand down onto the hilt of her sword and looked towards the massive stone tower behind Xenophon, the tower that was her home. Her stomach fluttered. Though she had been taught by the best, even by Dane himself, she had never been good with a sword. At least she knew the layout of the tower—that was to her advantage.

      When her competitors would go down, she would go up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          Spearield, 20th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      “You should really talk to her, you know,” said Gentry, slamming his staff down.

      Ion, who was already on one knee, blocked the downward attack with his own staff, almost caving under the pressure of the blow. Gentry was incredibly strong.

      “No. Argh!” said Ion as he pushed off the ground. He was almost standing when Gentry shoved his shoulder down, applying enough pressure that Ion fell onto his arse.

      “What did I tell you?” said Gentry as he slung his staff over his shoulder. “It’s about balance. If you fall, you need to make sure you find your balance before you get up.”

      Ion grunted as he got to his feet. He wiped the sand off his pants.

      “Relationships are about balance, too.”

      “Shut up,” said Ion, waving Gentry off. “How many do we have now?”

      “Eighteen. That’s almost half of us.”

      Ion walked over to the edge of the forested area. He plopped down like a starfish in the shade, breathing heavily. “I still don’t see how you are going to take on all of Azanthea with eighteen people,” said Ion, lifting his head to look at Gentry.

      Gentry walked over and sat beside him in the shade of the palm tree, wrapping his arms around his knees.

      Ion arched his head up, trying to get a look at Gentry’s face, but could only see the back of his shiny head. He lay his head back down in the sand, still tired.

      “We won’t,” said Gentry. “We have to be smart. We’ll sneak into Sable. We have an insider who can help us.”

      “I think I may have met him. Rohan?” said Ion, recalling the name from when he told Gentry the story of their journey. Ion finally felt like he was catching his breath.

      “At the gate?”

      Ion nodded

      “Yes, that would be Rohan,” said Gentry. “If he can help us get to the Northern prisoners, we will have an army to take Sable. We will start there, rally the people, and move inland.”

      Ion looked up. The sun danced between the leaves of the palm tree. “It’s too long.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s too long,” Ion said, pulling himself up to sit. “What if they kill my Mum by then? Or my Pa?”

      Gentry put his hand on Ion’s back. “I don’t want to sound callous, but if that’s what Apollyon wanted to do, it would already be done.”

      Ion shuddered, looking at his feet. “This is the only way, isn’t it?”

      “The only way I see,” said Gentry.

      Ion lifted his head and stared off into the ocean. He tried to silence the sound of the waves so he could think. He closed his eyes and breathed in the salty air. He sighed. “Then count me in.”

      “That’s the spirit!” said Gentry as he slammed his hand into Ion’s back, making him cough. “Back to training then! You still suck.”

      Ion reluctantly got up. His body was tired, but his mind was ready—they had their plan. He stared off at the ocean one last time.

      “I’m coming for you, Mum.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          Azul, 20th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      The sun had almost fully risen. The very last piece of it still just underneath the horizon. Kari had her plan. Her hands trembled as she unsheathed her copper sword, causing it to rattle against its metallic covering. Mímrvor’s song was fast paced and unearthly. Her heartbeat naturally mimicked the beat.

      The crowd roared, and Kari turned towards them. A clang of metal echoed from right above her head and she dropped to her knees, her hand coming above head defensively. Lord Absinthe had whipped around and flung her blade towards Kari, and Dane had blocked it just in time.

      Kari looked towards the sun, hovering just above the horizon. It had started.

      “Get up, Kari!” Dane yelled, pulling her to her feet by the collar of her shirt.

      Kari looked at the scuffle around her. Lord Salmond was advancing on Amelie, swinging his mace wildly, and Amelie happily invited the competition, dodging each swing with grace. Dane and Lord Absinthe were exchanging blows and were quite evenly matched in their swordsmanship skills. Mímrvor’s tune turned dark and quick, everyone’s unique sounds blurring into one.

      Kari turned from the action and looked towards the tower. She sprinted up the bridge, straight past Xenophon and Noramilli, who both contentedly watched the action. Her feet pounded on the hard stone, nearly as hard as Mímrvor’s song pounded in her head.

      The tower was surrounded by a beautiful garden of large trees and shrubbery. As soon as Kari stepped foot on the island, two Tekera jumped out from the trees that lined the cobblestone road to the entrance. She recognized them both.

      One ran at her full force, swinging her sword high above her head. The other began conjuring a large flame in the palm of his hand.

      “Please, it’s me!” Kari shouted. The first brought her sword down and Kari blocked it just in time, but the force of it was too much and she collapsed to one knee. A burning sensation ripped through her arm, and she knew the Fire-Wielder had thrown his flame. Her hand dropped from her sword and the weight of the Tekera’s sword on top of her came pressing down.

      “Mímrvor, help me,” Kari whispered, pulling her injured hand into a fist. She could hear the air being pulled out of the sword-wielding Tekera and the visceral choking noises that followed. The Tekera stumbled backwards to where the other was still conjuring. Kari released her grip on the air around them. Panic filled her chest, and she shook out her arms. Was this her test? Did the God-King truly intend for all of them to kill each other?

      No, Kari thought to herself. This is the Strategy Trial. His intent is for us to find another way.

      A set of footsteps and laboured breathing came from behind her. Kari whipped around to see Amelie. Her heart skipped, but then an uneasy feeling rolled in the pit of her stomach. Where was Dane?

      “I have an idea!” Amelie yelled as she approach. “But I need help!”

      Kari turned from Amelie to the soldiers and Historians who were running down the road at them. There were dozens, if not hundreds, who would be on them in a minute.

      “Trust me, Kari,” Amelie said, coming to her side. Kari felt Amelie’s warm hand fall on her uninjured arm. “Or we’re both dead.”

      Kari recalled the battle just moments ago. There was no trust among any of them. She turned to look at the battalion that was almost upon them, then back into Amelie’s soft eyes. Kari nodded.

      “Okay, I need you to hold them off!”

      Kari swallowed hard. “What?”

      “Just for a moment.” Amelie brought her hands together in two fists, holding them in front of her chest. Right before she closed her eyes, Kari caught a glimpse of the white that flooded them. Whatever she had planned, Kari prayed to the skies it worked.

      “Mímrvor, I need you again,” Kari said, holding both her hands out towards the approaching battalion, some of whom were already launching poorly aimed wields their way. “Gently now, my love. We don’t want to hurt them.”

      Kari summoned the air above them and controlled it with her hands, causing it to explode outward towards the front lines. At first, it was much too hard, blasting some of the soldiers into nearby trees. The sounds of their armour—or worse, their bones—slamming into the trees made Kari feel ill. They were innocent, just doing the God-King’s bidding. They did not deserve to be hurt if it could be helped.

      Kari calmed the gust, keeping it just strong enough to halt the advance. A water wield from one of the Elevenths caught her burnt arm, the pain of the impact causing her wield to falter on one side and allowing the army to advance.

      Kari lifted her injured arm, launching the wield again. She looked back at Amelie. “Anytime now.”

      “Shh,” she said, opening her eyes that were now an eerie white. “They are here.”

      A fluttering noise echoed through the air and the clear sky was suddenly dark. Kari dropped her arms as Amelie raised a pointed finger at the battalion. And then the sky came crashing down on them.

      Crow after crow came bombarding down on the soldiers, pecking and clawing at every one of them. Kari dropped her arms in awe, her gusts no longer needed.

      “Let’s go!” Amelie said, her eyes still white.

      They ran through the gardens and the madness, the crows parting for them as they did. And though the soldiers and the Historians still tried to come at them, they were stopped by a murder of crows sweeping down on them.

      It took them several minutes to get to the gate of the tower. The soldiers posted out front were Elevenths, but even they were distracted by the bombardment. It took a few wields from Kari and a little bit of sword slashing from Amelie, but they defeated the guard quite efficiently together.

      Kari blasted the ornate doors off their hinges with one wield.

      “They’ll be more hiding in here,” Amelie said, and Kari watched as the white faded from her eyes.

      “Then why are you doing that?” Kari pointed to Amelie’s eyes.

      “We can’t do all the work for the rest of them, now can we?” Amelie flashed a devious smile, and Kari felt a warm prickling in her cheeks. “This is a competition after all.”

      Kari regarded Amelie. She was right: if she wanted to win, the others had to lose. But Kari also knew that without the crows, there would be more bloodshed. The others would have no choice but to fight, whereas right now, the worst of it was some talon cuts and perhaps a pecked-out eye or two.

      “Does that mean we are supposed to fight now?” Kari said cautiously, trying to focus in on Amelie’s song.

      Amelie whistled and a crow flew in through the door, landing elegantly on her shoulder. Kari braced herself to battle, but was surprised to find Amelie raising her arm to pet the bird.

      “I suppose if we have come this far together, should we not get to the end together?” Amelie stepped forward, slipping her hand into Kari’s. Kari felt the reassuring squeeze of her grip. She looked deep into Amelie’s eyes, trying to focus on her song, to separate it from the others. When Kari found it, Mímrvor whispered it softly into her ear. It was shockingly light, even though the pace was probably quicker than normal. It was good. It was honest.

      “I suppose we should.”

      Amelie was the first to turn away, breaking their hands apart. Kari could have stayed there all day, basking in Amelie’s tune.

      “It’s not that way,” Kari said, standing in place. “Not unless you want to die.”

      “They what way is it?”

      “Up. We have to go up.”

      “Are you sure?” Amelie raised an eyebrow.

      “Trust me.” Kari smiled.

      “Then, by all means, lead the way,” Amelie said, feigning a bow.

      They scurried up the tower’s stairs, being as light on their feet as they could. Kari was relieved that they made it up to Xenophon’s chambers with no interference, though she was surprised the God-King hadn’t positioned any guards there. He mustn’t have known that she knew about the passageway. She found it strange that Noramilli wouldn’t have told Xenophon that she knew.

      The passageway was one of the many secrets of the tower. It was why the High Historian had these chambers. They walked side by side through the ornate chambers.

      “Amazing,” Amelie whispered under her breath. Her crow cawed as if in agreement.

      Kari looked around at the thousands of scrolls and books that piled up on the wooden shelves. It was a truly magnificent collection.

      She knelt in front of the cabinet that housed the ancient texts. She tried to open it at the base where she had seen Noramilli emerge from it. He had told her it was a passageway for the servant of the High Historians to use, to get anywhere in the tower. Kari held her breath and continued to tap on the wood, trying to find the secret latch to open it.

      “Move aside,” Amelie said. She sat on her bottom and pounded against the wood with both her feet. Kari watched her intently, Amelie’s strong legs flexing with each movement. Moments later, the door gave way.

      “Thank you,” Kari said.

      Amelie smiled up at her.

      Kari hopped into the crawl space first and landed in a dark room that was several feet beneath the floor of the High Historian’s chambers. She could barely stand up straight.

      Amelie jumped down next. Their bodies pressed against each other in the small space. “Quite a tight squeeze, isn’t it?”

      Kari could feel Amelie’s breath on her neck and her breasts pushed against hers. It sent soft chills down her spine and a warm feeling stirred in the pit of her gut. A finger began trailing down the length of her arm.

      “Ah,” Kari said, pulling her burnt arm away.

      “Sorry! Oh, I am so sorry,” Amelie said, pulling her hands over her mouth. “I forgot which one it was.”

      “It’s alright,” Kari said, pulling Amelie’s hands away from her face. “It’ll be dark down there. Don’t cover your pretty face while I can still see it.”

      Amelie smiled back, and even through the darkness Kari could see the blush on her pale skin. “I thought I was the coquettish one.”

      “I was merely giving a compliment.”

      “Right. Shall we?”

      Kari nodded and turned to lead the way. A few feet into the short corridor, they reached a stone wall that must have been the outer wall of the tower. There was a very small platform and then a set of stairs spiralling down on one side and up on the other. The light dimmed after the first few steps. “The interior walls must be false. It looks like it goes around the entire tower.”

      “Only one way to find out,” Amelie said, pushing her way past Kari and beginning her descent of the stairs.

      “Coming?”

      It took them forever to make it down the stairs, and when they finally did, they were met with a plain stone wall.

      “There must be a way in somewhere,” Kari said. “I can hear them on the other side.”

      “Hear them?” Amelie said, but Kari could not see her.

      “Through my Godstone. There are two people in there. Well, two Wielders at least. I can hear them.”

      “Well then, let’s get this open and get going?” Amelie said. Kari heard a flutter of wings and felt the crow’s feathers smack against her face.

      “No, no. I recognize them. I think it’s Lord Absinthe and Lord Salmond,” Kari said, placing a hand on the stone. Dane’s tune was much too familiar to her, she would recognize it anywhere. “They are fighting. If we go in there now, it’ll be much too dangerous.”

      “Gah! How did they beat us here?”

      “For someone who doesn’t seem very happy about having to compete in this, you seem quite invested.”

      “I like to win, that’s all,” Amelie said. Her crow cawed.

      “We still can,” Kari said. “We may have more distance to cover, but remember, they have to fight their way out too.”

      “Good point. They wouldn’t even be down here if it weren’t for us.”

      “Right. We leave the same way we came in,” Kari said. “Wait—one of them is gone.”

      Silence crept up between them.

      “Now the other. There are no Wielders in there any longer.”

      “Do your thing then,” Amelie said, the clicking of her boots on the stone floor indicating she took a step back.

      Kari placed her hands on the stone wall in front of her, praying to the skies it was thin enough for her to dislodge. She focused on Mímrvor and all the air in the stairwell above her.

      “Crouch low. I’ll blast it from above,” Kari said, kneeling on the ground. The force of the air would have to be bone crushing, deadly even, to get this stone to budge.

      “Ready?”

      “Ready,” Amelie replied.

      A colossal gust of air ripped through the stairwell and blasted into the stone, causing it to fly off the hinges they couldn’t see. Torchlight and dust spilled into the room. The Tekera vault.

      The Tekera conducted many experiments, trying to recreate the technology of the ancient humans. The vault was where all the successful experiments were stored. And though Kari was not a Tekera, she had spent much time here—like all Historians-in-training—learning about how these tools brought on the demise of the ancient humans. From the writer-type that was used to print lies en masse, to the engines that ate coal and spewed back poisonous air, to the picture machines that made the ancient humans so vain it became a disease, this room was filled with nothing but yesterday’s tales of death and sadness.

      Today, it also told a tale of gruesome deaths. Bodies and limbs littered the floor of the vault. The blood of the fallen soldiers and Historians pooled thickly on the already black floor. Kari felt a tightening in her chest and a lump in her throat. She pushed her sweat-drenched hair out of her face to get a better look at the carnage. “Who could have done this? This cannot have been what he wanted?”

      “The God-King? Of course it was. Whoever did this probably put on a great show.”

      She heard Amelie rummaging through the broken shelves, tossing objects aside. “You think he wanted this?” Kari said, her fists balling as the faces of her fallen Historians haunted her line of sight.

      “Did Xenophon not say ‘any means necessary’?” Amelie said, staring at an object, her back to Kari. “There would have been more rules if they didn’t want people dead.”

      “No, no. He mustn’t have known,” Kari mumbled to herself.

      “Hey, what is this one?” Amelie asked, holding up a small object.

      “A gun,” Kari said, barely holding back the water welling in her eyes. “The ancient humans used it as a cowardly way to kill each other.”

      “Interesting. I’ve heard the pirates in Raknabrooke use these. Never seen one up close.” Amelie picked up another small gun off the ground. “Here!”

      Kari caught the gun with her good arm.

      “Now, let’s get going!”

      Kari stood, gun in hand, and wiped the tears off her cheeks. She stepped over the bodies and back towards the passageway. Her boot caught on something as she did and she looked down.

      There, lying at her feet, was Lord Absinthe. She was dead.

      A gold chain coiled around her neck. She instinctively picked it up and shoved it in one of her pockets.

      “Kari, did you not hear me? Let’s go!” Amelie called out, but Kari hesitated. Were they just supposed to leave her there in a pile of blood and wreckage? Were they supposed to leave all of them there?

      Had it not been for Amelie grabbing her wrist and dragging her out, Kari would have stood there for hours. She was disgusted and confused, and Mímrvor’s distressing had been no help. Thankfully, they had made it back up the passageway and out of the building with little difficulty, and much less death, though there had been plenty of soldiers waiting outside the blown-open entrance. They had to be a little more aggressive to get back to the bridge, but after the slaughter Kari had seen, she was determined to make sure no more lives were lost.

      As they did before, after Kari’s initial attack, Amelie had called for her crows and the same confusion ensued. When they crossed the bridge back to the mainland, the sun was already past high noon. The cheers rang out from the crowd as Kari and Amelie, each with a gun in hand, approached Xenophon and Noramilli. Kari looked from Xenophon to the crowd; none of the others were back yet. Perhaps they were caught up in the storm of crows.

      An uneasy feeling churned in Kari’s stomach. Lord Absinthe would never be back. What if Dane fell to the same fate? A choking feeling balled in Kari’s throat.

      Kari saw Amelie reach for her hand. “We win together.”

      Kari nodded and took her hand.

      “You are the first two to arrive back,” Xenophon said. Kari noticed he watched their hands carefully. “Congratulations.”

      “Thank you, High Historian,” Kari said, forcing herself to bow even though she wanted to scream. She had so many questions for Xenophon, for the God-King. Would Apollyon even show his face at the Trials after something so vicious was done in his name?

      “Thanks, Xenophon,” Amelie said, bowing her head ever so slightly.

      Xenophon flinched at Amelie’s lack of proper decorum.

      “Any news of the others?”

      “Lord Absinthe is dead. I believe Lord Salmond killed her,” Kari said, pulling the chain from her pocket and dropping it into Xenophon’s outstretched hand. Her voice was shaking, and she dug her free hand’s fingernails into the flesh of her palm. “I think he killed quite a many people.”

      “Do you, now?”

      “Yes. He should be punished for such crimes.”

      “Punishments are for the God-King to dole out, young Kari. And his instructions were to achieve this task by any means necessary. By those words, Lord Salmond did nothing wrong,” Xenophon said, placing his skeletal hand on Kari’s burnt arm. She flinched. “Perhaps our God-King wants to see how far people will go in his name. Because, sometimes our enemies can be very familiar faces.”

      Kari looked into Xenophon’s eyes. Could he be referring to Vallich? Was this to be some type of punishment for her? Kari bowed her head and backed out of his grip. “Yes, my liege. Perhaps I am mistaken.”

      As she spoke, Dane ran up the bridge, an old picture machine in his hand. He no longer had his sword. Right on his heels was Lord Salmond.

      “Dane, watch out!” Kari shouted as Lord Salmond’s eyes went white. One of his golden chains slithered out of his chainmail and went flying for Dane’s neck.

      Just in time, Dane dodged and whipped around. He reached towards Lord Salmond and pulled his hand in ever so slightly. Kari gasped, realizing what Dane was trying to do.

      Lord Salmond dropped to his knees and a moment later fell unconscious. From where she stood, Kari couldn’t see it, but she knew if she were closer, she’d be able to see tiny crystals on Lord Salmond’s skin. It was a terribly precise wield, and it took a very powerful Wielder to separate one thing out of another. Especially from something as complex as a human being.

      But Dane made it look easy, stealing the salt out of someone’s very blood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          Spearield, 25th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Kuba sat cross-legged at the edge of the rocks, watching two boats out fishing on the water. He was on the secluded west side of the island. Gentry had explained that it was impossible to build or grow anything on the rock, but the waters were deep, even at the shoreline, so it was ideal for fishing without going out too far. Kuba watched the small boats as they drifted with the waves. The rocky shore was hot to the touch and the sun beamed down on him. The heat reminded Kuba of the City of Sable.

      He sighed as he twirled his Godstone. It never used to get this hot in Zar. He missed his home and his aunt and uncle. A gust of wind rustled the palm leaves above. The cooler air was a relief. He watched as the leaves danced. Ion had told him about the plan with Gentry, and Kuba was on board. He would do anything to get his aunt and uncle back, but he wished Aurelia would come with them.

      He shook his head. He wasn’t here to think about that. He was here to train, like he had been doing every day since arriving on Spearield. He placed his Godstone down beside him and picked up his book. Gentry had recommended it to him. It was the first time he had seen a book that had been written by the ancient humans. The paper was bound on the sides, not rolled up, and the cover was hard. It even smelled different, like clean dust—if that was even a thing. The language was foreign to him, but someone had translated it, so he was able to read his native Azanthean written between all the lines.

      The old book’s spine cracked when he opened it. There were many words he didn’t know or understand, and there were many pictures that frightened him. And though there wasn’t too much of it, throughout the book there were several mentions of lightning.

      While reading, Kuba had come to realize how powerful lightning was. Even with all the technology the ancient humans had, they were still vulnerable to its power. It had caused mammoth forest fires even they could not contain, and it struck people down in the streets.

      Kuba flipped to the paragraph he found the most useful. It was a little blurb right above the most realistic picture of a forest in a storm he had ever seen. How the artist drew it so perfectly, and how the ancient human scribe’s handwriting was so consistent, was far beyond Kuba’s understanding. Gentry had tried to explain that the ancient humans had gigantic machines that did it for them, but Kuba simply couldn’t wrap his mind around how that would work. Someone surely had to write the words to begin.

      The blurb described how lightning was formed in the sky. Kuba read it over and over, whispering under his breath as he did.

      He read the paragraph twenty-five times before he put the book down and picked up his Godstone. His hand tightened around it. It was only a couple of days ago that he had mastered the summoning wield, but he knew if they were going to Azanthea, he would need to master even the most complex of wields. He would have to know how to conjure.

      He closed his eyes and calmed his mind, allowing the noise of the Godstone to consume him. His heart fluttered as he felt the Godstone invade his mind, but he remained steady.

      Vincent had been right. His near-death experience had only made his abilities with the Godstone stronger.

      Kuba’s eyes snapped open. His senses were enhanced, and time felt like it was moving slowly. He knew he was connected to his Godstone, and the connection was stronger than ever. He could feel its mighty power consuming him. He liked the feeling.

      “Water… collisions… electrical charges… lightning,” Kuba repeated. He focused intensely on the space in front of him. He pictured water moving through the air, he pictured it frozen, colliding with other ice pieces. He breathed deeply, repeating his words as the noise of the Godstone drowned out his thoughts.

      Sweat dripped down his brow.

      “Kuba?” A voice called out from behind him. “Is that you?”

      Psteww. A miniature bolt—almost too small to see—crackled through the air in front of Kuba’s face as his concentration faltered.

      He felt his body get heavier as the power of the Godstone receded. He placed the Godstone back in his pocket for safekeeping.

      “What?” He looked over his shoulder. “Oh, Aurelia… Hey.”

      “Hey, Kuba.” Aurelia took a seat next to him. “What are you up to?”

      “Training,” he replied. He was excited to be talking to her again; he had barely seen her since the party. But he knew Ion would feel betrayed.

      “For what?”

      “For when we leave for Azanthea.”

      “I’ve heard around the village there is quite the crew going,” she said, folding her arms over her chest. “There is talk of a revolution.”

      “I just want my aunt and uncle back.”

      “Right, right.”

      Kuba felt awkward. What was he supposed to say to her? The silence was drawn out by the long slushing of the waves.

      “Does Ion hate me?” she asked, keeping her gaze averted.

      “Well, I don’t think he likes you right now. But he could never hate you. You did save us after all.”

      “Hmm,” said Aurelia, looking at her feet.

      “Do you know what you’re going to do yet?”

      “No, not yet,” she said. She traced one of her feet back and forth across the rock.

      There was silence, and Kuba watched as one of the fishermen cast out his line.

      “I don’t think,” he started, knowing he was treading on thin ice, “he’s upset because you won’t help. There are plenty of people who won’t help.”

      “Then why?” she asked. She was leaning in, and her braided hair swayed gently in the breeze. She had deep bags under her eyes.

      “I think he’s upset because he would follow you anywhere. Heck, we did follow you anywhere.” Kuba shrugged. “But you won't do the same for him.”

      There was silence. A fisherman was reeling in his catch.

      “For a kid, you’re pretty smart, you know.”

      Kuba chuckled and picked up his book. “Thanks. I’ve been reading.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          Azul, 25th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      “Welcome, competitors,” Xenophon said from the diamond throne in the grand hall of Azanthea’s court.

      Kari looked to the others. Lord Salmond still looked horrible after Dane’s wield nearly killed him. Kari would have normally felt terrible for a lord in that situation, but Salmond deserved it. She wondered if Dane had witnessed Salmond’s deeds, as Dane was normally known to show restraint.

      And then there was Amelie. She looked beautiful, inappropriately dressed, but beautiful. Since the start of the Trials, their group dinners had ceased and the interactions were limited. It seemed both Xenophon and Lord Ceridia were keen on keeping the two of them apart.

      “Today are the Justice Trials,” Xenophon said, shifting in Vallich’s old seat. He looked uncomfortable on the hard crystal. “At dusk, the court will gather, and a prisoner will be brought to each of you. You will carry out the punishment imposed on them by the highest form of justice—the God-King’s will.”

      Kari’s heartbeat sped, as did the tunes of the Wielders around her. The only one that remained steady was Lord Salmond’s. Kari’s stomach wrapped into a knot. Having been present for some of the punishments of the court, she knew they were normally brutal. They were normally lethal.

      “Three of you succeeded in the Strategy Trial, crossing the finish line with your items. And one failed.” Xenophon shot Lord Salmond a pointed look before using the armrests of the throne to pull his frail body out of the seat. “Remember, there is no room for failure next to the God-King.” Xenophon’s shoes echoed as he began walking out.

      “Excuse me,” Kari blurted out. “I mean, High Historian. May I ask your holiness a question?”

      Xenophon paused for a moment before giving a slight nod.

      “May we know their crimes?”

      “No.”

      “How about their names?”

      “Young Kari, perhaps you do not understand. This is to test your sense of justice. And the ultimate justice is that which the God-King decides. Prove your unwavering loyalty to his word, and prove your sense of justice. You will need this if you are to ascend.”

      “But how do we even know these tasks come from him? We haven’t seen him in years!”

      “Do you question him?” Xenophon took a step towards her.

      “No… no, of course not,” Kari said, stepping back. Sweat beaded her brow. “I just want to be certain the Trial orders are coming from him. Just being vigilant.”

      “Of course you are,” Xenophon said, towering in front of her. “I received his instructions directly, if you must know.” Kari looked into his murky green eyes. They were filled with warning. She had gone too far. Xenophon turned to the rest of the group. “Does anyone else have any questions?”

      The room was silent.

      “No? Good.” Xenophon gently bowed his head to the group. “We shall see you at dusk.”
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        * * *

      

      Kari sat on one of the white stone seats. She breathed slowly and looked up at the diamond ceiling. She had never killed anyone before, and though Xenophon had yet to tell them the punishment they had to give out, people rarely made it out of court punishments alive. She wasn’t sure if she could do it. Not unless she knew what they had done.

      “You’re not as pretty when you’re sad.”

      Amelie strode into the room, over to Vallich’s old throne. Kari adjusted her posture. “That is not a very nice thing to say.”

      Amelie paused in front of the diamond throne then moved towards the God-King’s majestic one. “It isn’t just you. No one is as pretty when they are sad.”

      “And why do you suppose I am sad?”

      “You just seem it.” Amelie shrugged and sat down in the God-King’s throne.

      Kari jumped to her feet. “What are you doing?”

      “What? It’s just a chair,” Amelia said, picking one of the Granbek flowers from its base and sniffing it.

      “It belongs to the God-King!” Kari stormed over, her cheeks flushed with rage.

      “And when was the last time he sat in it?” Amelie said.

      Kari reached to pull her out of it, but Amelie grabbed her wrist and pulled her down onto her lap.

      “See?” Amelie said, a smirk across her beautiful lips. “The sky has not fallen.”

      Kari was about to jump up, to smack her, to yell. To suck all the breath out of Amelie’s lungs and watch her wither on the ground for such blatant disrespect towards their God-King. But the fleeting rage passed and the lull of Mímrvor whispering Amelie’s light tune consumed her. Amelie was right. The sky had not fallen. No bells rang and no one came rushing in to stop them. Kari pressed her hand to the back of the throne, just beside Amelie’s head. She felt the graininess on her fingertips.

      It was just a chair.

      Kari dropped her hand to Amelie’s shoulder. “Why are you here?”

      “I want to win.”

      “No.” Kari shook her head. “The real reason.”

      Amelie sighed. “I don’t know what it is with you people in Azul. Perhaps you are too sheltered from the rest of the world, but the rest of Azanthea is not like here. No one is as enamoured with the God-King as they are here.”

      “You don’t believe in him?”

      “Oh, I absolutely do,” Amelie said, placing a light hand on Kari’s thigh. “I believe he is the reason our country is not overrun by the pirates from Raknabrooke or the Vyvents from the Dozen Isles. I believe his protection has stopped many wars, but I do not believe he is without flaws. If he was, this country would be too.”

      “So then, why are you here?” Kari asked, inching closer to her face.

      “Because I want to help my people, and this is the best way I know how.”

      Kari smiled, tracing her finger along Amelie’s forearm. They both watched as Kari’s finger traced her skin down to the hand on her thigh. When bumps rose on Amelie’s arm, Mímrvor’s tune sent a satisfying chill through Kari. It was as if she could feel Amelie’s pleasure. Amelie giggled, and then pressed her forehead against Kari’s. Her eyes were a beautiful deep blue.

      “Kari…” Amelie breathed onto her lips, moving closer. She raised her hand, weaving it into Kari’s hair.

      The latches on the door clicked, the sound carrying through the quiet hall.

      “How naughty,” a voice boomed from one of the entrances. Lord Salmond limped into the grand hall. “Fraternizing with the enemy, and on the great God-King’s throne nonetheless.”

      Kari and Amelie scrambled to their feet.

      “I am truly sorry for the interruption,” he said, bowing his head, “but I would like to have a word with Kari, if you two can bear to part?”

      Kari turned to Amelie, who shot her a worried glance. Kari nodded, to assure her it would be alright.

      Amelie sighed. “I will wait for you outside.” She strode out of the room, past Lord Salmond. “Do not try anything funny.”

      The sound of the latches rang through the grand hall again and the door shut behind Amelie. Mímrvor’s tune quickly changed with Lord Salmond in the room. It was much darker and trickier to comprehend.

      “What is it you want?”

      “But to help you, dear Kari. You had questions, and now I have answers.”

      “Answers to what?”

      “In the meeting earlier, you requested the names and crimes of the people to be brought to justice this eve.” Kari raised an eyebrow at him. “I have those names.”

      “How did you get them?”

      “Funny what a little bit of gold can buy,” said Lord Salmond as he weaved one of his gold chains through his fingers.

      “And why should I put my trust in you, after what you did to Lord Absinthe?”

      “Ah, so you know.” Lord Salmond stopped his pacing and turned towards Kari, his gold necklaces glittering in the daylight as he spun. “It is a competition, my dear.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Let me tell you what I have found, and then you can decide.”

      Kari listened closely to Mímrvor. She knew Lord Salmond was not to be trusted. But she also yearned to know what, and who, was coming this evening. She drummed her fingers along her chest, right over Mímrvor. This could help her justify what she had to do. If she had to kill a murderer, did it not just make the world a better place?

      “Fine.” She sighed. “Tell me what you know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          Azul, 25th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      They stood in the grand hall, the entire court gathered in their seats. Kari looked at the three thrones, none of which were presently occupied. Xenophon stood in front of them all.

      “People of the court, today we present to you the Justice Trial.” The court cheered at Xenophon’s words. “Each competitor has been tasked by the God-King himself with delivering punishment to one irrefutably guilty soul. Bring out the guilty.”

      To the tune of thunderous cheers that seemed to vibrate through Kari’s organs, the prisoners were brought out. The guards forced them to their knees in front of each competitor. Lord Salmond and Amelie both faced women, which meant one of them had to punish a rapist who drugged and seduced unwilling men, and the other a thief who stole from the noble family she served to feed her own young children. Kari wanted to shout out to Amelie, but then they would all know of the conspiracy she took part in. And perhaps she would detract Amelie from her goal of making the world better for all Azantheans.

      She and Dane faced the men. One was a murderer accused of killing his landlord, and the other was a Northerner, a father who had defended his young daughter against a group of soldiers who were harassing her.

      “Their punishment is death!” Xenophon called out.

      “For all of them?” Kari blurted out, though her voice was muffled by the cheers of the crowd.

      Xenophon simply nodded. After the crowd had their chance to cheer, Xenophon raised a hand. “They are enemies to the God-King and a danger to society. Use your Godstones to show them justice. Make them pay for their crimes. Lord Salmond, you lost the last trial, so you shall be first.”

      Lord Salmond walked up to the woman in front of him. Her grabbed a gold chain from his neck and bunched it into his hands.

      “Please,” she begged, grabbing at Lord Salmond’s loose pants.

      “Hold her still,” he said to the soldiers. Two Elevenths came and held her, stopping her from squirming. She begged and pleaded as Lord Salmond hovered over her. His eyes were as white as the moon.

      “Enough of your whining,” he said, controlling the gold chain floating in the air above her with one hand and opening her jaw with the other. “By the word of the God-King, you are sentenced to death.”

      The gold chain melted into liquid and poured down her throat. Her screams quickly turned to gurgles and the gurgles quickly to nothing. The crowd cheered.

      “Very good, Lord Salmond,” Xenophon said. “You have succeeded in this trial.”

      Lord Salmond bowed and stepped back to his place among them.

      “Lord Dane,” said Xenophon. “Please proceed.”

      Dane didn’t even move forward. His eyes went white, and the prisoner’s body immediately toppled over. The crowd was silent, as if they were still waiting for something to happen. After a few moments, a slow clap rolled through the hall. Clearly the crowd did not find Dane’s punishment nearly as satisfying as Lord Salmond’s.

      Kari glanced over at Dane. He was hunched and panting, the precision and difficulty of the wield taking a toll. He had his head dropped towards the floor, and Mímrvor sung his sad tune loudly in her ears. Kari’s eyes went to her own prisoner. Dane may be a warrior, but he was no killer.

      “Dane, you have succeeded in this trial,” Xenophon said, bowing his head towards Dane. “Kari, you are next.”

      Her name being called caught her off guard; she had been hoping for more time. She looked from her prisoner, her intended victim, to the excited crowd. She remembered a time when she awaited the blind punishments. When they used to watch Vallich dole them out. She never questioned what they were being punished for or why. Not until she had to do the deed herself.

      Could this be why Vallich left? Could he no longer bear being a tool for death?

      “Kari,” Xenophon said, staring straight at her. “Proceed, child.”

      Her heart beat so loudly that she could feel it pulsing in her ears. Her mouth was dry and her hands trembling. Everything in her vision was blurry except the man on the ground in front of her. Either a rapist or a father defending his daughter. Either way, she was unsure if she could do this. Most people unfortunate enough to have to kill did so in battle, whereas she was jumping straight to murder. They had no defence, no honour.

      Kari stepped towards the man. He stared at a blank space straight in front of him and he did not tremble. Kari got on her knees in front of him. If she were to kill him, she would look him in the eye before she did.

      She regretted this decision the instant their eyes met. His face was old and worn, his hair matted, and his cheeks sunken as if he hadn’t eaten in weeks. Kari placed a hand on his chest and leaned into it. He didn’t flinch under her touch.

      “Your name?” she whispered, barely making a sound.

      He stayed quiet.

      “Your name?”

      “Neil.”

      Kari’s hand dropped and she barely caught herself on her knees. She was staring into the eyes of a murderer. She lifted herself back up and placed her hand on his chest.

      She slowly started pulling the air from his lungs and from around his head. He gasped for air and his body weakened, but he stayed upright.

      As he suffocated to death, Kari’s own chest constricted. All she knew of was what this man was accused of. Could another murder really be the solution to a first? She felt her heart in her ears again. Mímrvor whispered frantically, he was clearly not okay with this either.

      But she kept pulling until his eyes rolled back in his head and he fell to the floor. Kari panted as she drew her hand back. Perhaps it was enough, but perhaps not. She couldn’t bring herself to see it through to the very end. If this man had the will to live, he probably would.

      The crowd cheered as she stood, and the Elevenths rushed over to examine the body. Kari walked back into the line-up and turned to face Xenophon. Her hands trembled.

      A loud gasp rang through the hall and the crowd quieted. One of the Elevenths unsheathed his sword and slit the man’s throat. Kari bowed her head towards the ground.

      “Kari Sangdroi. You have failed this trial,” Xenophon said. “Such a pity.” He shook his head. “Amelie, please proceed.”
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        * * *

      

      Kari sat in the tree she and Vallich used to escape to when they were kids. It was in a neglected part of the garden, one that barely received any maintenance. The ancient humans called it a River Red Gum, though Kari had no idea why. It was an old tree with hundreds of turning branches and smooth bark. She had climbed to one of the branches they used to hide in when they were young, before Vallich became the heir.

      Kari stared into the night sky, the moon growing closer and closer to a bright moon each eve. The bright moon would mark the day of the last trial. How could she have failed so badly? Moreover, how could this be the God-King’s plan? There had been so much death.

      She recalled Xenophon’s words earlier in the day. Could it really be a test of their loyalty, or was the God-King just mistaken in his instructions? Kari looked up into the night sky. That must be it. He mustn’t have intended on the slaughter in the first trial. That was Lord Salmond. And in the second, he was doing what he had always done, ruled without mercy. She was just not strong enough to go through with his punishment.

      She thought back to the three deaths she witnessed earlier. Though Dane’s was tame, Lord Salmond’s and Amelie’s were especially cruel. Not that Amelie meant hers to be; it was just particularly gruesome watching the crows pick away at the woman’s flesh. But Amelie did what needed to be done, even though she was clearly hesitant. Everyone, even the crowd, seemed thankful that the woman died surprisingly fast.

      She was just weak. That was the only reason for failure. Kari leaned her head against the trunk of the tree and sighed.

      The normally smooth bark felt rough against her skin. Kari lifted her head and looked at the tree. There was a patch of bark that looked like it had been partly peeled away. She peeled it off, keen to get her smooth headrest back.

      But there was something underneath. A small slit in the tree, clearly carved by a knife or some other tool. Kari pushed her slender fingers into the slit.

      Paper.

      She pulled out the note. It had Vallich’s name on the front. She opened it carefully.

      She read it once and then again just to be sure. And though it had no signature, Kari knew who wrote it.
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        * * *

      

      Kari stormed through the door to Dane’s chambers, not bothering to knock.

      “What is this?” She crossed the floor to where Dane stood, the note in her good hand.

      “Where did you get that?” he said, grabbing it from her.

      “Is it true?”

      Dane sighed. “I would not have sent it were it not.”

      Kari grabbed it back from him and began to read out loud.

      “I write to you with great concern and grave news. Your God-King is not who you think he is. It took me years outside of Azul to finally free myself of the illness that is being a member of King Apollyon’s court. The God-King is poisoning you more and more each day with his lies and half-truths.

      “I write to you now because I have learnt a tragic truth that I thought you had a right to know. The Battle of Burrath started with you. Well, your Godstone. When you found it as a young child in the mines, it stirred an idea in Apollyon; that Godstones didn’t just fall from the sky, but old ones were buried in the earth. They mined deeper and farther north than ever before, looking for more Godstones, not metals. More and more were found as they approached the Burrath border.

      “The Northerners were a people at peace. We destroyed that peace so we could mine a few precious stones to help fuel Apollyon’s hold over us. I fear we will soon dig deep enough that we may find something that makes him truly unstoppable.

      “I risk treason with this letter, so I beg of you, do not show it to anyone. Destroy it. But I must also ask you, as the second strongest in all the known worlds, to see this truth through the web of lies Apollyon has fed everyone. Without you, Apollyon is weaker, and perhaps you are the only one who could stand up to him. Think back on your life and everything that made you what you are. Now think back on it again, but remember that everything that made you was really one thing, one person. Apollyon. It took me years to see it. This is your chance. Be free. Take it.”

      Kari huffed as she reached the end. She hadn’t realized how quickly she was reading.

      “Are you going to turn me in?”

      “I want an explanation.”

      “And you are due one,” Dane replied. “Go shut the door and have a seat.”

      Kari did as she was ask, not even realizing she had left the door open to begin with. She peered into the hallway to make sure no one had overheard. When she saw the coast was clear, she locked the door and made her way to one of the green velvet armchairs near the crackling fireplace.

      Dane took a seat next to her, facing the fire. “It is a little warm in this heat, but it reminds me of home.”

      “This is your home,” Kari said.

      “It is not.”

      “Explain the letter.”

      “Vallich had a right to know,” Dane said, leaning onto his knees. “In fact, everyone has a right to know, but no one would believe me.”

      “You are right! You expect us to believe we went to war over a few mines?” Kari realized she was yelling and lowered her voice. “Burrath was barbaric. We saved them.”

      “We slaughtered them,” Dane said a forced hushed tone. “My wife’s family was murdered.”

      Kari’s took a sharp breath at the mention of his wife. She’d had no idea he was joined in a union. Clearly, they were even more estranged than she initially thought.

      Dane continued, “They had been at peace for years. She hadn’t even been born when the last clan war happened. They elected their leaders, the people chose them. It was beautiful.”

      “If that were true,” Kari said, raising an eyebrow at Dane, “that means we went to war for a couple of Godstones.”

      “No, not Godstones. Allstones.”

      “What is that?” Kari said, leaning back in her chair. This story sounded more and more like nonsense.

      “A Godstone that has yet to touch anything. The only people said to have ever found one are the Vyvents, but even that was long ago. Nobody knows what they can do exactly. Perhaps they can control everything, or perhaps you can make them into what you desire and give them to whom you choose. Either way they are immensely powerful.”

      “That is impossible.”

      “Is it?” Dane said, turning his gaze to Mímrvor. “How do you suppose it is you have a Godstone that can control air? Would not the first thing all Godstone’s touch be air?”

      Kari was stumped. She had asked herself that same question before, but when she brought it up to Xenophon, he simply told her not to question how and to whom the God-King distributes the stones. She thought back to the theory she and Vallich came up with as kids. “They must be protected by something.”

      “Right. A cosmic shell, if you will.” Dane took out his own Godstone from his pocket and wrapped his hand around it. He held it in the air. “The casing degrades or breaks when the Godstone hits something. If this casing were weak enough, a harsh enough descent could crack the shell.” Dane swooped his hand down, dropping his Godstone midair. It fell into his lap. “An air Godstone.”

      Kari reached over and picked it up. Dane flinched when she did, but made no motion to take it back, so Kari continued. She placed her hand around the foreign rock. Mímrvor hissed a cruel tune of his own in her ear, clearly upset she was touching another Godstone.

      “But if the casing were strong enough to stay intact on impact,” Kari said as she slammed her fist into Dane’s leg quite hard—he did deserve it after all, “the Godstone would remain untouched.”

      Dane nodded. “A power we have not seen before.”

      “So, when Vallich found his Godstone in the mines,” Kari started, “and then others after that… Apollyon thinks there is one down there?”

      “Yes, and there seems to be a large concentration of buried Godstones in the new mines of Diamonwon, right on top of the old Burrath territories. Dozens so far.”

      Kari rubbed her hand over her chin. It made sense, but was it real? “Perhaps the God-King has his reasons.”

      “Perhaps, but is it worth ruining people’s lives over?”

      Kari stuttered, not knowing what to think. Things that seemed so clear only a few days ago no longer were. “You orchestrated treason so you could make your bid for heir,” Kari said, trying to focus on how Dane was in the wrong.

      “Do you want me to be honest with you?” Dane looked at his hands, unable to hold Kari’s gaze.

      “Yes.”

      “This is not what I intended. Not in the slightest.” Dane slowly played with his thumbs, focusing on them alone. Mímrvor’s tune was sad and painful.

      “What is it you intended?”

      “I am ashamed of how I tried to manipulate him, I truly am, but I know Vallich can be easily provoked. Apollyon’s hold on him was growing thinner each passing year. I was hoping this would put him over the edge. Vallich was the only one of us that even stood a chance.”

      “What are you saying?”

      Dane looked straight into the fire. “I didn’t want Vallich to leave. I wanted Vallich to kill Apollyon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          Sable, 30th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      “Vallich!” Hectar yelled from atop his horse at the edge of the grassy cliff.

      Vallich’s horse galloped up the high cliff that overlooked the sea. His face was covered by a tightly wrapped cotton scarf. The thrill of the sharp drop on nearly all sides was enticing. The sun was setting in the west, over the ocean. He looked out at the glowing red horizon—somewhere, off in the distance, were the Free-Wielders.

      “Hectar,” Vallich said as he neared the lord.

      “I have assembled all the troops I could spare,” said Hectar. “Now, show us the way.”

      “You go south, as far south as possible on land,” Vallich said, “Then, at the height of the bright moon, you will be shown the way.”

      “What gibberish is this?”

      “Those are the instructions.”

      “You’re coming with me then.”

      “Oh, no, I am not. We had a bargain. I show you your way, then you get out of mine.” Vallich shot an intense warning glare at Hectar. “You do not want to break a bargain with me.”

      “The God-King’s Historian pet Xenophon has been sending me nasty letters. They’ll have an army out here soon enough, and you’re just sending me on a wild goose chase! What are you up to?” Hectar demanded. “What is it then? Are you going to take over while good ol’ Uncle Hectar is out wandering the empty seas?”

      “Why in the world would I want your desert wasteland?” Vallich said. “You would just come back, or Apollyon would send his army. I am the best, but I am no fool. In the long run, I wouldn’t stand a chance without allies.”

      “Huh? You’re looking for allies? I never thought I’d see the day.”

      Vallich grunted and pulled at Arion’s reigns. “That is the way to the Free-Wielders. You can choose to follow it or not. I leave that up to you. But out there,” he pointed westward, “is glory. Perhaps Apollyon will even make you his heir, Commander of the Elevenths. After all, I did get rid of the competition.”

      “There better be blood at the end of this night,” said Hectar, “or I will be coming for you.”

      “I don’t doubt there will be.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          Azul, 30th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      The dungeons beneath the palace were damp. A condensed droplet from the ceiling fell onto Kari’s hair and a chill ran up her spine. The smells of decaying flesh and stagnant sewage wafted in the air. Kari closed her arms over her chest, wincing when she touched her burn from the Justice Trial. Even through her thicker clothing, the dampness pierced her bones. It was much too cold.

      She had received a letter from Xenophon the night before with the instructions on where to go. They were to meet at midday in the lowest level of the palace. The day had been bright and warm, though no one would know that down here. Moans and evil whispers cursing the world echoed through the hall; the voices of those left down here to pay for their crimes.

      Kari forced herself not to look in the stalls. She had seen too much death over the past couple of weeks, more than she had ever seen in her life. She shook her head, trying to focus on the Trial, though she did not know what was to come. But it was impossible.

      For the past few days, she had thought of nothing except the God-King and her loyalty to him. She had started these Trials determined to prove she was no traitor. But now, after what she had seen, she was questioning it all. Why had the God-King not stopped the slaughter of the innocents at the House of Historians? Was the world outside the city truly as different as Amelie claimed? And the letter that convinced Vallich to turn away from it all… 

      A prisoner slammed against the metallic prison door, startling Kari. Mímrvor screeched in her ears.

      “Do not disobey him,” a voice cackled.

      Kari looked into the face of the prisoner through the tiny window in the cell door. Half of the flesh on his cheek had been eaten away by some illness.

      The man pressed his rotting face against the bars, his melted flesh making an unsettling squishing sound as he pressed too hard. “Our God-King is my lord. Will you ask our diety to forgive me?”

      Kari stumbled back. A hand swung out behind her. She screamed and turned to see a woman’s dainty arm hanging limply from between the barred opening.

      “So pretty,” she whispered. “I was once pretty…”

      Kari ran down the hall, the dim torchlight her only guide.

      “Don’t end up like me!” the man yelled after her.

      Before she rounded a corner, Kari turned back to look over her shoulder and plowed right into someone. She fumbled backward and tripped on a rock. She fell to the ground.

      “Better look where you’re running,” Dane said, holding out a hand towards her, his furs rolling off his shoulder. “You alright there, Kari?”

      Kari stood without taking Dane’s hand. She dusted herself off, the particulate causing her to cough. She covered her mouth with her sleeve as she did. “Fine. My apologies.”

      “It was but an accident. No reason to apologize.” Dane took a step closer and lowered his voice. “Have you thought anymore about the letter?”

      Kari nodded subtly.

      “And?”

      “And,” Kari whispered, her eyes darting across the floor, unable to look Dane in the eye. She listened intently to Mímrvor, mentally asking him to tell her more about Dane. Mímrvor simply played Dane’s steady, noble-like melody. Whether the letter was true or not, by Mímrvor’s tune, Kari was quite certain Dane believed that it was the truth. “I know not what to believe.”

      Dane sighed, but it sounded more like relief than anguish. He placed his hand on her shoulder and smiled. “You’re getting there.”

      A shout echoed through the hall.

      “Shall we?” Dane said, motioning for her to take the lead.

      Kari walked past him and down the hallway. They walked the rest of the way in silence, the only sounds between them were the hallow echoes of their heels on the stone floors and the screams of the wicked.

      “Ah, the last to arrive,” Xenophon said from down the hallway, motioning for them to take their places next to Amelie and Lord Salmond. Noramilli was at his side, a crystal bowl in his hands. Four goblets were poised on top of the wooden table that was clearly brought down from the palace halls above them.

      Dane grabbed her arm and pulled her close. He whispered harshly in her ear so only she could hear. “They will try to break us today. Do not let them.”

      Kari looked up at him. Even without listening to Mímrvor, she could tell that all of his calmness had vanished and the mighty Dane was scared.

      She looked at Amelie, who was, surprisingly, appropriately clothed for the cold. Amelie caught Kari’s eye from where she stood beside her, and she smiled. Kari’s cheeks flushed and she turned her gaze away, but she could still smell the familiar scent of pine leaves coming from Amelie. It was comforting.

      “Welcome, competitors, to your final Ascension Trial,” Xenophon said, folding his hands behind his back. “Today, like all heirs before you, we test your mental fortitude and your devotion to the God-King. You will discover who you truly are in this trial—the Enlightenment Trial.”

      Mímrvor’s tune echoed in Kari’s head. The sound of four Godstones in such a small hallway was quite loud, but at least it drowned out the occasional screams of the prisoners.

      “For the next day, you will be locked away in a cell with nothing but yourself and your thoughts.” Xenophon motioned to the goblets. “Before you go in, you will drink the Nightwine we have prepared for you.”

      Kari’s mouth went dry. She had heard stories of Nightwine, made from the roots of the nightshade and other toxic plants and mixed into wine. It was the drug of choice for rapists and thieves and was used in the palace only to question the worst of them all.

      “Noramilli, please pass out the Nightwine.”

      Noramilli proceeded to pass out the goblets.

      “Good luck,” he mouthed when he handed Kari the goblet. Kari slowly blinked in response, careful to make certain no one witnessed his favouritism.

      The rest of the competitors received their glasses. Kari looked down. The thick purple liquid vibrated with the slight tremble of her hand.

      “One last thing,” Xenophon said, and Noramilli stepped forward with the crystal bowl. “The Nighwine will have a great effect on you, and the God-King does not want you to be a danger to yourself.”

      Kari’s heart fluttered and her hand immediately went to Mímrvor.

      “You will give up your Godstones for the duration of this Trial,” Xenophon said. Noramilli stepped forward with the bowl. “Place them here.”

      Kari starred at the crystal bowl, her heart and head both pounding. Mímrvor’s blaring tune reflected her panic. She hadn’t been without Mímrvor in years. Kari leaned back against the wall behind her, placing one of her palms flat on the surface and the other defensively over Mímrvor. Her chest tightened and she suddenly felt like the walls were closing in. She closed her eyes tight and took laboured breaths. She pushed her hand against the moist wall, trying to orient herself.

      The sounds of metal panging against the crystal snapped her attention back to the room. She couldn’t give him up. She wouldn’t.

      Amelie stepped forward and removed her armband, placing it into the bowl. Kari’s eyes darted all around, looking for an escape. But there was none.

      Dane moved next, pulling his stone’s necklace out from under his shirt and placing it into the bowl.

      All eyes were on her.

      She wanted to run, she had to. She couldn’t lose him.

      Xenophon held out his hand towards her and his face became much less serious. “Come Kari, it is just for now.”

      Kari’s breathing slowed, but Mímrvor’s song did not.

      “Just one day.” Xenophon smiled.

      Kari’s eyes darted around the hall. There was no way out. She looked back at Xenophon. She could fight them; Xenophon was weak after all.

      “Kari…” Amelie said cautiously, and Kari could feel her hand fall to her shoulder.

      No, she could do this. She would see the trials through. It was her duty.

      Kari pushed off the wall and Amelie’s hand fell from her shoulder. The hand that held Mímrvor trembled as she pulled him off her neck. Mímrvor’s tune was so loud it made her wince.

      She shuffled forward and her hand hovered over the crystal bowl. She closed her eyes and turned her head, unable to see him leave her. With tears streaming down her cheeks and the sounds of the prisoners and Mímrvor’s screams rattling in her brain, Kari took a deep breath and let him go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 41

          

          The Southern Sea, 30th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Rohan stood on the foredeck of his ship, facing the sea, the pit of his stomach twisting in knots. He had been instructed by Hectar earlier in the day to lead this warship south, with no mention of the intent. Now, they laid anchor on the southernmost tip of Sable as the sun was beginning to set. Rohan could think of only one reason the entire armada would be there.

      He turned to face his ship, the soldiers preparing to sail. The knot in the pit of his stomach twisted tighter, as if a hand were clenching the innards of his gut. This was all his fault. Someone must have overheard his conversation with the group at the gate, or followed them. He shook his head. He should have known not to let them through. He had left the Free-Wielders, and he had no obligation to help those passing through.

      But he did. And now his friends were in danger. Elara was in danger.

      Rohan held back a shudder. His daughter was in danger. If Hectar ever found out that he was a traitor, that he knowingly let that group through… Rohan didn’t even want to think about what he would do.

      “Sir,” a soldier yelled from the main deck below.

      “What?” Rohan’s voice cracked. He hopped that the soldier didn’t hear.

      “The lord’s ship is signalling us to approach.”

      Rohan turned to look at the lord’s ship, the only one bigger than his. The goblet-shaped torch on the stern of the ship was alight. Hectar was signalling for the leaders of the armada to approach.

      “Approach the ship,” Rohan commanded, and the soldier scurried off.

      Moments later, a horn blew from the crow’s nest and the middle of the three sails began to drop.

      As Rohan stood silently at the front of his boat, his ship slicing through the water, he considered his options. He was heading straight for Hectar’s massive wooden vessel—the Jewel. Hectar’s ship was the fastest in Azanthea. Today though, Rohan’s ship had to be faster. That was his plan: to get to shore first. He had to make it to Elara before the others.

      He continued staring at the larger vessel. Two other ships were approaching it, one on either side. He watched as the ships laid down planks, connecting them to the larger vessel. Several members from each of the ships boarded the Jewel, as was protocol. Hectar had summoned all the Tenths and Elevenths to his ship.

      It took nearly ten minutes for the soldiers from all the ships to board the Jewel, which floated a little lower in the water under their weight. Rohan counted as they walked across. If he was right, almost all the Elevenths and Tenths of Sable were present. He gritted his teeth. There was no question, they were out for blood. He dropped his head in despair as the first of the two vessels raised the plank bridging them to the Jewel and sailed off. It was his ship’s turn to disembark.

      “My helmet!” Rohan called, reaching his right hand out to the side, fingers outstretched. He heard a soldier run up behind him and the cool steel grazed his fingertips.

      He clasped the helmet and pulled it over his head, wincing as it caught his long hair.

      The Jewel was only a dozen feet away now. Rohan turned on his heels and made way for the plank the soldiers were preparing.

      “Ship broadside!” A voice yelled as the sides of the two wooden vessels grazed one another.

      Both ships shook violently at the contact, causing the crew to stumble. But Rohan was steady, unwilling to let anything shake him. He had to stay focused. He could give no indication of his plan or his feelings. His wife and daughter were at stake.

      Rohan walked right up to the base of the plank, everyone moving aside as he did. He was the highest-ranking person aboard the ship. There were a few other Elevenths, but he was the head of security for Sable, a position bestowed upon him by Hectar himself. No one on this boat would question him.

      His eyes rose to the top of the Jewel’s hull; the ship was so high that the plank was more of a ladder. He placed his foot on the first rung and began scaling the old wooden plank. As he mounted, he felt a heaviness in his heart. He thought of Gentry, Robert, Samantha, and Novella. Of all his dear friends on Spearield. Of Elara. And he thought of Libby. The daughter who had been taken away from him ten years ago. The daughter he barely knew, and who barely knew him.

      His hands reached the banister. He sighed as he pulled himself over to join the ranks of soldiers; the battle between good and evil was about to begin, and he did not know what side he would be on.

      He shuffled into the crowd.

      “Tonight, we sail for glory!” Hectar’s voice boomed. He was looking out at his men from the upper deck. Rohan looked around him. Most of his comrades seemed confused, but his heart was sinking deeper and deeper into his stomach.

      “You have been loyal,” Hectar started. He began slowly pacing, staring down each individual in the crowd. “You have fought hard.” Rohan could have sworn that Hectar stared right into his soul. “Long ago, when the God-King needed you, you fought in the East.” Hectar paused. The entire lower deck listened intently, the only noise coming from the waves sloshing into the side of the ship. “And you were victorious.”

      The clang of the soldiers simultaneously pounding their chest armour with one swift motion of their fists echoed across the waters. Rohan forced himself to holler along with the crowd.

      “More recently, when the Battle of Burrath was nearly lost and you were called upon by the God-King, you fought in the North.” Hectar turned to pace across the upper deck in the other direction. “And you were victorious.”

      The same clang echoed even louder across the open sea.

      “Tonight, we will fight to finally rid Azanthea of all resistance. We will finally bring lasting stability to the lands.” Hectar paced back to the centre of the upper deck. “Tonight, we fight for glory, for our country, for our King! We fight to become Gods!”

      Rohan held his breath. This time, the war grunts rang out. He watched as Hectar smiled and placed his hands on the banister of the upper deck, leaning forward over the crowd. The grunts quieted, turning into a low background rumbling. The men and women of the Tenths and Elevenths were itching for a fight.

      “Sail west, my friends. For tonight we fight the Free-Wielders,” Hectar said. He pushed off the banister, raised both of his fists in the air. “And we will be victorious!”

      Cheers roared throughout the crowd. The sound of steel bashing steel echoed through the air.

      “For Sable!” Hectar shouted, pulling the massive blade out of its sheath.

      “For Sable!” The crowd rang out.

      Hectar waved his sword around. “FOR AZANTHEA!”

      The crowd echoed his chant. Rohan pushed through the crowd, eager to get back to his ship. He had a plan. Knowing the island, and knowing Hectar’s strategy would be to surround it, he knew he had only one option: to take the rear position. Hectar would be unable to resist a head on fight, so he would be storming the beach. The sides of Spearield were too shallow for a large ship to get in close, so the army would have to lay anchor and row in from a far distance. But the far, rocky side of Spearield was deep right up to the shore and probably just wide enough for a ship to sneak in. To get on shore, all they would only have to anchor on the deep side of the drop off and lay a long plank to the shallow waters.

      Rohan elbowed his way through the rowdy crowd. Unfortunately, the soldiers on his ship would also get to the island first. But he was familiar with the land; he could get to the village before the other ships would even land. His plan was to get to Elara, so she could save all of them.

      Rohan stormed across the plank back to his ship. It was time for battle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 42

          

          Azul, 30th Day of the Month of Warmth, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      There was no light in the cell. Kari could not see a single thing, but she knew it was moving. She wasn’t exactly sure what it was. It could have been everything or nothing at all. Or perhaps she was moving and everything else was still. She lay flat, sprawled out on the floor—or at least, she thought it was the floor. She couldn’t be certain.

      She let out a visceral scream. She had no sense of time, if time was even real at all, and no sense of hope. She was certain she had been trapped for at least a hundred years. A hundred years away from her Mímrvor. She screamed again.

      “How could they,” she yelled, pounding her fists on the ground. “Bring him back to me!” A sudden lurch in her stomach forced her to sit up. She gagged repeatedly, having nothing in her gut to throw up. She crossed her arms over her stomach and fell to her side. She held her knees tightly to her chest and slowly tapped her head against the ground, humming a soft tune.

      Kari was desperately trying to get Mímrvor’s song just right, but his music was too otherworldly. A human couldn’t make that song. She tapped her head against the ground harder.

      A deep scream pierced through the darkness. Kari stopped her tapping. Was there someone else here?

      She stood as another scream found its way to her ears. Kari laughed. What a funny noise screams were. She screamed back.

      When she finally became tired of screaming, she sat back down, splashing her hands in the shallow puddles that formed on the floor. Kari found it so strange how it rained inside.

      Suddenly, a snake began crawling up her spine, deep under her skin. She clawed at her back as she felt it slither up further, scratching deep into her flesh.

      “Get out!” Kari yelled, reaching both hands over her shoulders and scratching at her upper back. “Out, out, out!”

      She could feel the rain pour down her back. Or maybe it was blood. The snake made its way to her brain and she hopped to her feet. She shook her head violently and tore at her hair. She had to get it out.

      “Kari,” it hissed. The voice sounded familiar. Soft and warm.

      “No, no, no.”

      “Kari, fear not. It is I.” The snake in her mind melted away, and a brilliant glowing orb appeared in front of her. It suddenly burst out into a pair of wings, the wings of a God. The Highwings. She reached out to touch it, but fell forward.

      She pressed her forehead to the ground. “My God-King.”

      “You have been questioning me?”

      “I… no… never…” Kari said, trying to lie. She rolled onto her side as a wave rippled across the floor.

      “Your lies disappoint me. Don’t think the palace does not whisper things to me.”

      Pain shot through her. It was a pain she had never felt before, like millions of hot arrows piercing threw her. She writhed on the floor.

      “Did you know about Vallich?”

      “Mmm… hmm… mmm,” Kari moaned. She was still shaking from the surge of pain.

      Another blast of agony sizzled through her. This time, it was from the inside, as if her blood were boiling. “Please, make it stop.”

      The pain went away.

      “Be thankful, Kari. For today, you will be enlightened.” The God-King’s voice echoed. “As the last of my blood, it would be a shame if you didn’t sit on the throne. But blood is not how we choose our successors here.”

      Kari’s eyes widened and she rocked herself back and forth. Blood. She had seen so much blood lately.

      “Sit up!” The God-King commanded.

      Kari’s entire body suddenly felt the urge to lurch up. It was unnatural how strong the pull was. When she didn’t immediately sit up, the pain flooded back.

      “Maybe something a little easier.”

      Kari looked up at the orb floating overtop of her. The white light was blinding, but the rest of the room was still invisible.

      “Lift your arm.”

      Kari felt the pull, but her arm didn’t lift on his command. She immediately put it up. Anything to stop the pain.

      “Good.” The voice sounded satisfied. “Now sit up.”

      Kari felt the pull. It was overwhelming. She even twitched, but she didn’t get up and she was too weak to pull herself up on her own.

      She braced herself for the pain, but even still, she was not ready for it. This time, she felt like her lungs were getting no air. She gasped and gasped, rolling on the floor and clawing at her throat.

      “Pity,” the God-King said. “Remember how you suffer when you do not follow me. Re-evaluate where your allegiances lie. I will be back.”

      Air returned to Kari’s lungs when the Highwings disappeared and the space returned to darkness. Could she have imagined all of that? Perhaps the snake and the orb, maybe even the voice, but the pain and the commands were unquestionably real. They had to be.

      Kari sprawled out flat again, shaking uncontrollably. The God-King, or whomever that voice belonged to, had some wicked kind of power. An ultimate control over people.

      Kari’s eyes widened, and she gasped. Apollyon was a Human-Wielder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 43

          

          Spearield, 1st Day of the Month of Fire 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Rohan made it to shore at the back of the island. His ship had taken a long route around the rock shield and settled near the westernmost point of Spearield. His ship was hidden from Hectar’s view, but the entire island was surrounded, and he was certain the boats next to his would notice that they were already ashore. Rohan had told his crew to wait on the rocky shore on which they made landfall and wait for Hectar’s signal before they attacked. He told them he would scout the island; it bought him some time to get ahead, but the soldiers would be on their way soon enough.

      Rohan sprinted along the beach as fast as he could, just on the edge of the trees where the sand would not give under his weight. His heavy armour caused him to tire quickly, but he was only halfway to the small village.

      A steady drumming sound began to rumble through the air. First from the front of the island, and then all around.

      They were coming.

      Rohan looked out onto the ocean and could see the rowboats lit with torches drop into the water from the anchored ships. It would take them at least a half hour to row across the shallow waters. It was the ships to the west of the rock, the ones that could get in closer, that he had to worry about. They would still have to row, but it would only take minutes.

      The thought of warning Elara and the others before Hectar got to them propelled him across the beach. The forest opened onto the agricultural lands, and he sprinted through the fields of Gentry’s vegetables, the harder soil allowing him to run faster than he had on the sand.

      As he made his way through the farmland towards the village, he noticed that people were already outside of their homes. The drums must have awakened them.

      “You’re under attack!” he yelled as he sprinted into the village. “PREPARE FOR BATTLEPrepare for battle!”

      “Rohan?” A familiar voice rang out above the crowd. “What’s happening? What’s that noise?”

      He saw Gentry outside a dimly lit hut and stopped abruptly. Novella was crouched behind her father, and next to them was a young man that he could have sworn he had seen before.

      “You!” the young man said, his long blond hair was tied up in a knot on the top of his head.

      “You are under attack,” Rohan heaved, ignoring the blond man. “Get your Godstones, get the children to safety, and prepare to fight.”

      “How many?” Gentry asked. Everyone else around them was silent.

      “Hundreds of soldiers and all of Sable’s Wielders,” Rohan panted. “Get ready for a fight. They are coming from all angles. You are surrounded. Send a few to the north and south sides, they can take down the rowboats from the shore and slow them down. A few more to the west where my ship made landfall. Hectar—”

      “Hectar is here?” Gentry said, eyes widening.

      “Yes,” said Rohan. “He’ll be in the front, along with several other ships. They’ll be making landfall sooner than the ships on the other sides of the island. That is where the fight will start. Go there, and send some men west. I’ll find Elara and tell her to go to the east. She can wield from atop the rock. Now, get ready!”

      The village bustled. Torches were lit, and people scrambled in and out of their homes.

      “Gentry,” Rohan said, grabbing his friend by the shoulder. “I’m going to find Elara. We’ll scope out the scene and then I will meet you on the frontlines.”

      Gentry nodded.

      He let go of his friend and ran towards Elara’s house.

      He had barely made it out of the village when, off in the distance, he could see a figure running full speed towards him. There was no mistake. It was his Elara.
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        * * *

      

      “What do we do?” Kuba asked looking from Aurelia to Ion.

      “You go with Novella, Kuba,” said Gentry, pointing him towards a small group of children who were gathering outside his hut.

      “But I can help!” Kuba said, even though his chest felt like it had a coil wrapped around it. “I can fight! I’ve been learning.”

      “No, Gentry is right,” Aurelia said, looking frantically in all directions, fully alert. She turned back to him. “You’re just a kid.”

      “A kid with a Godstone!” Kuba pleaded. “My using it didn’t seem to bother you on the boat!”

      “You’re right,” Ion said, kneeling down. Ion’s hand fell onto his shoulder. “It didn’t bother us, and you almost died. Let’s not risk that again.”

      Kuba looked into his brother’s eyes. How could he explain what Vincent had told him? What the wield on the boat did to him, how it made him feel?

      He was stronger now.

      “And Spearield is not the United Azanthean Army,” Gentry added, pressing his hand on Kuba’s back. “We do not let children fight.”

      Kuba rolled his eyes. He could understand his brother wanting to protect him, but he wanted to protect Ion as well. He began to form a plan. “Fine.”

      “Okay,” Gentry said. The friendliness in his face had melted into a hardened worry. “Aurelia, Ion, can you help take Kuba and Novella and the other children to the hideout? I need to get everyone mobilized.”

      “Sure,” said Aurelia.

      Kuba waited with Aurelia and Ion as the village scrambled to prepare for battle. He was impatient. Aurelia and Ion were tasked with carrying the youngest children. Kuba recognized some of the older ones. Robert and Gentry’s daughter, Novella, stood at his side.

      “We’ve got everyone,” said one of the Free-Wielders leading the group. “Follow me.”

      “Alright,” Ion said from the front of the small crowd. He had a baby wrapped around his chest.

      “Let’s go,” Aurelia said.
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        * * *

      

      “What are you doing?” Rohan shouted. “Go back to the front!”

      Elara kept running forward towards the village, looking incredibly focused. Rohan sprinted straight towards her. They were bound for a collision.

      “Rohan, move!” Elara said, still sprinting on her path.

      “Stop!” he yelled, planting his feet and throwing out his arms, forcing her to come to a halt. “Elara, I’ve warned everyone. You need to go to the front!”

      “I saw them. They are coming from all sides!” she panted.

      “I know,” Rohan said, still blocking her way. “Everyone is preparing and you need to get to the front. That is where Hectar will be.”

      “They need me.”

      “Yes, they do,” Rohan said firmly. “They need you on the front.”

      Elara hesitated for a moment. “Right, let’s go,” she said, her brow furrowed. “Fill me in on the way.”

      “They must’ve followed the group that came through Sable earlier this month,” he said.

      “Where are the children?” she asked.

      “I told everyone to prepare,” Rohan said. “The children will go underground. They will hide.”

      “Good,” Elara said as they approached the stairs at the base of the giant rock. “Positioning?”

      “Most are coming to the front. I sent some to the sides and the back of the island to fight.”

      Elara nodded, moving to climb the stairs. Rohan grabbed her hand, the warmth of it made him smile.

      “I’ve missed you,” he said, looking up into her eyes. “And I am so sorry.”

      “As am I,” Elara said, cradling his face in her soft hand. She leaned forward and pressed her lips to his. “Thank you for coming to warn us. I know how much you are risking.”

      She leaned in to kiss him again, and this time, he swept her in close, pressing her as tightly to him as he could. The feeling of her body melting into his consumed him.

      For a moment, it felt like everything was okay. But as her hands untangled from his hair and her lips dropped from his, the gravity of the situation returned. He held her gaze for a moment.

      The ground began to rumble. The Free-Wielders of Spearield were running out of the forest towards the beaches. More than half of the island’s inhabitants had come to the front. They stopped in front of Rohan and Elara, awaiting instruction. Elara stepped forward.

      “We have lived here, free of Hectar, free of Apollyon, and free of Azanthea for decades,” she yelled out as the crowd gathered. Samantha and Robert pushed to the front, taking their places next to Rohan as her advisors. “Today we defend our freedom, our lives, and our home!”

      The crowd roared, holding their weapons and Godstones in the air. The light of dawn began to peak over the rock.

      “Time for battle!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 44

          

          Spearield, 1st Day of the Month of Fire 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Rohan stood atop of the shield-like rock, huffing from the run up the stairs. The salty air stung his lungs. Elara made it up to the platform right after him. He held out his hand to help her up the last step. She placed her hand in his gracefully.

      For a mere moment, they stood there, hand in hand, taking in the terrifying sight of dozens of rowboats making their way to shore.

      In that moment, it was them against all else.

      Rohan looked out at the larger vessels anchored in the shallows. The ships were further out than he had thought they would be, and he was immediately thankful the cannons were out of range. The skies may be on their side after all. Rohan scanned the waters for any sign of Hectar.

      “He’s in the lead,” Rohan said, pointing out the rowboat ahead of all the others. Hectar was already in shallow waters.

      Elara nodded and opened a small pouch she had been carrying, pulling out her blue Godstone. Her eyes went white and she lifted her arm towards Hectar’s boat.

      “NOW!” Hectar’s voice rang across the ocean and up towards their rocky perch. The entire crew of his boat leapt over the sides, just as the Free-Wielders came sprinting around the bend of the rock. Moments later, their boat was crushed by Elara’s giant wave; she had been too late.

      “Charge!” Hectar roared with his sword hoisted in the air. The soldiers from his rowboat sprinted forward through the shallow waters. Rohan watched as they prepared their wields and cast at the Free-Wielders. A parade of elements clashed in the morning air. Hectar followed them, slashing his sword at anyone who dared get in his way.

      The fury of wields grew thicker. As more soldiers jumped out of their boats and into the knee-deep water, Rohan lost sight of Hectar.

      Elara raised her arm again and took out one for the incoming rowboats, sinking it into a whirlpool. “Find me Hectar,” she shouted over the battle cries below. She capsized another rowboat, this time with a fury of waves.

      Rohan scanned the battle for Hectar. When he found him, he was in knee-deep water, moving away from the centre of the battle. “There!”

      Elara swept both her hands out in front of her and a twenty-foot wave rose out of the sea. It rolled towards Hectar, but before it hit him, he splashed down flat into the water. The wave rolled right over him, his heavy armour sinking him to the bottom of the shallow waters.

      More soldiers piled out of their boats. Most were not Wielders, but it was a numbers game, and the islanders were losing. Rohan gritted his teeth. He needed to think. If he was caught fighting for the Free-Wielders and they lost, he knew exactly what Hectar would do to Libby.

      A sudden panic welled up in Rohan’s chest. He needed to get away, to hide his face. If he was seen, his daughter’s life would be over.

      “Focus on the ships. Hectar can’t do this alone,” Rohan said to Elara. “I’m going to help at the rear.”

      “Be safe, my love,” she said, her white eyes never moving from the sea she was laying waste to.

      Rohan nodded, but did not say anything in return.

      He ran down the rock staircase. The sounds of muffled screams from the other side of the island’s rock vibrated in his ears. He looked back up to Elara, his powerful wife. She was atop the rock, stirring up the ocean and sinking ships.

      Rohan got to the bottom of the stairs and leaned his head against the rock wall, unable to make a decision, though he knew he had to do something. As soon as he moved around the corner of the rock shield, he would be immersed in the fighting.

      But which side would he choose? If he fought with the Free-Wielders, he was condemning his daughter to death, but he knew in his soul it was the right thing to do. If he fought with the United Azanthean Army, he would be killing his friends, who may reveal his identity as their spy anyways. But they may not, and Libby would live.

      It was an impossible choice. Rohan slammed his hand on the rock. Having to make it petrified him. He looked down at the Godstone he was holding in his hand and shook his head. As much as he loved Elara and this land, he had chosen his daughter once before and he would do so again and again. Forever.

      Rohan grabbed the hilt of sword, preparing to pull it from its sheath as a figure came reeling around the far side of the rock wall.

      Rohan recognized the unmistakable armour and build.

      It was Hectar.

      His stomach dropped. He looked from Elara to Hectar. He should have left her sooner to rejoin his troops.

      But now he was stuck between Elara and Hectar. Between Elara and Libby.

      He clutched his Godstone tighter, feeling the connection with it. He looked up at the rock platform on which Elara stood. She was so entranced in her wield that she hadn’t even noticed Hectar. Or she had, and she expected him to defend her.

      Rohan sighed deeply as he called upon the powers of his Godstone. He focused on the rocky stairs and platform. The rocks cracked and crumbled, and the staircase and platform merged into a giant slide. Elara tumbled down it.

      She cried out in pain as she hit the ground, her body a tangle of flailing limbs. Rohan quickly forced the rocks back into their original place.

      He quickly glanced at Elara’s hands. They were empty. Her Godstone must have been lost in the fall. He pulled his sword from its sheath, placing the tip of it under her chin.

      “Rohan?” she whispered, still swaying from the impact.

      “I am so sorry,” Rohan said, his voice trembling. “I have to…”

      “You don’t.” Elara’s eyes were filled with tears. “Please.”

      Rohan turned to check on Hectar’s progress. He was nearly upon them. “I do. For Libby.”

      “Do you not see?” Elara said. “They have made her into one of them. Your daughter is gone.”

      “Don’t say that!” Rohan shook his head. His daughter could still be saved.

      “What about me? Us? You’ll sentence us to death?”

      “I’ll get him to take you alive,” Rohan said, his sword still pressing against the underside of his wife’s chin. His heart was tearing into pieces. “I’ll tell him we need to question you.”

      “I will not be a traitor,” she said. She took a deep breath and brought herself to her feet. Rohan took a step back, but kept his sword pressed firmly under her chin.

      Rohan looked back again. Hectar was close, probably within earshot. “Please,” he whispered. “For Libby.”

      “You will have to kill me,” she said. Her messy hair flowed down her back, and she held her chin high. She looked resolute and proud.

      Rohan hesitated.

      “If you don't kill me, he will,” she said. “If you’re going to do it, do it now.”

      He knew she was right. But Hectar wouldn’t just kill her, he would torture her first. Rohan had witnessed Hectar’s torture methods. He shuddered at the thought.

      “I’ll get him to bring you back,” Rohan said, scrambling for a solution. “Then I can get you out.”

      “I will die here with my people!” Elara spat out. She wrapped one of her hands around the blade and pulled it closer to her neck. Blood dripped down from where its edges dug into her palm. She did not wince.

      “You chose your side,” she said. “And I chose mine. I will die here, on these sands, with my people.” She looked deeply into his eyes, and he knew, in that moment, that she wanted it to be him, not Hectar. It was the only courtesy he could give her. He closed his eyes, holding back the tears. The wind caught her hair and her flowery scent surrounded him. He inhaled deeply, wanting to remember everything about it.

      “I am so sorry,” he whispered, clutching his sword with both hands and pressing it into her throat. “My love.”
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        * * *

      

      Aurelia jogged through the tropical forest, Ion running next to her. She was careful not to run over the protruding roots. She breathed deeply, preparing herself mentally for what lay ahead.

      She glanced over at Ion. She was nervous for him; he had never been in a fight like this before. Neither had she, but she had endured more than Ion in her short life. He was just a guy from a small village who had been thrown into this mess. Yet, she was glad he was at her side.

      They ran through the village on the outskirts of the palms, the forest opening into a sandy clearing. Aurelia could hear the battle cries coming from the beach on the other side of the rock wall. As they crossed the empty void of sand, the sounds of the ocean’s waves and the faint, distant screams sent a chill up her spine. This was the calm before the chaos.

      “Wait,” she said, throwing her arm out in front of Ion as they approached the house on the side of the rock. They stopped in their tracks. “Something is wrong.”

      There was a figure collapsed at the bottom of the stairs; a messy pile of red and black.

      “Elara,” Ion whispered.

      Aurelia’s eyes widened. It was Elara. Her porcelain skin was just visible beneath her dark hair. “No!” she screamed, and they took off, sprinting towards the lifeless figure. Aurelia kicked up sand as she slid onto her knees, stopping right next to the body. Ion did the same.

      Elara’s torso hung forward, her face in the sand. Aurelia did not see any sign of life. Her stomach lurched.

      “Who could have done this?” Ion said.

      Aurelia shook her head, her eyes closed tightly. She couldn’t form words. Elara had been her last connection to home, to her father. And she was the most powerful Wielder on the island. What would they do now?

      They were both silent.

      Slowly, Aurelia inched herself closer to Ion. “Where is her Godstone?” Aurelia asked as she scanned the scene, a rush of panic overcoming her.

      “Maybe the soldier who did this took it?”

      “She should have it,” said Aurelia. She threw her hands into the sand, scrambling around to find the Godstone.

      “Aurelia, stop—we don’t have time. We need to help.”

      She felt Ion lay a hand on her back. “No, she should have it…”

      “We don’t have time!” he said, shooting to his feet.

      She looked up at him furiously.

      “We can give her a proper burial later,” he said softly

      She sighed. Ion was right. She stopped searching and knelt over, gently placing her hand on the back of Elara’s head. “May you be free.”

      “May you be free,” Ion repeated.

      Aurelia looked at him and smiled sadly. The Northern words seemed to flow so naturally from him. “Let's go,” she said, wiping the tears off her cheeks. She hadn’t even noticed that she had started crying.

      Without another word, they followed the rock wall. It was nearly a kilometre before they could round the corner to the battle on the beach. The cries fuelled Aurelia; the image of Elara’s corpse propelled her forward. She looked to her right, her eyes following the strip of jungle that ended at the southern coast. There were more ships, but their rowboats were still far from the shores.

      Suddenly, one of the rowboats was blasted out of the water by a wield from the jungle. From this distance, Aurelia couldn’t tell what wield had been used, but the sight of the wooden pieces blasting through the air brought her hope. She watched as the armoured soldiers attempted to stay afloat in the water.

      Maybe they could still do this without Elara.

      Aurelia and Ion neared the edge of the long rock wall, where only a thin strip of beach wrapped around to the small shore on the other side. She clutched her Godstone, opening the connection between them.

      They reeled around the corner.

      Her jaw dropped. The fighting stretched along the full length of the beach, people fighting for as far as the eye could see. The sand was covered with bloodstains. Four boats holding ten soldiers each were at the shore. They were outnumbered, but the Free-Wielders were holding them off well. However, there were at least ten other rowboats approaching and even more soldiers swimming to shore, their boats having been overturned. Elara must have been drowning them in her waves, just like Vincent had done at the Redcliffs.

      “Ready?” Ion said. Aurelia could hear the sound of his glove tightening on his sword’s hilt.

      She nodded firmly, her eyes focused on the nearest group. “It’s Gentry!” she said, her eyes widening. Gentry was cornered into the side of the cliff by three soldiers, one of whom was massive.

      “Let’s go.”

      Aurelia roared. She whipped her arms out to her side, stretching her fingers out. She took a deep breath as she gathered the strength to conjure her wield. She listened to her stone and felt the fire in the air. Then she exhaled. Balls of fire burst in front of her palms, just far enough away that their immense heat was tolerable.

      They moved across the sand towards the group. Gentry had created a barrier by wielding a tornado of foliage around himself. Any time a soldier tried to cut into it, a branch would shoot him down. One of the soldiers was being particularly persistent, nearly breaking through.

      Aurelia swung her arm through the air, launching the fireball at him.

      The gigantic man turned around. His face was covered in dozens of small, gushing cuts from Gentry’s assault.

      And one of his eyes was freshly gouged right out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 45

          

          Spearield, 1st Day of the Month of Fire 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      It had been easy enough sneaking out of the underground cave. Kuba had just waited until everyone’s backs were turned and then snuck out the way he came in. None of the adults had expected anyone to want to leave. Now, standing at the edge of the jungle, Kuba was almost certain he regretted the idea. Cries of pain and guttural screams carried across the waters. The sounds made a heavy pit in his gut. It made him want to be ill.

      Kuba watched as his brother and Aurelia made their way to the corner of the cliff. How could they have expected him to stay behind with the toddlers? But he also couldn’t believe what he was about to do. A month ago, he was safe in Zar, and now he was about to run into battle.

      A hard pit formed in his throat, matching the one in his gut. Kuba forced it down with a gulp.

      A noise clattered from the jungle behind him and a shiver ran up his spine. The fighting from the west side of the island was getting closer.

      “It is the things that scare us that are truly worth doing,” Kuba whispered under his breath, echoing Vincent’s words.

      He had been training for this, honing his skills. He was ready.

      Kuba ran out from his hiding spot in the trees just as Ion and Aurelia circled the far corner of the rock shield. He ran down the narrow path of sand that bridged the long stretch of jungle to the giant rock.

      How had this become his life? Kuba blocked out the sounds of battle and closed his eyes, letting the smell of the salty sea overwhelm him. An overwhelming crushing sensation bore down on his ribcage and his stomach fluttered incessantly. He rubbed the back of his neck, trying to calm himself.

      It smelt nothing like Zar, nothing like the pine trees and snow. But both smells shared a unique freshness, as if the air had been barely breathed. A metallic smell wafted around him and he was wrenched out of his fantasy of home.

      He set his eyes on the corner of the rock. He could do this. He did it on the boat, he got them here, and now he would fight. He would fight for his family: for his Aunt Evie, his Uncle Malek, Ion, and Aurelia. He would fight to save them.

      He rounded the corner of the onyx rock. The beach was covered in blood, and soldiers were flooding to shore.

      Kuba froze at the sight of the slaughter. A zapping feeling jolted the base of his skull and his heart pounded so hard he was sure he was going to throw it up. He spun back around to the safe side of the rock, pressing his back into it and looking down into the sand.

      “Breathe, Kuba,” he told himself, trying to catch his breath. He closed his eyes and consciously tried to take stock of his surroundings. The feeling of the rough rock behind his back, the sounds of the ocean and the screams…the screams. Kuba opened his eyes, he was hyperventilating.

      He held his chest—it was lifting and falling much too fast—and turned around to look at the beach again. It was wrought with fighting and some of the powder-white sand was stained a deep red. Kuba immediately caught sight of a giant soldier near him, battling his way across the beach. The soldier’s armour bore the full Highwings symbol. Kuba held in a breath, his hand trembling on his chest; the soldier was an Eleventh. The thoughts that usually accompanied his panic began to flood into his mind.

      They were all going to die.

      Kuba kept his eyes locked on the scene in front of him, unable to move. The smell of the salty air was tainted with the metallic scent of blood. Kuba watched as the incoming boats were bombarded by onslaughts of wields. But the wields were not enough; there were far too many soldiers.

      He saw a flurry of palm leaves and branches flying out of nowhere, right at the giant soldier’s face. The soldier bent backward at the knees and the whirl of vegetation passed right over his nose. Another flurry of plants came hurtling through the air, but the giant man did not see it coming this time. A large branch knocked him square in the chest. Kuba heard the breath get knocked out of the soldier’s lungs as he hit the ground. Sand flew into the air and back down.

      The soldier quickly picked himself back up, ripped the helmet off his head and rubbed his eyes. As he did, dozens of thorny palm tree leaves flew into his face. Kuba lurched as the dozens of tiny scratches on the soldiers face began to drip blood. The man screamed in pain as one of the thorns slashed his eye. The blood trickled down his face and into his mouth but the soldier just licked the blood off his lips and then flew into a rage.

      “You!” the soldier heaved, pointing his sword across the beach. Kuba followed the line of his sword. He was pointing at Gentry. “Argh!” The soldier launched himself across the beach at Gentry, knocking anyone in his way to the ground.

      A clang of metal pierced through the air as Gentry brought his sword above head to stop the attack. Kuba gasped as Gentry fell to one knee under the weight of the blow. The soldier leaned into his sword even more.

      Gentry let out a small squeal when his own blade began cutting into the tip of his nose.

      Kuba tucked further back behind the rock, his gut heavy with guilt because he wasn’t helping, but fear kept his feet rooted to the ground.

      “Gentry!” a voice yelled. For a moment, Kuba thought it was he himself who had called out. He wished it had been him, he wished he could go save his friend. But his trembling legs wouldn’t move.

      “Robert, don’t!” Gentry shouted.

      Suddenly, the soldier stumbled backward, lowering his sword. His hands clutched at his throat as if he could not breathe. The soldier gasped repeatedly, grabbing at his throat with his free hand.

      Kuba brought his hands to his own throat just to make certain breath was still getting in.

      He caught sight of Robert nearby, closer to the water. He had his arms outstretched and, even from a distance, Kuba could see that his eyes were white.

      The soldier stumbled forward, towards Robert, grabbing at his throat again and again. Finally, he fell to his knees and the grip around his sword faltered. The blade fell in the sand. Kuba breathed a breath of relief.

      It looked like the soldier was about to pass out, but then he jumped up, grabbed his sword, and shoved it straight up under Robert’s sternum.

      Every muscle in Kuba’s body froze as the blood began to spurt out of Robert. The white faded from Robert’s eyes, and the Godstone fell from his hand. The soldier, with his bloodied eye and scratched-up face, lifted Robert off the ground, still skewered on his sword, and then tossed him down and spit on his body.

      “Robert!” Gentry yelled from across the battlefield, trying to plow his way through several soldiers. “You’ll die for this, Hectar!”

      Kuba turned back around the rock wall. He leaned against it, trying to steady himself as the world spun. He crossed his arms over his chest just to make sure his lungs were still working. Even though they were, he felt like no air was being taken in.

      He had just seen someone who had taken them in die.

      And he knew who killed him.

      Hectar.
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        * * *

      

      A sword cut through the air. Ion was exhausted. He had been exchanging blows with one of three soldiers, and he was losing. He could never get ahead. This soldier had precision and strength—Ion barely had a few weeks of training.

      He blocked another blow, their swords locked together. Ion seized the opportunity to look towards Aurelia. She was only a few feet away, alternating between conjuring streams of fire and swiping with her short blade. The man she was facing was large, armoured, and not backing down. It was as though the pain and heat did not affect him.

      Just moments ago, from across the beach, Ion had heard Gentry yell a warning to Aurelia. The giant man with the gouged-out eye was Hectar.

      Ion’s opponent pushed back, releasing their swords. Ion stepped back in the sand, briefly dropping his sword to the ground before taking a deep breath and bringing it back up this his side.

      “Argh!” He ran forward. He swung. Blocked. He recovered, bringing the sword out to the side and swinging it at the soldier’s ribs. Blocked again.

      Ion’s torso was twisted and his arms were out to the side as he locked swords with his opponent. Then the soldier dropped one of his hands from his sword, using the momentum to draw back his leg. He smashed his foot right into Ion’s stomach.

      Ion fell backward, his sword falling from his hands. He was going to throw up.

      The soldier was over top of him—his sword raised over his head.

      Ion rolled to the side as the sword came down. The blade crashed into the sand only a few inches from his face. He breathed a sigh of relief, but it was short lived. The soldier brought his foot down on Ion’s chest.

      “You’re not getting away this time,” he growled as he raised the sword above his head again. Ion couldn’t move. He was pinned between the sand and the crushing weight of the soldier’s foot.

      Balance, he thought. As the sword came wailing down at him, Ion kicked the soldier’s other foot with his leg. The soldier tumbled to his knees, and Ion rolled out from under him.

      Ion pulled himself to his feet and kicked the soldier in the head, but the man was still conscious, crawling onto his hands and knees. Ion gave him another boot to the face, and this time, the man dropped. Ion picked up his sword and turned to survey the battlefield.

      More soldiers closed in on the beach. He searched for Aurelia. She was further away now, being backed into the rock. She was struggling to fend Hectar off, and she was clearly tired.

      He set off towards her. Time seemed to be moving in slow motion.

      Aurelia blasted another fireball into Hectar’s face. His skin was melting, but he still wasn’t backing down. Ion watched as the large man brought his hand up and whipped it across Aurelia’s face, sending her flying to the ground.

      Ion sprinted faster.

      Hectar raised his massive sword above his head as Aurelia scrambled for her little blade.

      “NO!” Ion shouted, lunging in front of Aurelia. He fell in front of her on his knees, right below the giant man. When Hectar’s massive sword came crashing down, Ion raised his own to meet it.

      For a moment, he thought he had stopped it, but Hectar was too strong. Ion’s heart sank as he felt his sword fumble out of his grip and Hectar’s blade sink deep into the space between his neck and shoulder.

      Pain ripped through him. It felt as if his arm was being torn off completely. His vision went red and the taste of blood filled his mouth.

      “Ion, no!” Aurelia shrieked. He felt her hands catch him as he fell back, the impact causing him to groan in utter agony. He could feel his body begin to convulse. His eyes fluttered and his vision faltered, fading from red to black.

      “No, Ion, no.” A familiar, faint voice rang in his ears. It sounded beautiful. “Stay with me, please.”

      Ion felt droplets of water hit his face, and a warm hand rested on his cheek. He tried to say something, but only coughed up blood.

      And then there was nothing at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 46

          

          Azul, 1st Day of the Month of Fire 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Kari had figured out exactly two things in the years, or hours—she wasn’t quite sure how long—she’d been locked away. She paced the cell they had put her in, the poison she had drunk so long ago finally starting to wear off.

      First, Apollyon was a Human-Wielder. He could inflict primitive pain but couldn’t quite control her conscious decisions.

      And second, if she pretended to be in his control, the pain went away.

      A familiar slithering feeling crept up her spine, and Kari prayed to the skies that a Human-Wielder could not read minds. The controlling wield coiled around her brain.

      There were no glowing wings this time. She let out a sigh of relief; at least that had all been in her head.

      “Feeling better?” a warm voice rang out.

      This time, Kari was sober enough that she could follow it. She spun around and found herself facing more darkness. “Much.”

      “Shall we continue, then?”

      Kari said nothing, and nor did the voice, but she suddenly felt compelled to move forward. She followed the force, taking about four wonky steps, until the compulsion faded.

      “Good.” Kari could feel his breath on her face. “I knew we would be able to understand each other.”

      Kari nodded, though she knew he probably could not see.

      “One last test, young Kari,” the God-King said. “I need to know how truly loyal you are.”

      Kari caught the whimper in her throat before it could escape. A droplet of water from her damp hair rolled down the back of her shirt. She nodded again.

      “Your arm was injured in the Strategy Trial?”

      Kari shivered. “Burnt.”

      “Break that arm.”

      Kari’s heart leapt into her throat and she felt the pull of his controlling wield. In that moment, she wished her body would just give in and do his bidding so she wouldn’t have to. Although she could feel the weight of his words, the pull of his wield, it was not strong enough to sway her.

      She took a few steps back and knelt on the floor. She couldn’t control her crying and her chest heaved with each sob. The room spun around her and she wished the Nightwine—yes, that’s how she got in here—was still as potent as it had been a few hours ago.

      Kari took a deep, shaky breath. She placed the palm of her burnt arm down in front of her and twisted her arm so her fingers were pointing back at her and the inside of her elbow was pointing away from her body. Her arm wobbled under her weight. Sweat and snot dripped down her face and mixed with her salty tears. She locked her arm and lifted herself off her knees so she was on her toes.

      Kari choked on her tears and her heart pounded. Her chest heaved and she wished his wield would take over, that it would make her do it. She waited a moment, and though she could feel it creeping around her like some invisible force, it wasn’t strong enough to force her.

      “Argh,” Kari growled viscerally.

      “Do not resist, young Kari. I promise this is just a test. Life will be good after this.”

      Kari gritted her teeth so hard she could feel the enamel grinding off. Resisting wasn’t her issue—it was the exact opposite. She wanted him to make her do it. Why couldn’t he make her do it?

      She growled again. She had to do this or he would know. Or there would be more pain. And his pain was worse, so much worse. Kari breathed in a mouthful of air and tears. She thought of Mímrvor and his sweetest tunes.

      Then, with all of her weight, she jumped off her toes and down onto the joint of her arm.

      A crack ripped through the dark room and so did Kari’s scream.

      “Good, Kari,” Apollyon said. “Let me take the pain away for you. You will feel this wound no more.” Kari stopped screaming and bit down on her lip. She could feel his attempt to help her, but like the other wields, it did not work. Not fully at least, the pain was muted but still present. At least he couldn’t see her convulsing on the floor.

      “You will forget about this,” he said, and she could feel his wield trying to compel her to believe him. “The last day you have endured in here will be gone from you forever and you will remember nothing but this: you will obey me, and if you do not, there will be pain. You are but an extension of my own will.”

      Kari pulled her legs into her chest with her good arm and bit into her kneecap, trying to stop her screams. “You are but an extension of a God.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 47

          

          Spearield, 1st Day of the Month of Fire, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Kuba was still frozen. He watched his brother fall into Aurelia’s arms, a massive gash beside his neck.

      Suddenly, he was frozen no longer. The constricting feeling around his lungs was replaced by the boiling blood coursing through his veins. His nostrils flared, and he pounded a fist into the rock. It drew blood.

      “That’s my brother!” he roared, jumping out from behind the rock.

      Everyone within earshot turned to look his way.

      Hectar brought his sword up over Ion again, holding it with two hands behind his head. Kuba clutched his Godstone, power flooding through him, blending with his rage.

      “YOU BASTARD!” Kuba focused all his seething anger on the area directly above Hectar, and the sky began to crackle. “Ahh!” He roared, gathering all his energy. He brought his fist out in front of him and pulled it down.

      A massive bolt of lightning conjured out of thin air. It came down, cutting through the sky, straight at Hectar.

      Kuba watched as Hectar looked up at the bolt and smirked. He brought his sword over his head, but instead of bringing it down on Ion and Aurelia, he tossed it straight up into the air.

      Kuba’s heart sank as he realized what was happening. His lightning bolt suddenly veered off course and collided with the flying sword. Clashes echoed across the beach as the bolt and the sword made contact. The lightning ricocheted off it, and smaller bolts scattered in all directions. The fighting stopped as people ducked away from the rogue shockwaves.

      The electrified sword fell to the ground.

      “So you are the Lightning-Wielder they are all looking for,” Hectar said, walking towards Kuba.

      Kuba panted, suddenly exhausted. He needed to catch his breath.

      “Kuba, Run! RUN!” Aurelia shouted as she dragged Ion’s limp body away from Hectar. Kuba’s stomach dropped at the sight of his brother’s lifeless form.

      “You out of tricks, little guy?” Hectar teased.

      Kuba hunched over, drained. He was fighting to stay connected to his Godstone. He fell to one knee and leaned on his balled fist.

      “You’d better do what the girly said.”

      “No,” said Kuba defiantly, pulling himself up straight.

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “I said, no!”

      “You’re brave. I’ll give you that, kid.”

      Kuba looked directly at Hectar. His face was cut and melted, but it was the look in his eye—the murderous look—that truly made him seem like a monster.

      A low rumbling noise vibrated through the air. It grew louder. Then there were screams. Everyone behind Hectar was looking out at the ocean. Kuba kept his eyes locked on his brother’s assailant, but then even Hectar turned to look at the ocean.

      Only then did Kuba felt it safe to look. Off in the distance, the water surrounding the ship in the centre of the brigade churned, and then the ship rose up on a flood of waves.

      Screams filled the air as the ship crashed down and hit the ocean floor. The sounds of the wooden vessel breaking echoed across the water. And then the water collapsed overtop of it.

      The noise continued as another ship, this time a rowboat, was sucked into the ocean.

      Kuba’s eyes widened.

      It was Vincent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 48

          

          Spearield, 1st Day of the Month of Fire, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Vallich rode atop Arion at the bottommost depths of the ocean. As the ships had sailed on the waves above, he had followed the Línea Inconnu from below instead, having pushed the water away, creating a pocket of air around himself. The journey had been dark except for his torch and while he sometimes had trouble seeing the Línea from below, there had been a clear delineation of temperature between the colder northern waters and the warmer Southern Sea.

      Vallich rode up below the ships, fish swimming all around him. He could see the rowboats already in the water. He pulled on Arion’s reins, drawing her to a halt. The energy he was expending was wearing him down. He clutched at his water Godstone; it was simple enough to hold the water back, but there was a lot of pressure, and he had been at it all night.

      A flash of bright light flooded the sky above the ocean, its brightness even piercing through the water. Lightning. The kid finally did it.

      Vallich turned towards the nearest ship, the one right in the centre of the brigade. The Jewel. He felt the rush of his Godstone flow through him as he began another wield. He reached out and imagined pulling the water out from under the ship.

      The water followed his motions; the entire ocean quivered in response. The ship, with nothing left to float on, crashed down to the ocean floor. Vallich smirked, one down. He released his hand and the water he had raised above the ship came crashing down on top of it.

      His attention turned to a nearby rowboat. With the same motion, he sank it, too. Then he did it again to a larger vessel a little further off.

      Sinking the larger vessel knocked the wind out of him. The water around him started to pulse inward. He caught it, but his space had become much smaller. Demanding so much from an unfamiliar Godstone was draining.

      The air around him was stale. He knew he needed to break this water wield soon.

      He clicked his heels against Arion, and they began riding towards the shore. He had one last thing to do to ensure his plan worked. He had to kill Hectar.

      Arion whisked them up the slope of sand, the sounds of water flowing beside them, calming Vallich. This would be the start of his era.

      They burst through the surface of the water, not far from the beach. Vallich felt rejuvenated, breaking his ties with the water Godstone. He smiled at the sight of the beach; the shores were a bloodbath. He put his water Godstone in his pocket with one hand and jostled the reins with the other.

      Arion sprinted forward through the chest-deep waters. As they approached, more and more people stopped to stare.

      Some started firing arrows and wields at him, but Arion was agile and easily dodged the uncoordinated attacks.

      Vallich scanned the beach for his prey.

      There he was, on the south end of the massive rock. His face was disfigured and he looked haggard, but the armour was unmistakable.

      “HECTAR!” Vallich screamed.

      “You!” Hectar yelled across the beach. “TRAITOR!”

      Hectar turned to face Vallich, and Arion galloped straight at him.

      Vallich drew his elbow back, taking aim. He flung his arm out in front of him, sending a diamond spear right through Hectar’s eye socket.
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        * * *

      

      Aurelia held on to Ion’s motionless body as she watched the spear fly through the air and into Hectar’s head. The entire battlefield seemed to stop in that moment. It happened so quickly, she barely saw it, but something was eerily familiar.

      “It’s Vincent!” Aurelia heard Kuba shout as he ran towards her.

      Aurelia looked from Vincent to Hectar. She got off her knees, gently laying Ion’s head down in the sand. She walked over to Hectar’s body. A glimmering spear jutted out of his eye.

      “Get away from him, Kuba!” yelled Aurelia, conjuring fire between her palms.

      Kuba was between Aurelia and Vincent, and he stopped in his tracks.

      “What’s wrong?” he said.

      “Aurelia, let me—”

      Aurelia didn’t let Vincent finish before lobbing a fireball at his head. A diamond shield formed in front of him and the fire bounced off it.

      “Kuba! Get behind me now!”

      “What's going on?” Kuba asked as he scurried behind her. “It’s Vince!”

      Aurelia kept her one hand cradling a fireball up in the air, never taking her eyes off Vallich. She used her other hand to push Kuba behind her.

      “He lied. That is Vallich. He is the one who killed my father.”

      “What?”

      “Go help your brother. This is my battle.”

      Vallich stepped forward. “Aurelia, I’ve come to help. I saw them coming and I followed—”

      “Liar!” She shot a fireball at him. He deflected it with a flick of his sword. “You killed my father!” she shouted. “You’re the reason we lost the war.”

      “And I will be the reason you win the next one,” he said. She watched as his hand twitched twice and two spears went whirling past her head. She glanced back. Two approaching soldiers lay dead on the beach, impaled by the diamond weapons.

      “You need me,” he continued. “Besides, if I wanted to kill you, I could have done so ages ago.”

      She hesitated. Her body trembled violently and her teeth ground together. She had dreamt about this moment, about finally getting her revenge. But they had been losing until Vallich killed Hectar. She glanced out on the ocean; some of the rowboats were even turning around. Another spear flew past her and she heard the dying breath of another soldier behind her.

      “You want to kill me?” said Vallich, opening his arms out wide. “Go ahead! I won’t stop you. I deserve it.”

      Aurelia widened her fingers, and a fireball grew. She clenched her other fist so tight her nails dug into her palm.

      “This isn’t a trick. Go for—”

      Aurelia launched a small burst of flames through the air, right at Vallich’s chest. The fire hit him square on, knocking him off his feet and searing through his robes. She brought her arm down and stood straight, still clutching her Godstone tightly. He had actually let her do it.

      He rolled around in the sand, trying to put out the flames. She watched him closely, her heart filled with intense hatred.

      “You couldn’t kill me?” he coughed, rolling onto his knees. He had a deep burn on his chest.

      “I chose not to,” Aurelia replied. “We do need your help.”

      “At your service,” he said, still wincing in pain. “Whatever you need.”

      “I need you to take out some boats.”
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        * * *

      

      Kuba held Ion closely. His brother was breathing, but barely. Every inhale made a terrible gurgling sound. Kuba knew that Ion was fighting for his life. They had managed to stop the bleeding, Aurelia using her fire to heat up her blade to cauterize the wound.

      The fighting was nearly over. Almost all of the large ships had been sunk by Vincent—no, Vallich—who was now on the platform atop the rock with Aurelia, and the rowboats were retreating. Several soldiers were left stranded on the beach. A few were still fighting the Free-Wielders, but most had dropped their weapons and surrendered.

      “Don’t worry, Ion,” said Kuba, his eyes welling with tears. “As soon as this is done, we’ll get you some help. You’ll be okay.”

      He looked down at his brother’s face. Even unconscious, he looked like he was in pain. By the position of his right arm, it looked like Hectar had managed to slice right through Ion’s collarbone. Kuba looked around. Even though the soldiers were leaving, everyone was still fighting.

      The gurgling stopped. Kuba held his own breath.

      “Ion?”

      With another gurgle, Ion’s breathing started again, but it was fainter than before.

      Kuba cried out. Ion couldn’t die—not because he’d picked up a stupid rock.

      A noise from behind caught his attention. A soldier was stumbling towards them, limping on an injured leg. A dead Free-Wielder lay in his path.

      “Go away!” Kuba shouted. “You’ve lost.” He did not want to fight, but the soldier didn’t stop. Kuba stood and turned around, placing himself between Ion and the soldier. “Go home while you can!”

      The soldier smirked, his eyes glossing over white. A Wielder.

      “Oh, skies,” said Kuba as the soldier broke into a limping run.

      “No… no, no, no.” He bent over to pick up his Godstone, fumbling it before getting a good grip and standing back up.

      The soldier was quick despite his limp, and Kuba ran towards the water, trying to draw him away from Ion. The soldier followed. Kuba gripped his Godstone tightly as he sprinted along the shore towards the centre of the long strip. He looked back over his shoulder to see the soldier chasing him and Ion laying undisturbed on the beach behind them. A wave of relief flooded over him; at least the soldier wasn’t going after his brother.

      Kuba clutched his Godstone and tried to concentrate. He felt its power, but it was faint. He was distracted and tired. He whirled around and stood his ground, knowing he would have to at some point. The soldier stopped as well.

      The man’s chest armour started to melt off him. It gathered around his arm to create a long, double-edged sword. From his shoulder to the sand, his arm was encased with metal. The soldier screamed and ran at Kuba.

      Kuba angled himself sideways and took a few deep breaths. He looked at the oncoming soldier and then dropped his head. He clutched his Godstone with his left hand. His right hand shot up, fingers outstretched.

      Lightning erupted from his palm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 49

          

          Spearield, 1st Day of the Month of Fire, 1114 A.F.F

        

      

    

    
      The lightning struck the soldier, blasting him across the beach and knocking him into the sand.

      Kuba took a couple steps towards where the man lay in the sand, to get a better view and to make certain he was actually unconscious. When he was satisfied, he turned back to Ion.

      At least, to where Ion had been.

      “Ion,” Kuba said, looking around the beach frantically. He could feel his heartbeat quicken. He paced across the beach. Perhaps Aurelia had taken him?

      “Aurelia, where are you guys?” Kuba called.

      When he got no response, he plowed into the waters, looking out at the boats leaving the island. “Ion!”

      Kuba dropped to his knees in the ocean. The hot sun beamed down from overhead—dawn had turned into midday. He splashed the waters with his hands. He’d only been gone for a few minutes. “Somebody took him,” he said under his breath, “they must’ve.”

      Ion was gone.

      Kuba yelled out in frustration.

      “Kuba, what’s wrong?” said Gentry from behind him.

      Kuba didn’t turn around. He just kept staring out into the distant ocean. “Ion’s gone.”

      “You mean… dead?”

      “No, I mean gone,” said Kuba, slapping the water again. “Someone took him. See?” He pointed towards the footprints in the sand.

      “Kuba, those could be anyone's.”

      “No, someone took him and it’s all my fault. I should have stayed with him.”

      Kuba heard Gentry wade out into the water. He felt a hand on his shoulder.

      “And there are no boats nearby!” cried Kuba. “He just disappeared into thin air.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      “How can anyone possibly believe in the impossible anymore?” Kuba said. He turned to look back at Gentry. “What should we do?”

      “We need to stick to our plan,” said Gentry. “If the United Azanthean Army took him, we will fight to get him back.”

      Kuba wiped his tears; the salty ocean water on his hands stung his eyes. “I’ll kill them.”

      “Kuba, you don’t mean that.”

      “I do! Just like I killed the guy over there.” Kuba nudged his head in the direction of the Wielder he had electrocuted. “Whoever took my brother is as good as dead.”
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        * * *

      

      Rohan stumbled out of the trees where he had been hiding and onto the long sandbar. The remaining Free-Wielders were gathered by Elara’s house. He felt dazed. He had picked Azanthea as the winning side, and he had been wrong.

      He looked down at his hands. They were shaking. Rohan felt like he was going to throw up as he made his way across the beach. Each step through the sand dragged him down further. The crowd was gathered around Elara’s body.

      Elara. His brilliant bride. The fearless leader of the people he betrayed. All to protect his daughter. A daughter who didn’t even recognize him as her father. A daughter who would now die. Or perhaps not—no one knew of his betrayal, and they never had to.

      But he needed to get back to Libby. The country was now on the brink of war, and he needed to make sure she was on the right side of it.

      Rohan began to push through the small crowd towards the spot where he’d murdered his wife.

      “Rohan,” said Gentry, blocking his way. His own dirty face was streaked with tears.

      “Let me go.”

      “You don’t want to see this.” Gentry pushed on his chest. He was strong.

      “I do.”

      He pushed past Gentry and made his way to the other side of the crowd. There she was.

      “We tried to find her Godstone, but it must have been taken,” said a young woman with long, braided hair. It reminded him of how Elara would sometimes wear hers.

      Rohan fell to his knees beside his wife. He clasped his head in his hands and wept. The crowd fell silent around him. “Someone cover her,” he whispered.

      Nobody moved.

      “Now!”

      The crowd started bustling around him, and then one of her white gowns was draped over her.

      “Rohan, we have much to discuss,” said Gentry.

      Rohan grunted.

      “You are the last of Elara’s advisors. Samantha and Robert are both dead.”

      Rohan looked up at his friend, whose eyes shone with tears. He stood and wrapped his arms around Gentry. “I am so sorry, brother,” said Rohan. He knew that he deserved all his misery, but Gentry didn’t deserve any.

      Gentry squeezed Rohan tight. “Me too, old friend, me too,” he choked out.

      Rohan held him at arms-length. “And Novella? The children?”

      “All safe,” said Gentry.

      Rohan sighed with relief.

      “What are we going to do?” shouted someone from the crowd.

      “We have no choice. We are going to have to fight,” Gentry called back. “They have taken far too much from us.”

      Rohan looked at his friend; he did not deserve someone as good as Gentry.

      “Rohan,” said Gentry, putting his hands on Rohan’s shoulders, “a third of our people are dead, and if we are going to have a chance, we need someone who knows Sable inside and out. Someone we can trust.”

      Rohan blinked. His tears were still wet on his cheeks.

      Gentry turned to face the crowd. “I nominate Rohan to lead the charge,” he said, raising his hand. “He was our best informant. He warned us of the attack even though it meant risking his daughter. And he is the last living advisor to our last leader. Does anyone second?”

      Rohan spun around as a chorus of ‘ayes’ erupted from the crowd. Almost everyone had their hands in the air. His head was spinning. He would be in charge now. He could finally free his daughter.

      “Then let us all be witness,” said Gentry. “Rohan is our new leader.”

      Rohan nodded. “Thank you.”

      “Everyone go and rest. Care to the wounded and collect the deceased. We fought well today. May we be free,” said Gentry, and the crowd began to disperse.

      “Now, there are some things we need to take care of right away,” said Gentry, turning to Rohan.

      “Like what?” asked Rohan.

      “Prisoners,” said Gentry. “We’ve gathered all the stragglers on the beach.”

      “Kill them.”

      “Rohan…”

      Rohan paused for a moment. He knew that wouldn’t work with Gentry, nor would it work with most of the Spearield inhabitants, but it had been worth the attempt. It was a risk to have loose lips around, though. Who knows what one of the soldiers may say in hopes of regaining freedom.

      “Take their weapons,” said Rohan. “They either join us against Azanthea or they stay as prisoners on the island.”

      “Right.”

      “And my brother?” called a young boy who had remained with the group.

      “One of ours is missing,” Gentry clarified. “Ion, Kuba’s brother, was taken by the army. I think you met him at the gate.”

      “We have to get him back!” said Kuba. He was covered in small scrapes and a bit of blood, but overall looked unharmed.

      “Alright,” said Rohan. A missing person was not high on his priority list. “Anything else?”

      “This,” the blond girl said as she stepped to the side. Behind her, sitting against the rock wall, was Vallich.

      “You!”

      “Why is that everyone’s reaction when they see me?” said Vallich. “Never, ‘it’s good to see you, Vallich! How’s it going, Vallich? Thanks for saving our lives, Vallich.’ Always just a stern ‘you.’”

      “What’s he doing here?” asked Rohan.

      “Fun to know you’re one of all the King’s traitors, too, Rohan. And here I thought we were the only ones.” Vallich motioned to the group around them.

      “Just answer the question, Vallich,” the girl said.

      “What is your name?” Rohan asked her.

      “Aurelia of Burrath.”

      “She is the daughter of Wolfmere,” said Gentry.

      Rohan raised an eyebrow. The heiress to the Northfang clan.

      “You crossed the border with Vallich?” asked Rohan.

      Aurelia nodded. “We didn’t know it was him, but yes, we did.”

      Rohan looked at Vallich. He must’ve had something to do with this.

      “I was just trying to get as far away as possible,” said Vallich. “As I’m sure you have heard, I left Apollyon.”

      “Why did you leave him?” questioned Rohan.

      “Someone… enlightened me,” said Vallich. “I could no longer be his puppet.”

      “Why did you come here?”

      “Where were you during the battle?” Vallich snapped back, crossing his arms over his chest. “I don’t recall you being on the beach.”

      “Why, you little—”

      “No need to be hostile, it was just a question,” said Vallich, still casually leaning on the rock wall.

      His nonchalance irked Rohan.

      “If you truly must know, I heard talk at the docks about going after a Lightning-Wielder and a girl from the North,” Vallich said. Rohan watched as he made eye contact with Aurelia; she quickly looked away. “So, I followed. When I saw the brigade, I knew something was happening.”

      “For someone who was trying to get away, you seemed to have inserted yourself right back into the situation.”

      “I just so happen to care about this situation,” said Vallich. That was a lie if Rohan had ever heard one, though he couldn’t help but notice how he glanced in Aurelia’s direction. Vallich, caring about anyone? Vallich was still staring at Aurelia and by the look on her face, the comment had shocked her as well.

      “He did save us, and he killed Hectar,” said Gentry. “Without Vallich, we would have lost.”

      Rohan refrained from rolling his eyes. Gentry always had to be the voice of reason.

      “I say we kill him,” Aurelia said with a shrug.

      Rohan smiled. He liked this girl. She was action-oriented.

      “No!” shouted the young boy. “He saved us!”

      “Unfortunately, I have to agree. We can’t kill him. He may come in handy,” Rohan said. “But take his Godstones.”

      “No problem,” Vallich said, tossing a bag towards Rohan. “The other two may be trickier to give over, though.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Rohan.

      Vallich stood, and Rohan reached for his own Godstone. Vallich put his arms in the air and slowly turned around to face the rock. He brought his hands down and peeled off his sweaty shirt, holding it out to the side in one hand.

      Rohan’s eyes widened. Underneath a thin layer of mangled skin were the Godstones, buried in Vallich’s back.
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        * * *

      

      “I have two conditions,” said Vallich. “One per Godstone.”

      “What may they be?” asked Rohan.

      “Aurelia gets to remove them,” Vallich said. “And you leave us alone to do it.”

      “Not a chance—”

      “Gentry,” Aurelia cut in, “it’s fine. I will be fine.”

      “We can go up there,” said Vallich, nudging his head towards the rocky stairs. “You can all see us.”

      “Okay,” said Rohan.

      Vallich dropped his arms and turned around. Everyone seemed on edge, except Kuba, who just seemed distraught.

      The ding of Aurelia’s dagger leaving its sheath rang in Vallich’s ears.

      “Let’s go then,” she said, poking the edge of the short blade into his rib cage. He could feel his skin give under the pressure, a drop of warm blood trickling down his side.

      They marched in silence, Aurelia having moved her blade around to his back.

      “I got the idea from your father, you know,” he said once they were out of earshot and walking up the stone stairs.

      “You’re a monster,” she replied. “A sick, twisted monster.”

      “I am well aware.”

      “You will die by my hand one day.”

      “You have the chance now,” said Vallich, “if you really want to take it.”

      Aurelia growled, but didn’t say anything. The rest of the climb was silent.

      “I meant what I said,” he said as he stepped out onto the platform.

      “About what?”

      “Caring.”

      Aurelia scoffed. “All you care about it yourself.”

      Vallich shrugged. “Perhaps. I suppose I didn’t specify what exactly it was that I do cared about.”

      “You’re a perpetual liar with your venomous words.”

      “Sure, I lie,” Vallich said, “but I never break a vow.”

      “Why did you want me alone?”

      “I have a gift to give you.” He turned and gripped the top of the rock wall and looked out onto the wavy seas. He was tired, the ocean breeze was a welcome refresher. “Do the right one first, please.”

      “If you say so,” she said. Her tone was vicious.

      Vallich put his shirt between his teeth. He felt the cold steel cutting him open. He cried out, but the sound was muffled by the material. Aurelia was going much deeper than she had to.

      Then it stopped. Vallich took the gag out of his mouth.

      “That’s one,” she said.

      “That is my diamond Godstone,” said Vallich. “My mother died in childbirth, so my father would take me into the mines with him every day. One day, I was playing with the rocks and I found it. I was a year old.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “Fine. On to the next.”

      Before he could even get his shirt back into his mouth, Aurelia was digging into him, fishing for the other stone. Vallich felt her slip. She sliced across his back all the way to the other wound. The cold blade nicked his spine as it made its way across. He groaned in agony.

      “There,” she said. He could feel her popping out the second Godstone, and then he heard the click of her blade going back into its sheath.

      He caught his breath and turned around to face her, leaning on the rock for support.

      “They look the same.” Aurelia had a Godstone in each hand.

      Vallich watched as her eyes widened in realization. “This is my gift to you,” he said, reaching out to curl her fingers around one of the Godstones. “The ice Godstone—your father’s. It belongs to you.”
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          Azul, 1st Day of the Month of Fire, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Kari’s clothes were filthy and her mind was still loopy from the Nightwine. The Enlightenment Trial had ended a few hours ago, and she had spent that time with a healer. She hadn’t known who Apollyon may have spoken to since visiting her cell, but she couldn’t risk anyone seeing her pain. He couldn’t find out she had faked being controlled. She could only imagine what he would do if he did. Kari shuddered at the thought, which sent a shooting pain down her arm.

      She eagerly walked through the stone paths of exotic gardens with the two Elevenths that had been assigned to her. They were heading towards the grand hall of the court and, even though she was tired, she bounded ahead of them by several feet, determined to get back to Mímrvor and check on Dane and Amelie. She had inquired about all of them in the infirmary, quite persistently in fact, but neither the healers nor the guards would reply. They even went so far as threatening to restrain her.

      They entered the building of the court and approached the doors to the great hall. She took a deep breath, trying to forget the drugged-out memories of the pain from earlier in the day, and walked through the doors.

      Kari’s heart was immediately relieved when she saw Amelie standing on the floor of the court, facing the three thrones. They were the only two in the room.

      “Amelie!” Kari said, mustering the energy to run over. With each step, she could feel a jolt of pain in her broken arm.

      Amelie said nothing and stared straight at Apollyon’s throne. Kari rounded to stand in front of her, noticing a massive bandage across her gut. Was that what she had to do to become enlightened?

      “Amelie?” Kari whispered, reaching out her hand to hold Amelie’s, but she flinched at the touch. “Are you alright?”

      “We are about to be in the presence of the God-King,” she said mechanically, standing straighter than she did before. “You should be in line.”

      Kari’s mouth melted into a hard line and she stepped back. He had gotten her. But she would get her back.

      Kari stood beside Amelie with the best posture she could muster in her broken state. She looked at her closely. Even though she now knew all the horrible things Apollyon could do, a part of her—the largest part, actually—wished she could have ended up like Amelie. Things had been simple when all she knew was the God-King and his ways. Now she didn’t know what to do.

      If she ascended, she would be in a perfect position to help Dane betray Apollyon. But was that what she wanted?

      The echoing of heels clicking into the room echoed as Xenophon came out from one of the smaller side entrances. The golden Highwings stitched into his long purple robes glistened in the evening sun that shone through the diamond ceiling. Another glint caught Kari’s eye and her gaze dropped to the crystal bowl he was carrying.

      Her heart fluttered and she couldn’t help but shuffle from foot to foot. There was Mímrvor.

      “Competitors,” Xenophon said, stopping in front of them. “Congratulations, you have both successfully completed the Enlightenment Trial. Lord Dane and Lord Salmond both failed and will not be returning for the ceremony.”

      Kari swallowed the lump in her throat. What had they done to Dane? Kari glanced over at Amelie; she stood there, stoic and emotionless, so unlike the person Kari had first met just two weeks ago. She turned back to Xenophon and stared at Mímrvor. She hadn’t cried since leaving the cell, but she knew if the first tear broke through, there would be no stopping the rest.

      “But only one of you can ascend.” Xenophon looked straight at her. Kari’s heart fluttered. Another set of footsteps echoed in the hall, and Kari’s head turned toward the same door Xenophon had emerged from.

      “I can carry on with the rest,” said a warm voice. It was a voice Kari recognized, and she was surprised how different it sounded here than it had in the dungeons. How different it was out loud versus in her head. “Thank you, Xenophon.”

      Xenophon dropped into a deep bow as Apollyon walked out of the doorway. Kari caught the briefest glimpse of white fading from his eyes. She looked from him to Xenophon. Her heart fluttered. Had he been wielding Xenophon all these years?

      Her hands trembled, she had been next to the God-King all along and hadn’t even realized.

      “Kari, Amelie,” he said, walking up to them with a smile that made the skin around his eyes crinkle and his cheeks dimple. He gripped Kari’s good arm as he walked past and did the same with Amelie before rounding back up to the throne. He twirled around to face them again. His brown hair grazed his shoulders and his skin was much too pale from spending so much time inside. A thin crown with a jewel inlet sat on his head; it swirled with the colour red, the colour of human blood. “You both have endured so much in these trials, and for that, I thank you deeply.”

      He sat on his regal throne, the largest of the three. Sitting there, in his extravagant robes and silver Highwings necklace, surrounded by the flowers on the throne’s pedestal, he looked beautiful. But he was certainly no more godly than any other human. Kari’s jaw clenched. The man was sadistic, and somehow he just floated out here like a saint, trying to fool her.

      “It is no easy task proving your worthiness to become a God. Much has to be sacrificed.” Apollyon turned to look at Kari, his twinkling eyes dancing in the light of the setting sun shining through the diamond rooftop. “Kari, kin of my kin, eleventh generation descendant of my sister, last of our holy bloodline.”

      Kari’s heart raced.

      “You have failed,” he said gently, leaning forward on his perch. “Your heart is too weak to do the work of a God. Being heir can be gruelling and gruesome, and I fear you are not up to the task… unprompted.” He paused, and Kari knew what he meant. She could be violent under his control—well, at least, he thought she could be—but she was not naturally a violent person. Without him there, threatening pain, she would be unable to perform. A wave of relief flooded over her. And then a flood of sorrow. How would she help Dane now?

      “But you have still proven yourself loyal,” Apollyon continued. He waved his ring-covered hand at Xenophon, who walked over to her with the crystal bowl in hand. Kari looked back up at the King, her hand wavering over the bowl with uncertainty.

      He nodded his head.

      As soon as Kari’s fingertips touched Mímrvor, a vicious song ripped into her mind. It wasn’t painful, like the Vyvent’s, but it was terrible and shocking. Kari gasped and let go of Mímrvor, caught off guard by the booming music that sounded of death and suffering. He clinked as he fell back into the bowl. She looked straight at Apollyon, and the glowing jewel on his head, the source of the wicked noise. How could she have been deaf to this noise before?

      Apollyon’s dimpled smile turned into a hard line as his eyes narrowed. “It appears I was wrong about you, Kari.”

      This had been another test and she had failed. She made a move to grab Mímrvor out of the bowl, but Xenophon pulled it away quickly.

      Amelie was on her in the next moment, grabbing her by her broken arm and kicking at her knees. Kari fell to the floor, the sounds of her kneecaps hitting the ground echoing through the hall. Amelie grabbed a fistful of Kari’s hair and hoisted her up.

      “Amelie, please,” Kari whimpered.

      “Amelie.” Apollyon stood from his throne and walked towards them. “You have proven yourself above all others. You have proven yourself beyond compare, otherworldly even. Will you join me on my mission to rid the world of war and bring everlasting peace to our Kingdom?”

      “Yes, my God-King,” said Amelie as she bowed. She pulled Kari’s hair back further and Kari winced.

      “Then, with the High Historian here as my witness, I appoint you as my heir.” Apollyon turned his attention back to Kari. A glint of light shining off his Highwings necklace blinded her.

      “Now, get her out of my sight.”
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          The Southern Sea, 1st Day of the Month of Fire, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Ion’s eyes fluttered open as he drifted in and out of consciousness. He was rocking back and forth. Was he on a boat? He tried to focus on his surroundings. The room was dark but for a narrow shaft of light that made him squint. There was a man wearing a hood. Ion could hardly make out his face. He seemed familiar, though. More rocking. A gentle hand touched his forehead. Ion wanted to scream out, but he couldn’t. He was stuck, unable to muster the energy to call out. It was all too much, the searing pain in his shoulder was too much.

      Everything faded to black.

      When he came to again, it was to the sounds of grinding beside him, as if someone was crushing something with a mortar and pestle. The noise rattled in Ion’s head and made his headache even worse. He coughed and he could feel blood gurgle into his mouth.

      Everything slowly quieted again as consciousness slipped away.

      Then Ion woke in pain. At first, it was only a little on his leg, like a cut or scrape. But almost immediately, he was overwhelmed by a pain so unbearable it felt as though all his bones were exploding, and his eyes shot open so violently he was surprised they didn’t pop out of their sockets.

      A hand touched his wrist.

      Ion grabbed the hand holding him, crushing it in his own. He convulsed violently on the table. He screamed as loud as he could, blood spewing from his mouth.

      Suddenly, an onslaught of unfamiliar voices filled his head. The buzzing was so intense, he couldn’t decipher his own thoughts. What was happening? Who could have done this? Ion growled again as he turned his head, despite the crushing pain, and looked over at the man sitting next to him. Two bright blue eyes, filled with tears, stared right back at him.

      Ion lifted his shaking head in disbelief. There was no way it could be him. As he continued to pull himself up, he caught sight of the blood he just spat out splattered on his chest. There was something wrong very with it. He growled and, collecting all his strength, lifted his hand to his face.

      The veins in his wrist were glowing.
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          Spearield, 1st Day of the Month of Fire, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      All the Free-Wielders had brought their tables and chairs out into the centre of the village. Gentry had organized a feast to honour the dead and to welcome the new Azanthean recruits. None of the recruits had weapons or Godstones, but Rohan and Gentry had decided it best to include them. Their presence kept everyone else on edge. Those who chose not to surrender were uninvited, but Kuba knew that Gentry would take care of them, nonetheless. Kuba admired Gentry’s strength. Even with Robert killed by the United Azanthean Army, he could still invite them to sit at his table.

      Kuba pushed at his vegetables unenthusiastically. He didn’t have Gentry’s strength. Somber chatter echoed through the village.

      Aurelia sat down beside him. “Hey, kid.”

      “I hate this.”

      “Everyone does.”

      “Then why do it?”

      A smile that didn’t reach her eyes was plastered on her face. “Because we won.”

      He looked at Aurelia. “Ion is gone,” said Kuba.

      Her smile faded. “We will get him back. I know we will.”

      He felt Aurelia wrap her arm around him. It was comforting.

      “It’s just us for a little while now,” she said, pulling him close. “But we’ll get him back, I have to.”

      “My friends,” Rohan’s voice boomed from the centre of the group. “There were many endings today, but also a new beginning. We feast to honour the lost and to savour our victory. We all lost someone in the battle today.” Kuba looked down at his feet. “So we must make sure they did not die in vain. Today, we look to our future, to the future of Azanthea and all of its inhabitants. A future without slaves or kings, a future where Wielders can live how they choose, just as regular people do. A future of freedom. So, eat well. Tonight, we celebrate, and tomorrow, we begin preparations, for we are at war.”

      The crowd lift their glasses. Kuba followed suit, clinking his cup with Aurelia’s.

      They looked at one another.

      “To war.”
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        * * *

      

      Vallich sat on the ledge of the rock wall, his feet dangling off the side. Since the day he found it, this was the first time he had been truly separated from his Godstone. His mind felt oddly quiet, but his body craved the power, though there was something was quite invigorating about being so weak.  He wondered how long he could last without it.

      The warm sun was setting behind him in the west, and he had his eyes set on the dark skies. He took a deep breath, the raw wounds on his back and chest seared in pain, but the air was so fresh here, so untouched, it was worth the pain.

      He inched closer to the edge and looked down. Bodies littered the beach below, and blood stained the golden sand. He looked east across the ocean again, right at his target.

      His plan had worked flawlessly. He was one of them now; he finally had an army. And they were headed exactly where he wanted to go.

      Vallich smirked as he set his sights on his target.

      To Azul.

      To war.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 53

          

          The Dungeons of Azul, Some Days Later, 1114 A.F.F.

        

      

    

    
      Kari lay in the centre of the cold damp floor. The concept of time was the first thing to have slipped away since being caged yet again. If it was day or night she knew naught. It could have been a week since the final trial, or perhaps a month. Who knew?

      The dungeons were anything but quiet lately. Between Lord Salmond’s manic cries and the frequent interrogation sessions they had been putting Dane through, her ears barely had a moment of respite. Nevertheless, the silence in her mind still haunted her.

      Kari hugged her knees in and wept for Mímrvor. Her heart pined for their bond and her mind longed for the lull he could bring. She had never been alone with her thoughts, at least not that she could remember. Now, her mind raced at a breakneck pace and the darkest of ideas infiltrated her thoughts. It was terrifying. It was human.

      She found herself obsessed with the question of whether or not this was what it was like to be truly human. Not a Wielder or a Vyvent or a God. Just a human, weak and frail of both mind and body.

      If it was this was her fate, it was the ultimate torture.

      A clatter from down the hall snapped Kari to attention. She rose to her feet and crept over to the small window in the door.

      “Gentle!” a gruff voice boomed down the hall in an accent she was unfamiliar with. “I swear if you harm one hair on his head, you’ll have me to answer too.”

      Kari peaked out the slit of a window trying to see them, but they were still too far, and it was much too dark.

      “Please,” another man’s voice whimpered. Kari heard the sounds of feet dragging along the floor. “Please just make it stop. Make it stop! It hurts. It hurts so much…”

      A light came into view, a bright brownish hue shimmering from where the voices were coming from. It was most certainly not the typical torchlight. Kari took a step back from the door, afraid they would catch her watching.

      “I know, m’ah boy. I know.” The gruff man sounded sad. “It was the only way.”

      “Argh,” the boy screamed just as the echo of their footsteps stopped. They weren’t far. Kari angled herself to get a view through the small opening.

      There were four of them. A broad man wrapped up in a black cloak and two Elevenths dragging a tall Vyvent. The Vyvent’s head was bowed, his face covered by tresses of blond hair. He was crying, clearly in immense pain.

      Kari’s breath caught in her lungs and she had to look away as a flashback of the Enlightenment Trail sprung into her mind. She caught her breath and looked back at the Vyvent. She also understood immense pain.

      Kari inched her nose closer to the opening, the Vyvent’s bright glow stinging her eyes. She had not seen a light so bright since she had been imprisoned.

      Suddenly she was distracted by the sight of dark braids flowing out from underneath one of the Elevenths’ helmets.

      Kari swallowed the lump in her throat.

      Amelie.

      She watched as Amelie shoved the Vyvent into the cell, the other Eleventh following him in. The light in the hall dulled, but the glow continued to seep through the small window in the door. Kari smiled a little, the darkness was terrible. It would be nice to finally have some light.

      “Please… please.” More of the Vyvents agonizing screams echoed through the dungeon. “Just end it, please. I’m begging.”

      The gruff man bounded towards the door, but Amelie stepped in his path. He growled at her. “There is no reason to be so cruel. The transformation can last months. He’s in terrible pain.”

      “Pain you administered,” she replied.

      “To save his life!” The man stepped towards Amelie. “Let him be comfortable, give him a dose of Nightwine or Poppymilk. Do something! He is just a boy.”

      “Yet man enough to challenge Hectar?” Amelie said, her tone of voice nearly unrecognizable. Unrecognizable on her at least, but so familiar to Kari. The way Amelie spoke, even the way she moved—it reminded her of Vallich.

      Kari leaned her ear closer to the window.

      “Your God-King promised that we would be safe, that my family would be safe.”

      “Is he not safe down here?”

      The man’s cloak shook and his fists balled. “These were not the terms.”

      “Time to say your goodbyes,” Amelie said, stepping out from between the man and the cell door. She glanced back over her shoulder at him. “You have a meeting with the God-King.”

      The man stepped towards the door, putting his face right in the window, fully covering the opening. Kari felt a shiver when the glow from the Vyvent disappeared.

      “M’ah boy,” the man said, his trembling voice echoing against the walls of the stone cell, “I swear to you, I will get us out of this. We will be together again, all of us. Ma and Kuba, too.”

      “Pa,” the Vyvent’s voice cracked from the inside of the cell. “Please, please it hurts so much. It burns. I can’t…”

      “You can and you must,” the man said. “Please, forgive me. I will be back as soon as I can to get you out of here.”

      “Pa, no. Please,” the tearful pleas of the Vyvent bounced off the stone walls. Kari’s hands crept up to the bottom of her own cell door’s window as the man, the Vyvent’s human father, stepped away from the cell. The warm glow of the Vyvent’s blood lit up the hall once again.

      Kari closed her eyes for just a moment and basked in the Vyvent’s light.

      A glowing hand slammed down on the ledge of the small window and gripped it with inhuman strength. The entire door vibrated in the Vyvent’s trembling hold. “Don’t go,” he said with a voice just as shaky.

      The cloaked man stepped forward and lay both his hands on top of the Vyvent’s unsteady fingers. The sobbing from inside the cell quelled.

      “It’ll be fine. I will sort this out,” the man whispered, leaning his forehead just above the window. “Be strong, my son.”

      “Pa, please.” The cell door shook more violently.

      “I’m so sorry. I know you may think otherwise, but please trust me when I say this. I love you, Ion. I will make this right.”

      The cloaked man pulled his hands away.

      The Vyvent, Ion, let out a visceral scream. Something filled with both immense pain and sorrow. The cloaked man, his father, did nothing but turn on his heels and leave.
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        Thank you from the depths of my soul for taking the chance to venture into the world of Azanthea.

      

        

      
        If you could spare some time out of your day, please consider leaving a review on Goodreads or Amazon.

      

        

      
        Thank you again. I hope you enjoyed your journey.
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        Look forward to All the Queen’s Renegades coming in early 2020.
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