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			THE RED WAR

			
				THE ALLIANCE

			

			
				PHASE I: Conquer Everica

				EVERICA — Lord King Darion Stonegold (Master Politician)

				 — General Braca Longatta Terezina III (Master Soldier)

				✓ Stonegold & Braca unify provinces under one banner. Rock & River Wars

				✓ Oxscini = common enemy → EXPLOIT THIS.

				✓ Begin eliminating outlaw way of life.

				PHASE II: Ally with Liccaro

				LICCARO — Rajar (Apprentice Soldier)

				✓ Rajar becomes Serakeen.

				✓ Serakeen blockades Liccaro & gains power/influence over corrupt regency government.

				Serakeen uses influence to empower political allies to seize control of kingdom!

				 PHASE III: Ally with Deliene

				DELIENE — ? Arcadimon Detano (Apprentice Politician)

				✓ Build following among provincial nobility.

				Assassinate King Leymor Eduoar & successors.

				Get elected sole regent of kingdom.

			

			PHASE IV: Conquer Oxscini & Roku

			OXSCINI & ROKU

			Everica, Liccaro, & Deliene form the Alliance.

			Deliene attacks Oxscini from the north.

			Everica & Liccaro attack Oxscini from the east.

			Everican forces capture Roku.

			Second First Assassin kills Queen Heccata.

			soon to be First!

			Combined Alliance forces attack Oxscini via Broken Crown.

			Oxscini falls.

			THE RED WAR IS COMPLETE.

			KELANNA IS OURS.

			Are you with me?
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			The Dreams

			Archer was dreaming again, and in the dreams he had no name. He didn’t remember when he’d lost it, but now the men called him boy or bootlicker or nothing at all.

			He stood in a circle of stones, large and pale as skulls, while men and women jeered at him from outside the ring, their faces turned into hideous masks by torchlight. When he shifted, bits of gravel dug into the bottoms of his bare feet.

			“This your new candidate, Hatchet?” a man sneered. He had black deep-set eyes and sallow skin.

			“Got him in Jocoxa a couple months back,” Hatchet answered. “Been training him up.”

			Hatchet—stout build, ruddy skin, always picking at half-healed scabs.

			The nameless boy touched his neck, fingers grazing the scars at his throat.

			Hatchet had burned him.

			The sallow man smiled, his teeth sharp and small like a ferret’s. “Argo’s already put down four underfed whelps like this one.”

			Turning, the boy with no name found Argo standing on the other side of the ring, the light flickering over four raised burns on his right arm. Through the short coils of his beard, he wore a slack-jawed smile.

			The crowd began clapping and whooping. A signal, maybe.

			Argo strode toward the nameless boy, who tried to step sideways. But he stumbled.

			“Watch it!” Hatchet snapped.

			The boy with no name was turning, bewildered, trying to find Hatchet’s watery eyes in the crowd when Argo attacked.

			His fists were everywhere, raining on the nameless boy’s face and head and chest. It got hard to breathe, hard to see.

			The blows came faster, heavier, like hail.

			The boy with no name doubled over, caught a knee in the face. The ground rose up to meet him.

			Dimly, he heard Hatchet shouting, “Get up! Get up, you little—”

			But he did not get up.

			Argo flipped him onto his back, straddled his chest, and raised a hand to strike.

			In that moment, the nameless boy understood: This was the end. He was going to die.

			He would cease to breathe. Cease to be. Cease to hurt. It would be easy.

			But he didn’t want to die.

			And knowing that, knowing he wanted to live, however hard it was, however much it hurt, something opened up inside him, something hidden and ugly and powerful.

			Argo slowed.

			Everything slowed.

			As if the seconds were stretching into minutes, the minutes into hours, the boy without a name could see where the fight had begun and every hit he’d taken since, all unfurling before him in perfect detail. He could see bruises and newly healed bones beneath Argo’s skin, could sense pressure points in his joints like buds of pain waiting to blossom.

			The fist came down, but the nameless boy deflected it into the dirt. He trapped Argo’s leg with his own and rolled, pinning his opponent beneath him.

			“That’s right, boy! Fight back!” Hatchet shouted.

			The boy could have struck. But he leapt to his feet and looked around instead.

			He could see everything. He knew which torches would be easiest to wrench from the ground and how long it would take to reach them. He knew which of the stones lining the ring would make the best weapons. He counted revolvers and hidden knives in the crowd, found loose patches of dirt where the footing would be weakest. He saw it all.

			As Argo stood, the nameless boy hit him in the face. The flesh crumpled. He hit Argo again and again, quick and hard, where it would hurt most. Where it would do the most damage.

			It was easy.

			Natural.

			Like breathing.

			Argo’s kneecap popped. Ligaments snapped. The boy without a name struck him in the collarbone. He could almost see the splinters of bone spring away from each other under the skin.

			Argo was crying. He tried to crawl toward the edge of the circle, but his arm and leg were no longer working. His limbs were covered in dirt.

			The crowd called for blood.

			Kneeling, the nameless boy picked up a rock studded with crags.

			It was almost over now. He could see the end. It was very close.

			Argo’s eyes were wide with fright. His gums were bloody as he pleaded for his life.

			But the boy with no name did not listen.

			Living meant killing. He saw that now. He knew what he had to do.

			He brought the rock down onto Argo’s face. He felt the impact, the sudden warping of bone and flesh and beard. There was no more begging.

			He raised the rock again.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1
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			Quartz and Tiger’s Eye

			Sefia glanced down at Archer, where he lay in the hidden pocket among the rocks with the rest of their belongings. He stirred once, tossing the blanket from his chest, and went still again. During the two hours since moonrise, he’d already slept and woken so many times, slept and woken, continually pulled under the surface of his dreams until he thrust himself into consciousness again, gasping for air.

			Even now, he didn’t seem to be resting—brow creased, fingers twitching, lips drawn back in a snarl or a silent cry. She wanted to go to him, to smooth his forehead and uncurl his fists, but since their escape, he’d been different, distant. Their encounter with the Guard had changed him. It had changed how they were together.

			It had changed everything.

			Perched on a granite boulder, Sefia pulled her blanket closer about her shoulders. She would have preferred her hammock to this niche between the boulders, but her hammock had been left on the floor of Tanin’s office with most of her supplies.

			And Nin. The aunt she’d sworn to rescue. The aunt she’d failed. A small body beneath a bear-skin cloak.

			Sefia shuddered, remembering what had happened next: the gleam of the knife, the way Tanin’s skin split beneath the blade. Her second kill.

			The Guard would make Sefia pay dearly for that if they found her. Now two of their Directors had been killed by her family.

			As she did every few minutes, she narrowed her eyes on the woods. Feeling for that special sense she’d shared with her mother—and her father too—she reached for her magic.

			It was always there, always moving, like a powerful ocean beneath a crust of ice. For the world was more than what you could see, or hear, or touch. If you had the gift for it, the world was Illuminated—every object swimming in its own history, every moment accessible if only you knew how to look for it.

			She blinked, and her vision came alive with swirling golden currents, millions of tiny bright specks shifting with the wind, the upward inching of the trees, the sigh of decaying matter settling gently into the dirt. In the valley below, not two miles from their camp, the remote alpine city of Cascarra lay along the Olivine River. This close, Sefia could see lamps like golden beads spangling the streets and lumberyards, barges tugging lightly at their moorings, smoke spiraling up from the pointed rooftops. But nothing disturbed the peace.

			Sefia blinked again and her Vision—what the Guard called the Sight—faded. She and Archer were safe, for now. The Guard had not come for them yet.

			But they would. Just like they had come for her parents.

			Lon and Mareah.

			At the thought of them, her heart curled up like a leaf in frost. Sometimes she found it difficult to believe they’d been part of a secret society of murderers and kidnappers—not the gentle people who’d raised her, protected her, loved her. But then she’d remember how her mother used to twirl her blades before chopping vegetables. How she’d once killed a coyote among their chickens with one skillfully flung knife. And she’d remember her father at his telescope by the window, studying the ocean. Only now did Sefia understand—he’d been watching for signs of the Guard. For the people who hunted them.

			They’d kept so much from her—who they were and what they’d done. Because of their secrets, she’d been forced to run when she might have fought. Forced to hide when she might have been free. Nin was dead because Sefia had been unprepared. No matter how much she loved her parents, she couldn’t forgive them for that.

			Or herself.

			And now she was on the run again.

			Five days ago, she and Archer had fled the Guard’s trackers by boat, sailing north along the rocky Delienean coast. It wasn’t until they spotted another ship behind them, gaining quickly, that they’d risked going ashore, scuttling their craft in an attempt to shake their pursuers.

			They’d climbed into the Ridgeline, the high range of mountains leading to the Heartland in the center of the kingdom. There among the peaks, they’d headed toward Cascarra, where they hoped to catch a riverboat back to the sea.

			After that, they’d keep running, as long as they could. Hunted the rest of their lives.

			Sefia turned her attention to the leather-wrapped object in her lap. Books were rare enough in Kelanna, hoarded by the Guard while everyone else floundered about without reading or writing. But this was more than just any book. This was the Book—infinite and full of magic—a record of everything that had ever been or would ever be, all the ages of history spelled out in fine black ink.

			As she’d done every night since she began running again, Sefia gingerly pulled back the waterproof leather.

			She could find out who her mother and father had really been, and why they’d done what they’d done . . . but she could never quite muster the courage to look.

			Archer jerked in his sleep, exposing the vicious burns on his neck. Beneath him, dry twigs snapped, like gunshots in the still woods.

			Sefia stole another glance at the surrounding forest, but the underbrush was still.

			With a sigh, she sat back again. The Book’s cover was cracked and stained, with discolored scallops and whorls where there had once been jewels and decorative filigree. But the only traces of precious metal that remained were its clasps and gold-capped corners.

			Out of habit, she began tracing the symbol in the center.

			[image: ]

			Two curves for her parents. A curve for Nin. The straight line for herself. The circle for what she had to do: Learn what the Book was for. Rescue Nin. And if she could, punish the people responsible.

			But she still couldn’t bring herself to open the Book. Still couldn’t face the truth. She was about to replace the leather covering when a branch cracked in the distance.

			Tensing, she blinked, and her Sight flooded with gold. To the east, she spotted men descending from the ridge, weaving in and out of the moonlight like black fish in a black pond, fins flashing on the surface before they submerged again.

			Trackers.

			They must have been on the other side of the mountain when she’d scanned her surroundings, but now they were closing in.

			Below her, Archer thrashed, knocking over his pack. The canteen clattered against the scabbard of his sword.

			For a second the trackers paused. They turned toward her. In the Illuminated world, their eyes glowed, flicking back and forth in their sockets as they scoured the darkness.

			Then they began to advance.

			Honed by years on the run, Sefia’s instincts kicked in. Swiftly, she wrapped the Book and leapt down among the boulders.

			Archer flailed, his outstretched hands raking across the ground. He was so loud. Sefia threw her arms around him, trapping his arms and legs with her own. Beneath them, the fallen pine needles crackled like fire.

			His eyes flew open, large and golden. Panic flooded his features. She could feel his heart thundering inside him as his mouth opened and closed, opened and closed, gasping for air. Then the struggle, like a rabbit caught in a snare. Her grip broke.

			“Archer,” she whispered.

			He shoved her back against the rocks. Pain shot through her.

			“Archer.” She was pleading now, desperate. “It’s okay. It’s me. It’s Sefia. Archer.”

			He froze, his breath coming too fast, too loud.

			This time he allowed her to wrap him up in her arms, his pulse quick and insistent against her skin. This close, she could feel his breath gliding across her cheek. She bit her lip. Five days since the kiss. Five days and she could still feel the curve of his mouth on hers, still ached to feel it again.

			Archer looked up as the sound of footsteps reached them. Sefia knew those noises, had made them herself when hunting with Nin. Stalking paces, interspersed with long listening silences. A hundred feet away? Fifty? Pointing toward the woods, she mouthed, Trackers.

			He nodded, blinking rapidly. Silent as snow, he drew a piece of quartz from his pocket and began running his thumb along each of its facets in a ritual Sefia had taught him over a month ago, to ward off his panic, to remind him he was safe.

			But they weren’t safe.

			Through a gap in the boulders, she watched the shadows shift among the trees. The trackers were all around them now, with starlight on their rifles and shadows in their eyes, searching the ground for footprints.

			They’ll find us. Anyone with a rudimentary grasp of tracking would recognize the little encampment. Sefia had to force them to move on. And soon.

			Summoning her Sight again, she flicked her fingers. In the Illuminated world, the threads of light tightened and sprang back like bowstrings, sending ripples through the bands of gold. Ten yards away, on the slope leading toward Cascarra, a dead branch cracked.

			The trackers ducked. Their rifles went up. They were so quiet . . . and so fast.

			She did it again, farther away this time.

			With a wave, their leader beckoned them toward the river valley, and they began creeping toward the sound of the breaking branches, toward the city, away from Sefia and Archer.

			As her pulse slowed, she became aware of Archer’s body entangled with her own. He’d stopped rubbing the crystal and was now still as a stone, watching her with his sunken, sleepdeprived eyes. “Did I hurt you?” he whispered.

			Even after five days, the timbre of his voice still surprised her, with its layers of fire and darkness, like tiger’s eye.

			“No.” She got to her knees, trying not to wince at the pain between her shoulder blades. They had to keep moving, before the trackers realized they weren’t in Cascarra. She grabbed her blanket.

			“When I woke up and didn’t know where I was . . . when I couldn’t move, I thought . . . I’m sorry, I . . .” He sat up, and for a moment she thought he’d continue. But then he closed his mouth and touched the scar around his neck, the burn the impressors gave all their boys, to mark them as candidates. For years the Guard had been searching for the boy they believed would lead them to victory in the bloodiest war Kelanna had ever seen. A killer. A captain. A commander.

			Being one of their candidates had taken everything from Archer—his name, his voice, his memory—leaving him a husk of a person.

			All of that had come back in their encounter with the Guard. But Archer still hadn’t told her his real name, and at times like these she felt like she knew him even less than before.

			Just like my parents, she thought bitterly.

			“They almost caught us,” Archer said, pocketing the piece of quartz.

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t know they were so close.”

			“But you could.” His gaze fell to the Book. “You could know where they were at all times. We’d always be one step ahead of them.”

			Sefia stiffened. He was right, of course—the Book contained past, present, future. Every one of the Guard’s movements was in there somewhere, buried deep in the layers of history. With it, she and Archer could easily evade the Guard. If they were clever enough, maybe they’d even slip their enemy’s grasp for good. And maybe then they’d be free.

			But she was afraid. Afraid of what she’d find if she opened it. Afraid of what it would tell her about her family . . . and the horrific things they might have done.

			But to keep Archer out of the Guard’s hands? Archer, who’d fought for her, who’d gone hungry and sleepless for her? Archer, who, since the return of his memories, somehow seemed even more broken than before?

			She met his gaze, steady and solemn. “Okay.”

			Finding a patch of moonlight, Sefia lifted the Book into her lap and unwrapped its leather casing. Leaning down until her lips almost brushed the [image: ] on the cover, she murmured, “Show me what the Guard is doing right now.”

			With a deep breath, she unhooked the clasps. The pages rippled beneath her fingers and came to rest like two plains furrowed with ink.

			She could feel Archer with her—waiting.

			“The bedchamber was a ruin,” Sefia read in a whisper, as if the Guard might overhear her. With a shudder, she scanned their surroundings, but the trackers had long since disappeared. They were safe. For now.

			She turned back to the Book. “Open volumes and sheaves of paper littered the coverlet, spilling over into stacks of books and pools of parchment . . .” Her gaze skipped ahead. “Oh, no. No.”

			She’d been wrong.

			They’d never been safe. And no matter how far they ran, no matter how well they hid, they’d never be free.

		

	
		
			Misinterpretation

			The bedchamber was a ruin. Open volumes and sheaves of paper littered the coverlet, spilling over into stacks of books and pools of parchment—a destroyed landscape of questions that led nowhere and answers to riddles she hadn’t posed.

			At this late hour, Tanin should have been asleep. But she slept little these days.

			There was much to do.

			Her slender hands shifted across the bedspread, discarding dip-pens and dead-end pages.

			This Librarian wrote that the Book was everywhere at once.

			Useless.

			This one penned corpulent paragraphs describing the paradox of an infinite Book.

			Irrelevant.

			This Master claimed that fire would visit the Library three times.

			Tanin found nothing on the whereabouts of the Book right now.

			She’d had it—cracked leather, crisp pages—exactly as the burned page had foretold.

			But she’d lost it too. She’d lost everything—her strength, her voice, even her title.

			With shaking hands, she uncorked a new bottle of ink to continue her notes.

			Almost immediately, her pulse began to quicken. Her chest seized. Something was wrong. As she fumbled with the pockets of her nightgown, her breath came faster, shallower.

			She could have rung for help. In her weakened condition, complications were common. Sometimes victims of near-fatal attacks simply didn’t make it.

			But this was no complication.

			This was an assassination.

			Tiny glass bottles of powder and tonic spilled from her trembling fingers as it became harder and harder to breathe, to think, to act. She picked up vial after vial, squinting at their labels as the letters blurred and pain clenched her body.

			But this was not the first attempt on her life since her encounter with Sefia, and it would not be the last.

			Finally, she found the bottle she needed and broke its neck over the open jar of ink. As the black powder hit the liquid, it hissed and smoked. The faint odor of burned orange peel suffused her senses.

			The tightness in Tanin’s chest eased. Her heartbeat slowed. The poisoned ink, which emitted a noxious vapor upon contact with the air, had been rendered inert.

			You fail again, Stonegold.

			Leaning back against her pillows, she took one long breath and, gathering up the remaining vials, she dropped them, tinkling, into her pocket.

			Tanin touched her neck, remembering the knife, the hot wet of her own life coursing out of her. If it hadn’t been for Rajar, her Apprentice Soldier, slowing the blood loss with Manipulation, she’d be dead.

			She might soon be, if she wasn’t careful.

			It was customary for the five Masters to select an interim from among their ranks if the Director was incapacitated. It was also customary for temporary replacements to assassinate their Directors, making their positions permanent, provided they thought they could get away with it without throwing the rest of the Guard into chaos.

			Obviously, the current interim, their Master Politician, Darion Stonegold, King of Everica, thought he could get away with it, at least if he made it look like an accident.

			When Edmon was murdered, Stonegold would have been the logical successor. He was a natural leader, and with the help of their Master Soldier, he had already completed Phase I of the Red War—the unification of Everica.

			But Erastis had backed Tanin, and where the Librarian went, the other Guardians followed. So she, the Apprentice Administrator, had been elected Director of the Guard over both Stonegold and her own Master.

			The Politician had been waiting decades for an opportunity to kill her, and now her position in the Guard was perilous enough for him to try, although not perilous enough for him to murder her outright. That meant she still had some support among the other Guardians, and she could rally them to her . . . if she retrieved the Book.

			But with these assassination attempts, she was running out of time.

			Drawing the covers aside, Tanin sat on the edge of the bed, nightgown swaying around her bare ankles. The Library was but a short walk down the hall.

			She made it three steps before she fell. Piles of books toppled. A display case came crashing to the floor beside her, showering her with glass. A single sheet of paper, creased and yellowed with age, fluttered to the ground.

			For a moment, she lay there, studying the hastily sketched plan, more dream than strategy, with annotations in varying hues of ink, added by different hands over the years.

			And at the top, the title, in letters bold as brass:

			THE RED WAR

			There was a knock.

			Tanin opened her mouth to speak, but the movement sent spasms of pain up her throat, like the burning of paper. Instead, she blinked, summoning the Sight, and waved her hand through the currents of gold. Across the room, the door opened.

			She picked up the old scrap of parchment, crimping the brittle paper with her fingers. She was not powerless, not by any stretch of the imagination. She’d been a frightened child when she was inducted into the Guard. If she could claw her way up from that, she could recover from anything.

			Erastis entered, his velvet robes swishing against the floor as he walked. He was nearly ninety now, his face a topography of wrinkles, his hair—what was left of it—almost completely white, but when he saw her lying on the floor amid the broken glass, he rushed to her side with surprising agility.

			Her face reddened as he helped her back to the bed, where she laid Lon’s original plan for the Red War on the nightstand.

			“I thought I heard a crash,” Erastis said, tucking her in. “I know you’re itching to leave the room, but you should use this time to regain your strength.”

			Fumbling for the wooden tray beside her, Tanin smoothed a scrap of parchment and dipped a pen. Time is short, she wrote.

			Through his spectacles, Erastis squinted at the page. “Another attempt on your life?”

			She nodded at the bottle of ink, which he lifted to his nose.

			“Poison? You’d think he’d know better than to use a former Administrator’s instruments against her. Our Politician must be getting desperate.” The Librarian settled into an armchair. “I’ll find out who planted the bottle and have them dealt with. Darion must know I won’t tolerate assassination attempts in the Main Branch.”

			Tanin swallowed. Once, Erastis might have stopped Stonegold altogether. But the Master Librarian was old, and his influence was not what it had been.

			Aside from the servants, for the past week he’d been her only companion, bringing her manuscripts, helping her search for signs of the Book in the Library’s vast collection.

			The absence of the other Guardians troubled her. Many were out on assignment, but she’d at least expected Administrator Dotan, her old Master, to have come.

			Had he turned on her? Or was he simply preoccupied with Phase II of the war? Her gaze flicked to her bedside table.

			LICCARO—Rajar (Apprentice Soldier)

			✓ Rajar becomes Serakeen.

			✓ Serakeen blockades Liccaro & gains power/influence over corrupt regency government.

			Serakeen uses influence to empower political allies to seize control of kingdom!

			Dipping her pen again, Tanin wrote, Sefia?

			Erastis folded his hands. “Our trackers are as relentless as you. Have patience. They’ll find both children soon.”

			Tanin scratched out Sefia’s name. Last time, they’d been fortunate enough to stumble onto the girl’s scribblings. THIS IS A BOOK scratched into tree trunks and left in the mud like footprints. They could not count on fortune to strike again.

			“She’s like her parents, isn’t she?” the Master Librarian asked. “Truly Lon and Mareah’s daughter.”

			Once, Tanin had been closer to Lon and Mareah than anyone, except perhaps Rajar. The four of them had been inseparable—Librarian, Assassin, Soldier, Administrator. Years ago, they had conspired to unite all Five Islands under the Guard’s control, using war—the Red War—to conquer the kingdoms they could not sway by other means. And to do that, they needed the boy from the legends.

			The impressors had even been Lon’s idea. “We need a boy with a scar around his throat?” he’d said. “Let’s go find him.”

			“How?” Mareah had asked. “We don’t have the personnel.”

			He’d leaned forward eagerly as he outlined his plan. “We set up an organization that gets us boys with the scars we want. Mar, you can teach them how to spot and train candidates. If we offer sufficient compensation, we’ll be sure to have the boy on our side when the rest of the plan falls into place.”

			Rajar had been the most skeptical. “You can’t make destiny, Lon. You’re good, but no one’s that good.”

			Lon had lifted his chin, his dark eyes gleaming like two drops of obsidian. “Not alone. But together we can do anything.”

			The nib of Tanin’s pen punctured the page.

			“Still so angry.” Erastis sighed.

			Aren’t you?

			With one finger, he touched the sheet of paper on her bedside table, tracing the phases of the Red War, each of the kingdoms they planned to conquer in turn:

			PHASE I Conquer Everica

			PHASE II Ally with Liccaro

			PHASE III Ally with Deliene

			PHASE IV Conquer Oxscini & Roku

			They’d control the Five Islands. They’d eliminate the outlaws. Kelanna would be theirs. Well . . . not all of theirs. Not anymore.

			“Why be angry with the dead?” Erastis murmured.

			Because they lied. They told me they loved me. But if they loved me, they would have trusted me. They would have believed in me. And they never would have left.

			The Master Librarian shook his head. His hand fell to his side.

			Tanin’s pen skittered across the paper again: Have you found any more signs of the Book?

			Leaning forward, Erastis examined the words. “I’m afraid n—”

			She interrupted him with a flourish of her pen. Ink spattered the coverlet. Would you tell me if you had?

			The Master Librarian regarded her sadly.

			She swallowed, feeling her guilt burning in her throat. Lon and Mareah may have stolen it. Sefia may have fought for it. But Tanin was the one who’d lost it. And everyone in the Guard knew it.

			“My dear.” Erastis patted the back of her hand. “I love you like I loved them. More, because you stayed. Do not doubt what friends you have.”

			Friends, she thought with distaste. Against Darion Stonegold, she needed allies.

			She believed she could count Erastis and his new Apprentice among them, but what about Rajar? Dotan and his Apprentice Administrator? The First Assassin?

			She needed their loyalty and their support, not their love.

			Most of all, she needed the Book.

			And for that, she had to find Sefia.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2
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			Runners

			Sefia stared at the pages, stunned. She’d been so sure she’d killed Tanin—the look of surprise, the rush of blood—so sure she’d avenged her family.

			She’d been wrong. She’d been wrong about a lot of things.

			“The impressors were your father’s idea?” Archer asked. His gaze was hard and broken, like a shard of glass. Inadvertently, her gaze fell to the scar at his throat, the ridges and puckered edges.

			Archer’s kidnapping. His scar. His nightmares.

			Her parents’ doing.

			All the brandings, the torture, the fights. All those dead boys.

			Her parents. The parents she’d loved and admired. How could they be capable of this?

			For a second she wished Archer would take her in his arms, hold her tight and not let go until the world made sense again. But she couldn’t ask that, not anymore. “I—I’m sorry. I didn’t know,” she whispered.

			A muscle twitched in Archer’s jaw. The tendons in his scarred neck pulled taut. “You couldn’t have known,” he said at last. He didn’t tell her it was okay, she noticed. Maybe nothing between them would ever be okay again.

			“They didn’t tell me. No one did.” Folding down the corner of the page, Sefia closed the Book. The symbol on the cover seemed to taunt her. Two curves for her parents. A curve for Nin. The straight line for herself. Answers. Redemption. Revenge.

			She’d been so naive. She wanted to rip the cover from its spine, wanted to tear something to shreds. Tanin, for killing Nin. Her parents, for keeping so much from her. The Guard, for causing all of this.

			But there was only one thing she could do. Only one thing she’d been trained for. Running. Wrapping the Book in its leather casing, Sefia shoved it deep into her pack and brushed a lock of hair from her eyes. “Are you still with me?”

			Archer stared at her so long she could almost see his exhaustion forming bruises beneath his eyes. Did he blame her for what her parents had done? Did he want to leave her, after everything they’d been through?

			No, please not that.

			Finally, he nodded, but he would no longer look her in the eyes.

			“Let’s go, then.”

			Briefly, Archer touched his temple and pointed toward Cascarra. Dawn was nearly upon them, and the streets were beginning to stir with life.

			“No, we can’t get out of Deliene that way anymore. We’ll have to go north.”

			As they packed their things, she described the Szythian Mountains, poised on the northwestern shores of Deliene. The sharp peaks were home to the occasional shepherd and her flock in the summer, but with fall approaching, soon they would all be gone. No one braved the highlands in the cold months, when food and firewood were scarce and the temperatures plunged below freezing.

			“Szythia’s not my first choice,” she said. “But what other choice do we have?”

			There was an uncomfortable silence as they shouldered their packs. Before Archer could speak, she’d spent days in his silence. His silence used to feel comfortable, familiar. She used to wrap herself in it like a cloak.

			Now his silence was warped by the truth about her parents, the past he could not share with her, the memory of a kiss.

			She thought of what Tanin had said about Lon and Mareah, felt the same sting of their secrets . . . and Archer’s. If you loved me, you would trust me.

			Sefia’s hands curled around her pack straps. “Come on,” she said.

			With swift movements, they replaced the mulch where they’d disturbed it and slipped away as dawn crested the peaks and the daylight chased them through the pointed tips of the pines.

			

			•   •   •

			To reach the Szythian Mountains, however, they first had to cross the sprawling Delienean Heartland—rolling hills like waves, an ocean of gold dotted by cattle and rippled by wind—open, exposed, dangerous.

			On the last crest of the Ridgeline, Archer raised a hand to his eyes, peering across the stretch of land at the center of the Northern Kingdom.

			“Have you seen the Heartland before?” Sefia asked, capping her water canteen.

			“I’ve never left Oxscini before.”

			She glanced up at him, studying the crooked profile of his nose. So he was originally from the Forest Kingdom, where she’d found him over a month ago in a crate marked with the [image: ]. She wondered if he was from a family of shipbuilders, or loggers from the interior. Maybe they’d been members of the Royal Navy. He could have even been an orphan, his parents killed five years ago when Everica, the Stone Kingdom to the east, declared war on Oxscini.

			Was that part of my father’s plans too?

			Swallowing, she fastened the canteen to her pack again. “We’ll have to stay off the roads if we want to make it to Szythia unnoticed.”

			Wearily, Archer rubbed his eyes, like he was struggling to tell the difference between asleep and awake. “And then?”

			She started northward again. “Hopefully we survive the winter.”

			“And after that?” he asked. “What will we do?”

			“I don’t know. Keep running.”

			But somehow, that didn’t seem like enough anymore.

			As they meandered through the parched hills, they began following a set of cattle tracks, away from the main roads and prying eyes. But soon it became clear they weren’t the only ones hoping to avoid being seen.

			There were wheel tracks, divots of horseshoes, and dozens of bootprints among the cracked earth and chips of manure. A group that large was one she didn’t want to cross.

			Blinking, Sefia summoned the Sight, and flickering streams of gold swam across her vision. She used to get dizzy and overwhelmed by the sheer amount of information in the Illuminated world. An ocean of history, ready to sweep her consciousness away from her body, leaving her an empty shell. But since she’d been training, all she needed to focus her Sight was a mark—a scratch, a dent, a scar—something to anchor her awareness.

			Focusing on the dusty footprints, she saw that twenty people—some on foot, some on horseback, some on carts—had passed this way only a few hours earlier.

			She inhaled sharply. On the backs of the carts were wooden crates, each branded with the [image: ], the symbol from the Book, the same symbol she’d seen six weeks before, when she rescued Archer from a crate just like these.

			She blinked again, and her vision cleared.

			Archer touched his fingertips to his forehead, his old way of asking a question. What is it?

			She could have lied. She could have kept this from him. But she would not let this come between them too.

			“Impressors,” she whispered.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3
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			The Call of Thunder

			Impressors. The word dredged up the memories that flooded Archer whenever he closed his eyes: Hatchet, Redbeard, Palo Kanta, the fights, chains, and crates, the branding iron on his upper arm—the sizzle of flesh and the stink of singed hair—each burn a sign of his victory.

			Of each of the boys he’d killed.

			Of the animal he’d been.

			At his feet, the wheel ruts and boot prints blurred together as he stared at the dusty track. He touched his arm, his fingers splaying over the burns the impressors had given him. They’d called it the “count”—an official record of his kills. Fifteen fights overseen by arbitrators. Fifteen deaths for which Hatchet got paid handsome amounts of money. Fifteen burns to get him to the final fighting ring in Jahara, where one more kill would get him an audience with the Guard.

			His nails dug into his flesh. He’d killed so many more than that. And now he knew it. In the Guard’s office beneath Corabel, Rajar had triggered the return of his memories, and with them had come his voice, his conscience, his guilt.

			He closed his eyes, and the dream from that morning came rushing back to him, as vivid as if he were living it all over again. He’d completely obliterated Argo’s face—teeth and flakes of bone protruding through layers of muscle and flesh.

			There was a roaring in his blood.

			“That’s right, boy!” Hatchet’s face swam before him, ruddy skin and watery eyes. “We’re going to make a killing off you!”

			He leapt for Hatchet’s throat.

			“Archer!”

			He opened his eyes. Sefia was peering up at him, her face filled with concern.

			He staggered back, half-afraid he’d attack her in his delirium. “Did they go west?” His voice came out as a growl, unfamiliar even to himself.

			She reached for him. “Archer—”

			But he drew back again. His limbs ached, wanting to finish the jump, wanting to grab and fight and wound. His body yearned for it. “Did they go west?” he repeated.

			For a moment Sefia studied him, and he saw a flicker of guilt in her teardrop eyes. Her father’s eyes, she’d told him once.

			He knew it wasn’t her fault. She wasn’t her parents. She hadn’t even been born when they’d done those things. But how could he look at her now without seeing the impressors, the fights, the kills? She’d never look at him with such compassion if she knew what he’d done, what he’d been, what kind of violence still thrashed inside of him.

			At last, she nodded.

			He gripped the hilt of his sword and headed west, with Sefia, for once, trailing behind.

			With each step, dust billowed at his heels. With each step, he drew closer to his enemy. His footfalls became a chant: Soon. Soon. Soon. He channeled all his anger into that—the promise of retribution. Soon.

			Dusk came and went. Stars cluttered the sky. But Archer didn’t stop until they found the impressors camped under the moonlight.

			His heart took up the refrain. Soon. Soon. Soon.

			Slinging off their packs, Archer and Sefia crept forward, peering through the leaves.

			The camp was positioned between a willow thicket and a series of creeks that gleamed faintly beyond the branches. Men and women lounged about, while sentries patrolled the perimeter, guarding the carts, the horses, and the boys hunkered beside a meager fire.

			At the sight of them, his anger lashed inside him like a storm on the rocks. Soon. The boys were ragged and dirty, shackled at the hands and ankles. Each one had a burn, pink and taut, around his throat.

			Archer’s hand went to his own neck, tracing the puckered skin. The boys were like him—candidates to lead the Guard to victory in their Red War.

			According to legend, the boy with the scar would be the greatest military commander the world had ever seen. He’d conquer all Five Islands in the bloodiest altercation in living memory.

			And he’d die soon after. Alone.

			Rajar’s voice came back to him, low and harsh: Who are you, boy? Are you the one we’ve been looking for?

			The leaves rustled as Sefia shifted beside him. “Seven boys?” she whispered. “I thought impressors only had one at a time.”

			Archer was already tallying up their weaponry, studying the patterns the sentries made as they paced the edge of the clearing. Inside him, the storm was building—almost ready to break. “Hatchet had five when I was kidnapped,” he said, sliding his gun from its holster. “The last of them died weeks before you met me.”

			Some were killed in training, some in the ring. But once Archer had started winning, displaying a gift for violence that made him feared even among his captors, Hatchet hadn’t bothered with any other candidates.

			Did he know something I didn’t? Archer wondered. Did he suspect?

			“I’ll drive off the impressors,” he said. He could feel the fight at his fingertips. Soon. “Will you free the boys?”

			Sefia touched the pocket of her vest where she kept her lock picks. “That’s the least I can do,” she said.

			Archer watched her try and fail to smile, guilt edging her expression. Reaching out, he traced the green feather she wore in her hair.

			He could have kissed her, despite everything. Wanted to kiss her. Because if they didn’t make it, he wanted to have done it one last time.

			But he didn’t deserve her. He knew that now. He was a murderer. An animal who couldn’t stop himself from killing. Even if he’d wanted to.

			Before she could speak, he launched himself through the branches, letting off two quick gunshots before the impressors could even cry out.

			Two men dropped dead.

			And like a sudden downpour cleansing him of dust, the fight broke over him—brilliant, purifying, clear—he could see every move, every attack and counterattack, every feint and parry and thrust in exquisite detail. Like magic. Like the reading Sefia described.

			Terrifying . . . and beautiful.

			Shouts went up around the clearing as the impressors grabbed their pistols and swords, but they were too slow. Much too slow.

			He ran the nearest man through with his blade, felt the steel shiver as it scraped bone.

			His nerves sang with the sensation.

			Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Sefia dash toward the group of manacled boys. As she passed an impressor, she flung one of her knives. It pierced his shoulder.

			With a snarl, he pulled his revolver.

			Archer’s first instinct was to protect her. Shield her. But he was too far.

			“Sefia!” Her name ripped from his throat.

			The gun went off. There was an explosion of powder and flame.

			Sefia drew herself up to her full height, her eyes blazing, her hair whipping around her shoulders like black water.

			She lifted her fingers and, with nothing more than a flick of her wrist, sent the bullet whizzing into the dirt.

			The impressor’s jaw dropped. Sefia smirked. Sweeping her hand through the air, she threw him into a tree. Branches snapped. He landed at the base of the trunk, an arm twisted beneath him.

			She didn’t need protection.

			Grinning, Archer turned to the fight again. He slashed a woman across the stomach and ducked, pulling her in front of him as the others peppered them with bullets. Her body jerked at each impact—and then was still. Hot blood ran down his arm, slick and satisfying.

			He shoved the corpse at the nearest impressor and rushed in among them, hacking, beating, slashing, like the fight was a dance and he knew all the steps.

			But even for him, there were too many. Too many bullets to dodge. Too many hits to avoid. A shot grazed him, then another. Someone cut him across the thigh—a flash of pain.

			Across the clearing, Sefia unshackled one of the boys. And another.

			A woman struck at Archer’s exposed side. He knew the sword was coming, saw the arc of the steel. He wouldn’t be quick enough to evade it.

			He felt the edge score him. This one would bite deep. He gritted his teeth, anticipating the pain. But before the impressor could finish the blow, another scarred boy bounded up and cut her head from her body with a heavy curved sword.

			For a moment, their gazes locked. The boy had black hair and green eyes, and beneath the layer of dirt, his face had the tan, weathered look of someone who lived along the ice—short summers, blisteringly cold winters. Gormani, maybe, from the northernmost province in Deliene. A deep scar ran down his cheek like a trail of water.

			As he and Archer stared at each other, a smile split his face wide open.

			Then they were fighting side by side, turning away impressors, fighting and killing, their blades glinting with blood and firelight. Together, they were deadly, terrifying, exultant. Through the melee, Archer could hear the boy laughing, his unfettered joy infectious as they defended each other, blocking, jabbing, like lightning and thunder, two parts of a whole.

			Together they fought until the impressors ran off or laid down their arms in surrender. As the thrill of battle seeped out of him, Archer watched them bleeding, helpless, in the gravel. He could have killed them. He wanted to kill them.

			Dimly, he heard Argo’s wet, broken voice: Please. Don’t. Please, I beg you. Please . . .

			And he remembered killing him anyway. The moment the rock struck. The moment the words twisted into garbled moans . . . and lapsed into silence.

			Archer’s vision spun. His injuries throbbed. His weapons were so heavy, they trembled in his hands.

			He wasn’t the animal anymore.

			But deep inside him, he thought he heard the growl of thunder.

			Across the clearing, the other boy was staring at him again, his green eyes glinting with such suppressed glee that Archer, to his surprise, found himself grinning back, as if they were little kids sharing some delicious secret.

			As Sefia released the last boy from his chains, she turned to Archer, her face flushed with excitement, and before he knew it they were together, his arms around her like he was a lost ship and she was his mooring.

			He slid a stray lock of hair back behind her ear, his fingertips burning where they brushed her forehead, her temple, her neck. Sefia held completely still in his arms, as if she were even afraid to breathe.

			Kiss her. The thought gripped him. Before you remember your anger, your guilt, your violence. Before—

			But a sudden cry from the center of camp thrust them apart.

			His hands fell to his sides, cold, aching, empty.

			The boys had surrounded the prisoners, jeering, prodding, teasing them with the tips of their scavenged weapons. There was the slap of flesh on flesh, and someone let out a laugh: “All right, bonesuckers, who wants to go first?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4
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			Boys with Scars

			As Archer and Sefia started toward the group, the others stepped aside for them, revealing four kneeling prisoners, heads bowed.

			“Want to pick your mai-dens fair? Check the co-lor of their hair,” one of the boys began in a singsong voice, pricking each of the impressors with the tip of a dagger. “Gol-den yel-low, not yet there. Brown and dry, be-yond com-pare.”

			It was a children’s rhyme, for children’s games.

			But they were not children, and this was no game.

			“My mother told me to pick the very best one and you are—”

			“What are you doing?” Sefia interrupted.

			The corners of Archer’s lips quirked upward with a sort of dark humor. He knew. And he didn’t know if he wanted them to stop.

			The boy with the dagger paused. He was tall and dark, with a feral expression accentuated by the white patches at the corners of his mouth and eyebrows. It was like his complexion had flaked off in places, leaving cloud-white skin behind. “It,” he finished, leveling the blade at the impressor closest to him.

			At the edge of the circle, the green-eyed boy hefted his curved sword. “Sorry, sorcerer,” he said with a shrug. “I’m going first.” Before Sefia could stop him, he stepped forward.

			For a second, Archer wanted to cheer with the others. He wanted to see the prisoner’s head part from his body, wanted to hear it strike the ground, wanted to see it roll.

			But he didn’t want to be the boy who wanted these things.

			He wanted to be the boy who deserved to stand next to the girl beside him.

			As the gleaming blade came down, Archer pulled his own sword, deflecting the other boy’s weapon into the gravel. Pebbles sprang into the air and came rattling down again like rain.

			The boy glared up at him through a fringe of dark curls. He was shorter than Archer, but no less dangerous—wary and bristling like a cornered animal.

			This wasn’t his partner from the battle. This was a feral creature deprived of its basic needs. A creature Archer too easily recognized in himself.

			His palms tingled. He could picture their next moves—countering, thrusting, slashing, drawing blood. It’d be a brutal fight. Satisfying.

			At the thought, his arm dropped.

			The other boy straightened. “We owe you our thanks, friend, but if you knew what they did to us, you wouldn’t be protecting them.”

			Archer bit back a reply. He’d been cursed and berated, prodded and beaten. He’d been made to think he had no other choice but kill or die. Turned into a murderer. An animal. With his free hand, he jerked his collar down, showing the others the blistered scar at his throat.

			The boy’s eyes widened. “Or maybe you do.” He looked to Sefia, as if searching her for the same scar, before turning back to Archer. “What’s your name, friend? Where’d you come from?”

			“Archer. From Oxscini.”

			“I’m Kaito. Kemura. From the north.” The boy reached for Archer’s arm, almost touching the two brands visible beneath the fold of his sleeve. “How many did you—”

			Archer’s kills flashed through his mind—battered, disfigured, impaled, all of them surprised.

			“Too many,” he murmured.

			The thought flashed across his mind before he could stop it: And not enough.

			“How about one more?” Kaito waved him toward the impressors. As if on command, the other boys backed away. “You deserve it.”

			Archer’s fingers tightened on his sword. He deserved a lot of things for what he’d done. Did he deserve this, for what had been done to him?

			The nearest impressor blinked up at him through eyelashes encrusted with blood.

			Watery eyes, like Hatchet’s.

			It would be easy. It would be right.

			“Archer,” Sefia whispered.

			The name brought him back. His name, not boy or bootlicker. He wasn’t back there anymore. He didn’t have to kill, didn’t have to be what they’d made him.

			He shook his head.

			“Suit yourself,” Kaito said, attacking again.

			And again, Archer turned the blow aside.

			The other boys roared in protest.

			Kaito snarled. “I like you, Archer, but do that again and you won’t like me.”

			Archer sheathed his sword. He’d fought too many other boys, killed too many, in the past two years. He’d never do it again. “This won’t change what they did to you,” he said.

			“But it’ll be fun.”

			He thought of the way the violence had washed over him like a sudden storm, riotous, inescapable, before retreating again, leaving him dry and thirsting for more. “It’ll be temporary,” he said.

			“Fun’s always temporary.”

			“What about when it’s over?”

			“Over?” Kaito’s eyes flashed, green as glass. “It’ll never be over.”

			“I don’t want to believe that,” Archer said softly. “For you, or for me.”

			For a moment it seemed like Kaito would fight him. Would fight anyone or anything for no other reason than that he needed to fight. But then he stepped back, licking his lips. “You saved us, friend, so we owe you this favor,” he muttered. “You want responsibility for these bonesuckers? Take it. But don’t make me regret giving it to you.”

			“You won’t,” Sefia said.

			He rubbed the scar on his cheek. “All right.” He nodded at the others, and they hauled up the impressors, marching them, not without a little roughness, toward the crates.

			As Kaito turned to join them, Archer caught him by the elbow. “Thank you,” he said.

			“I don’t want your thanks.” The boy tossed his dark curls out of his eyes. “I want your word that whatever you do with the impressors, it’ll be as good as if they were dead.”

			With a glance at Sefia, Archer nodded.

			“Good.” In a sudden turn of mood, Kaito slapped him on the shoulder. “Come on, let me introduce you to the others.”

			

			•   •   •

			At Sefia’s urging, Archer and the others smothered the fires, loaded the carts with the prisoners and supplies, and abandoned the dead. With some of the impressors still out there, they couldn’t risk staying.

			Astride their stolen horses, they sneaked off into the night.

			Now that he no longer had a fight to look forward to, Archer’s exhaustion returned. His limbs were leaden. His eyes kept closing. And though he hadn’t ridden a horse in over two years, he kept nodding off in the saddle, only to jerk himself awake again, away from his dreams.

			He tried to listen for sounds of pursuit, but there was only the gentle lull of hoofbeats, the water, and the whispering of the boys. They were curious about Sefia—who she was, where she got her powers.

			She told them little: She and Archer were being hunted by Serakeen’s trackers; she’d inherited her powers from her parents. Half-truths, meant to protect them.

			Neither she nor Archer mentioned the Book, or the Guard, or her parents’ involvement with the impressors.

			Archer watched her ride ahead, leading the others through the water. She would have helped them even if she hadn’t felt guilty about Lon and Mareah. That was who she was.

			When she’d found him, he’d been nothing—not a person, barely an animal. He’d had to rebuild himself to become Archer: the boy with no past and a bright future with the girl who’d saved him.

			But now that he remembered what he’d done, all the ways he’d done it, he couldn’t just be Archer. Or the nameless animal from his memories. Or the boy he’d been before that—the lighthouse keeper who’d never been in a fight in his life.

			All he knew was, whoever he was now, he didn’t deserve her.

			They didn’t stop until they were miles from the impressors’ camp, where they groomed the horses and put them up for the night. Archer posted sentries. They laid out their bedrolls and blankets. But no one seemed to want to sleep.

			Instead, they sat under the stars and talked. They spoke for hours, sharing stories of their kills, mutilations, and captures, the names of their hometowns and of the families who thought they were dead—and whenever they began to tire, they shook themselves awake again and reached for another story.

			It was like they needed stories more than they needed sleep or water or air. Like stories would bring them back from wherever they’d had to go these past months—these years—to survive.

			At first Archer marveled at how much they remembered. But the more he listened, the more he understood: It was because of Kaito. Kaito was their leader, the one who’d kept them whispering to each other when they were shackled in the night, kept them repeating their names so they wouldn’t forget. He’d kept them together even as they were forced to hurt each other in training.

			He was a born leader, a better brother-in-arms than anyone could’ve asked for. If Archer had had a friend like Kaito, maybe he would have come through his captivity less broken. If he’d had a friend like Kaito, maybe he still wouldn’t have so far to go.

			The next time the conversation subsided, Archer cleared his throat and leaned forward. Beside him, Sefia sat up a little straighter. He could feel her arm pressing against his own, like a reminder—I’m with you.

			“I—” Archer began. “The first boy I—”

			But he kept hearing Hatchet’s voice and the explosion of the bullet, kept picturing the spray of blood and brain matter, kept feeling it strike his cheeks, hot and wet.

			Panic skittered through his veins. His pulse quickened. He couldn’t breathe. He could barely see.

			Grasping in his pocket for the worry stone, he clasped it so tight its facets dug into his skin. I’m not back there anymore, he told himself. I’m safe.

			Slowly, the refrain brought him back. His body echoed. His blood slowed. I’m safe. I’m safe.

			But he couldn’t tell them what he’d done. If he did, if he brought all the things he did in his nightmares out into the light, where he couldn’t look away, it made them real. It made him the monster he already feared he was.

			Sefia sat back again. He hated the disappointment etched into her features, hated himself for disappointing her. But he didn’t deserve anything but her disappointment, her judgment, her revulsion. He tried to catch her eye, to tell her he was sorry, but she avoided his gaze.

			In the silence, Kaito got to his feet. “Come on,” he said, beckoning to Archer. “I bet the sentries could use a break.”

			The sentries had been changed less than an hour before. But now, sensing Archer’s discomfort, Kaito was watching out for him, same as any of the others.

			When Archer stood, Sefia suddenly became absorbed with her hair, splitting the ends of each strand apart one by one as if there were nothing more important in that moment.
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