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For all those phoenixes out there—keep rising from the ashes.
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This will kill me.

My sweaty palm curves around my dagger as I weave through the crowd of spectators. My blade is hidden up my sleeve, the sparkling metal cold against my pulse. One wrong move, and I’ll stab myself, but it’s better than having my weapon noticed this far from the front.

I lift to my toes to gauge my distance—and there it is.

The platform. A massive stone the size of a stage, black rock speckled with silver like a fallen slab of night. It’s beautiful, one of the last remaining shreds of magic on this side of a land halved.

Soon, it will be covered in blood.

Hundreds have traveled from every corner of Stormside, armed with the best metals and years of elite training, to fight for a place on that platform. Thousands have risked their lives traveling down barren roads, just to watch.

The Questral only happens every fifty years.

Fifty of us mortals will be allowed past the gates, into the land of the immortals, to undergo a deadly journey.

Only a handful ever return. Most are killed by legendary beasts or the ruthless immortals themselves.

But the prize at the end of the quest is worth the risk. A goblet full of something that can turn miles of ash to fertile plains, summon storms after years of drought, cure any disease, grant power or wealth or even immortality.

Magic.

There are just fifty coveted spots. Hundreds will fight to the death for them during the king’s mysterious Culling.

But to even qualify for the Culling, you must first reach the platform.

A ring of king’s guards surrounds the stone, their well-worn silver armor glinting beneath the blazing sun. I squint, trying to find the one guard I need to stay the hell away from, but he’s noticeably missing. Strange.

Relief slides down my spine. My chances are pretty much fucked as it is, but at least I won’t be going up against him.

The king’s eyes and ears, known only as the Watchman, stands just left of the stone, a gleaming silver hawk perched on his arm—one of the king’s coveted rarities. Silver is the color of the gods. As the most powerful figure on this side, the king believes he’s owed everything in that hue. Harboring creatures of the shade is a crime punishable by death.

Even so, I’ve seen the rare silver animal caged and sold in the illegal desert markets. They have to be caught young, when they can’t put up a fight. Because the older ones …

They themselves are weapons.

The hawk’s feathers shine like melted moonlight. Its long talons look like curved daggers. A chill sweeps down my arms, below the thick sleeves. I’ve seen guts spilled across streets, because of those talons. I’ve watched that hawk decapitate a thief, then fly off, head clutched in its claws like a damned trophy.

As if sensing my notice, the bird’s head turns sharply, dark eyes boring into mine, and I fall back onto my heels, heart in my throat.

Ten minutes. Once the hawk gives its first scream, I’ll have just ten minutes to make it onto that platform. Its cries will mark down each minute, until time is up. Any moment now, it’s going to open its beak, and all hell is going to break loose.

I’m still too far away.

I quicken my pace while trying not to attract attention, part of my strategy. It’s not just the king’s guard to worry about. Some spectators will take it upon themselves to cull potential volunteers before they even get close to the front, in a twisted way to ensure only the best make it on.

Today, murder is sanctioned. Celebrated.

So, unlike the circle of armed hopefuls at the front, already staring down the king’s guards, ready to fight, I’m trying to get as close as possible without being noticed. I shoulder through the crowd, head low. No one stops me, assuming I’m just a fellow onlooker. They must see the lack of muscle. Lack of sword. Lack of height. Pale skin without the healthy flush of nourishment. Hardly enough to go against heirs and warriors who have trained their entire lives for this day. Volunteering for the quest, in their eyes, would be a death sentence.

They’re fucking right.

Someone slams into my back, sending me stumbling forward. Shit. I barely manage to keep my dagger flat against my skin as I topple forward, right into the woman in front of me.

She throws a scathing look over her shoulder that only deepens when I angle past her, apologizing under my breath. Judging by the thick, tightly woven material of the coat she now clutches in her hand, she’s a traveler from far north.

Almost every village has sent volunteers or witnesses to our town of Nightfell, named after the black rock at the center of it. I slip past unfamiliar fabrics. All are faded, ripped, and covered in a layer of dirt, the tattered remains of something that once might have been beautiful, but is now only ruins. Just like everything else on this side.

A roaring has me wrenching my head back up. Next to the platform, a tower of flame shoots skyward, crackling in shades of shredded sunset.

I don’t have to wonder what it’s for—I know. The bodies that don’t make it onto the stone will be thrown into the fire, left to burn.

I swallow. It’s almost time.

“Looking to feed the flames?”

The gravelly voice comes from a slim, tall man with slicked-back hair, leaning all his weight upon a sword I’d bet my own dagger he can’t hold up properly. Metal is heavy. Most men who visit the forge want the biggest weapon they can afford, but few can get it off the ground when it counts.

At his statement, several heads turn toward us.

Fuck.

Though my tongue itches to ask the man if he’s looking to sharpen my blade, preferably between his ribs, I push my metal higher up my wrist and offer my most sheepish of smiles.

“Of course not. Just trying to get a better view.” My voice says That’s ridiculous. Me? Try to qualify for the Questral? That would kill me. It echoes what Stellan told me this morning when he saw the dagger in my hand.

“I didn’t fish you from the ashes to watch you die in the gods-damned village square,” Stellan said, yet there he is in the crowd, watching me from afar with narrowed eyes, his white brows furrowed in frustration. He shakes his head, letting me know, until my very last breath, that he did not sanction this.

“You’ve trained me for this,” I told him in the forge, the place I grew up, the splitting of steel as natural as his endless whistling. He found me in the gutters of this world when I was just a child, an orphan with nothing to her name. Not even a name, really.

At that, his eyes lit with a fury so fierce it nearly diminished the forge behind him. Then that anger melted into something I had never seen in his expression before. Terror. “This isn’t what I wanted.”

Still, he didn’t ask for the dagger back, even though it’s the greatest weapon he’s ever made, crafted from a piece of a world so cruel and deadly, he’s refused to speak of it. Even to me.

Which is a shame, because the knowledge of how Stellan made it to be one of the Fifty would have really helped right about now.

No, he won’t watch me die. Not yet. I’m going to make it to the platform. First, though, I need to get past this man who is digging a hole into the ground with his sword. He’s still studying me far too closely.

I shrink into myself, as if unnerved by his notice. As if afraid of the sword he can’t even hold up. I take a shaking step back, shoe sinking into the mud.

The man smirks, taking his time to look me over, his gaze snagging on my clothing. He must be wondering why I’m wearing long sleeves and fabric up to my chin in scorching heat. He must be noticing the clear lack of scabbard and baldric. He frowns when he reaches my worn boots, the fabric shrunken and split. The people to his left and right turn back around, already uninterested.

But he keeps looking, taking in my brown hair that I carefully braided and pinned at the back of my head, to keep the long strands out of my face—and to keep others from using it against me. It might be the most obvious sign that I’m here for something other than entertainment, but his stare just wanders, until it finally meets mine.

All at once, his interest grows. My eyes—they’re dark blue. A rare shade. Now, I wish they were a different color entirely.

I don’t drop my gaze. He tilts his head. Finally, he leans toward me, his metal leaning with him. “Don’t let me stop you.”

I smile my thanks and pass him by.

That’s when his hand slides down my body. Squeezes. I freeze.

Bile crawls up my throat, but I swallow it and the urge to cut his hand clean off. I can’t be noticed. Not yet, so many rows away.

I do what I’ve done for years. I bury the rage and keep moving.

That’s when a scream cuts through the crowd like a scythe.

The silver hawk. Its sharp beak is opened wide, emitting a piercing wail.

It’s time.

A flash of color snags my attention as a man hurls himself from a rooftop, attempting to get onto the stone by jumping. It looks like he might make it.

He almost does.

Then, just before his feet land, a guard’s sword goes through his gut. He slips in his own blood right off the stone.

His body is quickly thrown into the fire. The flames roar, then crackle.

Fire or stone. Death or life.

This is the Questral.

In a wave of weapons, the first ring of volunteers rushes forward, only to be met with a wall of king’s guards, all wielding the highest metal. Silver.

Metal is our last remaining magic—ore from the ground, infused with power. Some varieties hold more of it, making a weapon stronger. And silver is the strongest of all mortal metals.

They’re dead. I see their swords from rows away, and I know for certain they stand no chance.

Still, they lift their blades. They bellow as they lunge forward, ready to duel.

And one after the other, copper, tin, and aluminum swords shatter against higher metal.

Their wielders are run through. They fall. They all fall. Their bodies are kicked to the side, then thrown into the flames, before they’ve even taken their final breaths.

Fuck.

The next surge of volunteers is already rushing forward. More metal fractures and breaks.

Panic rises within me like a bitter tide. My eyes widen at the blood, already spilling rivers across the stone and dirt around it. But my thumb traces the etchings down the hilt that I carved myself, the curve of a flame that mirrors the one currently melting a pile of flesh and bone. A reminder of why I’m here.

For you. I’m doing this for you.

The hawk screeches a second time. One minute, already gone.

No more standing still. I use the chaos as a cover and duck, slipping through rows, eyes fixed on the glimmering stone. Five rows away. Four—another screech. Three.

Clashing metal sounds to my left. The crowd erupts in mayhem as nothing short of a legion forces itself through its center, curved shields creating an orb-like barrier. They march as one body, inching forward, shoving anyone in their way to the ground.

Only when they reach the platform do the shields part, and out walks a man wearing glimmering armor that mimics the sun itself.

It’s crafted from pure, unfiltered gold. Selling just a piece of it would feed our village for a year. It’s nearly impenetrable, crafted with the utmost care.

I know. It was made in Stellan’s forge.

The crowd murmurs to one another, but the displeasure doesn’t rise above a whisper because Cadoc is the heir of House Bolter, one of the five remaining Great Houses on Stormside. Thousands rely on the house for food, since the Bolters own most of the remaining fertile land on this side.

It isn’t an accident. Every Questral, House Bolter has sent its eldest through the gates, and they have returned with enough magic for another half century of prosperity. For themselves, at least. They’ve hoarded relics and knowledge that make it easier for their descendants to survive the next quest. Over generations, the house has ballooned in power.

Unlimited access to gold from their House’s mines doesn’t hurt either.

I don’t have a legion. Thanks to Stellan, I don’t need one. He taught me to be strong. Independent. Resilient even through tragedy.

You rise. You rise from the ashes like a phoenix, he told me when I was just a child who wouldn’t stop crying.

Phoenixes aren’t real, I told him.

“Not here,” he said. Not here.

It was the most he ever revealed about the place beyond the gates. The one we’re all now risking our lives to visit.

Starside. The land of magic and immortals. A place that is said to glimmer like diamonds and cut like teeth.

A paradise that is lusted after and feared in equal measure. Immortals don’t die from disease, they don’t bleed, they don’t need food and water to survive. Their eyes glitter like gemstones. They are the descendants of the gods. The gods themselves live on that side, imbuing their land with endless resources.

We kill each other for scraps of that magic.

I’m so close. The crowd is still partially scattered, and I use that to my advantage. The stone glimmers brightly, winking beneath the sunlight. I take another step forward—

And nearly take an arrow in the eye. At the last second, I turn, and crimson spatters as the arrow goes through the skull of the man behind me. He slumps to the dirt, body crunching the glass of discarded goblets, drinks left by those who have waited days in the same spots to catch a glimpse of the action.

A sword is gripped in his lifeless hand. It’s a lesser metal. Still, a half-starved man from the crowd lunges to take it. Another fights him.

My path has been noticed. I duck—then am slammed to the side as someone pushes past, making a run for the platform. A woman with tan skin and dark hair, cut close to her scalp.

The arrow was meant for her. That’s made clear when another one whistles through the boiling afternoon air, right at her chest. She dips to avoid it, rolls, and pulls her own bow and arrow from her back so quickly, her movements blur.

She doesn’t even stop, or slow. She just aims without looking, fires, and keeps going, before leaping onto the platform.

The archer falls from the top of a nearby building, his body hitting the road with a sickening thud.

A fourth cry.

Just seven minutes left.

I bolt, then almost trip over a body, curled low. The ridges of a spine are clearly visible through thin fabric. A head whips to the side, and—it’s just a child. Clutching a jagged piece of glass as a weapon.

My gaze lifts to the platform. There’s an opening, a gap between king’s guards already dueling other opponents. I should run. I should take my chance. But instead, I find myself crouching.

“Don’t do this,” I tell the child. He looks at me with wide amber eyes. And I know I’m a damned hypocrite as I say, “You won’t make it.”

But his mind is set, just as mine is. “My family is starving. I’m—I’m their only chance.”

I swallow past the knot in my throat. “Do they know you’re here?”

He shakes his head.

I look down at my dagger. “Listen, I—”

Before I can finish, the boy turns and lunges. He makes a run for it.

He’s small. No one even seems to notice. He might actually reach it.

A moment before he does, someone steps into his path. A king’s guard. His mouth turns into a cruel smile, looking down at the boy with relish.

Fifth screech.

I should stay back. Wait for the right moment. It’s the only way I’ll make it.

But when the guard’s silver sword comes crashing down, I throw myself in front of the boy without thinking. The dagger I’ve tried so hard to hide slips from my sleeve, and I turn it midair, until the cold hilt hits my palm. I lift it right in front of my face at the last moment. Close my eyes tightly. The guard’s sword slams against my dagger with bone-rattling force a second later.

And there’s a glorious crash as that silver shatters.

The crowd has gone silent. Slowly, I open my eyes. The guard is staring down at me, mouth agape, as if still not comprehending what just happened. Not understanding how a dagger went up against his silver sword … and won. When he finally notices the metal of my blade, his face pales.

His hilt hits the ground and he staggers back, a coward without his sword. The boy has slipped away, and made it onto the stone. Before I can join him, the crowd stirs back to life, and half a dozen people hurl at me in a wave.

No going back now.

Sixth screech.

A copper blade reaches me first, and I turn, lifting my dagger, my metal just skimming its edge—but it’s enough. The weapon breaks apart in a spray of splinters, just as a nickel sword aims for my neck. Cracks spiderweb across its blade already, the mark of either bad welding or too many fights. Either way, it takes just a brush of my metal to turn it into shards at my feet and some of the people charging forward stop in their tracks. Rethinking going against my metal. Good. Just when I think I’m in the clear, a rallying cry sounds right behind me.

The man from before, with the wandering hands, is struggling to lift his sword up as he lunges at me, sharp edge trained right at my spine.

I don’t think. I remember how those hands slipped down my body, and—

I cut them clean off. The Starside steel goes right through skin and bone. The blade glimmers even more than usual, as if savoring the blood. His heavy sword falls to the ground, fingers still curled around it. The man screams. A few people gasp.

Seventh cry.

When I raise my blade toward the crowd again, no one moves. Even the king’s guards look hesitant to face me, now that they’ve seen my metal best theirs. They each only get one sword. Without it, they’re dead.

My chest rises and falls wildly as I take a step back, inching myself toward the platform. Maybe I’ll actually make it. I finally turn to jump.

And a man who looks like he was sired by the towering Dagger Mountains themselves blocks my path.

Shit.

Pagnus Ender, from House Ender, known for their magnificent size, rumored to have gods in their blood lines, takes a step toward me, and the very ground seems to tremble. I catch my horrified expression in his gleaming bronze armor, the top of my head not even reaching his stomach, his blade nearly the size of my body.

His house has eight heirs, and half are expected to make the quest this time. I see them now, positioned at the other corners of the platform, each sporting their house’s metal. Already culling the potential recruits, alongside the guards, which aren’t even trying to cut them down, likely from orders from the king, who has partnerships with all the Great Houses.

Of course, he’s the one person standing between me and the platform. Of fucking course.

I take a deep breath. Steady myself. Take the stance I’ve fallen into as easily as sleep for years. Prepare for a blow that might be my last.

But Pagnus Ender just looks down at me and smirks. He steps to the side.

Something worse than fear sinks through my chest.

He doesn’t even think me worthy of his killing blow. He doesn’t think I have a chance at surviving the Culling.

Pride and anger battle behind my ribs, but I shove them down and opt for gratitude. I will do anything to make it onto that platform, through the Culling, and through those gates.

I step past him. I’m almost onto the glimmering stone.

That’s when Pagnus seems to change his mind. Maybe he’s decided he wants to claim my dagger. In a flash, I’m blinded by sun reflected off bronze, his sword arcing right toward my head.

He might be bigger, but I’m quicker, especially without armor. I roll out of the way, and then my blade is through his shin, my superior metal going right through his, reaching bone, and he roars. The rest of the Enders turn our way, allowing a crop of other competitors to make it through unharmed, including a girl with a whisp of red hair. Cheers erupt across the crowd.

Pagnus turns, eyes wide and gleaming with fury, his blade coming back around. I haven’t injured him enough. Too late. I drag my dagger from his leg and throw myself through the air. Time stands still as I soar, waiting to feel his metal through my skin. The sun seems to wink at me, blocking my vision. My muscles clench as I brace myself.

My spine hits the hot stone. It burns through my shirt, but I barely register the heat; my every sense narrowed to the blade still hurtling toward my face. It isn’t Starside steel, bronze is the lesser of even the mortal high metals, but with Pagnus’s strength, it might as well be. There’s no time to move. All I can do is stare at the sword that’s about to cut right through my skull.

I’m on the stone. I’m on the stone. Any pride melts into panic as the bronze doesn’t slow in the slightest. We’re supposed to be safe here, under the king’s protection.

Pagnus is in full view of the Watchman. He’ll be disqualified. Or maybe he won’t.

Maybe the same rules don’t apply to him. Maybe he knows it. The fear of that bleeds through my chest as I brace myself for the death that already seems promised.

His blade stops just an inch from my face.

He snarls like a beast and says, “I’ll see you in the Culling.”

Then he steps up next to me on the platform.

Eighth scream.

Three minutes. I made it with three minutes to spare.

My ears ring. My heart batters my ribs. All I want to do is take a fucking breath, but I crawl away as fast as I can, knees nearly buckling as I finally get to my feet. I bolt to the center, next to the girl with red hair that nearly camouflages the copious amount of blood spurting from her skull.

She turns to me and smiles. I must look horrified, because she just shrugs. “I’m fine. Lovely eyes, by the way. Reminds me of home.” She extends her hand. “Kira, from Brambleside.”

It’s a town at the westernmost tip of Stormside, along the sea. As far as I know, there isn’t any magic left there. At least we still have the dregs of what once was, in the east. The farther west you go, the less you find.

The Culling hasn’t even started. To be among the Fifty, I might have to kill her.

Still, I find myself taking her hand. Shaking it. Saying in a voice eroded by relief and exhaustion, “I’m Aris. From Silverside.”

Her smile falters. Her green eyes widen. Shit. This exact reaction is why I haven’t told anyone where I’m from for years. Not that many have cared enough to ask.

I’m the blacksmith’s apprentice. Unworthy of notice. I don’t really know why I share the truth of my origins with her now.

“I didn’t know anyone survived from there,” she finally says.

If I forgot for a moment why I’m here today, this reminder slams into my very marrow. A blinding rage flares in my chest, a fire that burns brighter than the one crackling just feet away. “Most didn’t.”

Ninth screech.

Just two minutes left. Volunteers are starting to get desperate. Sloppy. Launching right toward the king’s guards, only to be slain and thrown into the fire.

Tenth scream.

Just one minute left.

Bellows, cries, and shouts of celebration reach a fever pitch. The guards grow in their brutality, reveling in the bloodshed, not stopping, even when the person is clearly incapacitated. Only two more make it through, and both are injured.

I can almost feel the seconds counting down, tension rising like the smothering heat of the flames. Last chance. Someone makes a jump for it, but they’re pulled back by the hair, and slaughtered. No one else tries. And now there isn’t any time left. Sun beating against the crown of my head, I turn and watch the silver hawk open its mouth one final time.

But the cry dies in its throat.

And, as if their screams have been ripped away by a brutal wind, the crowd suddenly goes silent.

“No,” Kira whispers beside me.

No is right.

No. Fucking. Way.

The very people who tried to kill me now scuttle back in fear. They don’t just lower their weapons. The crowd fully parts down the center, making a path straight to the platform.

And a towering knight steps forward. A black hood and silver mask hide his face.

Not that it matters. We all know who he is, and what he’s done.

His silver armor is unmarred, because no one has ever gotten close to killing him. The only skin visible is his hands, white as bone. Thin, inky markings bleed across his knuckles and curl down each of his fingers.

He looks like a demon.

An enormous sword is tucked behind his shoulder. As he walks, his steps assured and almost casual, the slightest strip of silver is visible between the hilt and scabbard.

Sparkling, otherworldly silver, like melted-down stars. Starside steel. An entire sword of it. It makes my own blade look like a toy. His is the only one currently claimed this side of the gates. Ancient, powerful swords choose their wielder. This one chose a man who parts an entire bloodthirsty crowd with just his reputation.

Harlan Raker, head of the king’s guard. The most famed knight on Stormside.

A man infamous for lacking mercy. I should know. I begged him for it, and he remained as cold as he is now as he studies the challengers. As he studies me. I can’t see his face, but I can practically feel his notice. His disdain. By the set of his wide shoulders, he seems unimpressed. Bored.

Just feet away from the platform, Raker suddenly stops. Even the flames seem to still. He looks around, muscles taut for the first time, and I can almost imagine his eyes glimmering beneath that hood, just like my blade did, as if daring someone to come forward. As if hungry for bloodshed.

I almost wish for it, just to see that magnificent sword unsheathed.

But no one moves a muscle. All the guards bow their heads, staggering back. He steps onto the platform, unchallenged.

The hawk finally completes its final cry.

Murmurs spread through the crowd like wildfire. Why would the head of the king’s guard risk the quest across Starside? Lesser members of the guard have before, but never their leaders. They already have what so many challengers want—a home, food, riches, glory. The king gives them all they could ever need. Still … I suppose there are things even the most powerful person on this side can’t give.

The Questral is a journey across Starside, to the Land of the Gods, to claim a goblet of magic.

Everyone has their reason for going. Drops of magic can be used for medicine, or sold for riches, or—if an entire cup is swallowed—turn a human into an immortal. If they survive the Turn, that is. More often than not, humans don’t, so most challengers don’t risk it.

No, if a Questral challenger actually returns victorious, they come back heroes, and relish every drop, spreading their magic over decades. Entire villages have been pulled out of poverty by a cup of magic—their residents live in splendor while the rest of us starve and steal to get by.

Most of the Fifty never return at all.

Stellan did—but with an empty chalice. All he had to show for his journey was the sparkling metal that made the dagger I now hold tightly in my palm. People hated him, and questioned him, and so he became a pariah. He moved, but his reputation followed. The only reason he has any work at all is because his skills are undeniable. Still, he lives with little, when he could have returned with the wealth of the king.

I’ve always wondered why. I’ve asked him, of course, more times than I can count.

He’s never answered.

Kira jumps as the hawk unfurls its wings in a flash of silver. According to the Watchman, there are two hundred and twenty-six of us on the stone.

The ones who didn’t make it are strewn throughout the crowd, dead or dying. Their blood has turned the dirt into mud. Lesser members of the king’s guard start to throw the bodies into the flames beside us.

The man I cut down is one of them.

Bile crawls up my throat again as the fire rages. Memories flash, choking me. I want to look away—I want to run. I want to sink to my knees and retch. But I can’t be seen as weak. Not now, when the competition has hardly begun. I force myself to stand and watch as skin and bone and the flames themselves become nothing but heaps of ash.

The Watchman drags a bucket through the cinder.

One by one, he steps in front of each of the survivors—now, Questral challengers. I stand straight, gaze locked with Stellan’s, sweat spilling down my back, cursing all the fabric I’m forced to wear, until the Watchman finally reaches me.

“Will you participate in the Culling?” he says for the fifty-seventh time.

Stellan is still in view off to the side. This is my last chance to back out. My last chance to step off the platform and return to the forge. There’s work waiting for me. There’s dinner to be made.

His eyes are pleading. Don’t do this, they seem to say. Say no.

I break our gaze and say, “Yes.”

The major dips his hand into the bucket. His hot, sweaty thumb makes an arc across my brow, a crown of ash.

“In the name of the gods,” he says.

“In the name of the gods,” I answer.

He moves on.

And I look up at the sky. Right at those gods. I wonder if they can sense the fury in my bones meeting the heat of hope—boiling metal hardening into steel. A sword of vengeance being forged within me.

This is truly in your name, I think. This is for you.

Because I’m not going to Starside to get magic, or to kneel before our beloved gods.

I’m going to kill them.
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I was ten years old when a goddess burned down my village like it was nothing more than kindling. Every night since, I’ve seen her eyes in my sleep, glowing silver with power. I’ve seen her metal-colored hair, and gem-encrusted skin, glittering in the light of the flames. I’ve seen the curl of her cape as she turned on her heel and left us all to burn.

I’m going to kill her, and the rest of the gods who have forgotten this side of the gates. Even if it kills me too.

Which means I have to survive the Culling. I have to become one of the Fifty. For them, I will survive anything. Even the haunted look in Stellan’s eyes as he watches me jump off the platform.

I can’t deal with his disappointment. Not yet. So, I use all the excitement and celebration as a cover to slip away.

The roads are crawling with the king’s guard. Their presence isn’t unusual, given how close we are to their training grounds. Still, seeing them never fails to fill me with rage.

Four years ago, in the worst of the drought, I turned a corner with a bucket of water I had carried for three hours from one of the remaining working wells, only to see a guard leaned against the wall, high on hemdrake. He took one look at my dry, dirt-crusted face and straining white knuckles and said, “Here. Let me help you with that.”

“No, I—”

I tried to turn, but he lunged forward, ripped the bucket from my hands, and poured the water out, little by little, right in front of my face, onto the broken cobblestones. He smiled the entire time, my horrified expression reflected in his marred silver armor.

He threw the bucket to the ground and passed me by.

I learned to take better roads. This one is usually clear.

The group I encounter now steps in front of me, and my bones clench. Fury alights in my stomach.

When they see the ash arc on my brow, though, they back away. They must have been instructed not to mess with the king’s Questral challengers.

“Good luck,” one says, his voice full of whispered mirth. I hear something else, a murmur about how many challengers Raker will kill within the first hour, but I scurry away before I can hear anything more.

Choking on hot air, throat rough with thirst, I weave through the lines of caravans and carts that have been hauled from distant villages. I don’t stop until I reach the familiar patch of light brown soil at the base of the hill I visit almost daily, and then I begin to climb the weathered stone stairs.

Panic still bleeds through my chest like my body doesn’t know it’s not in danger anymore. My heart stutters. I stumble, before catching myself, blinded by flashes of the bloodshed—metal shattering, bodies going limp, blood turning the soil crimson, skin melting from bone in the flames. I grit my teeth, forcing the images into the dark corners of my mind as I focus on not twisting my ankle. I didn’t survive all of this to be taken down by some half-crumbled steps.

As a distraction, I start undoing my pins, slipping them into my pockets. My hair gets in the way in the forge, so I always part it down the middle, then make two braids against my scalp at either side that merge into a big one at the back of my head. It usually hangs loose down my spine, but today I curved it into the gap between braids, like threading a needle, around and around until I could pin it all against my scalp. Now, I unravel it, releasing some tension as my braid hangs down again.

When I finally reach the ruins at the top of the hill, the full weight of what I’ve just done crashes into me. My knees buckle, and I collapse onto what’s left of the white marble floor, heaving, hands trembling. Only when I can breathe normally again do I fully press myself against the floor, then turn onto my back to squint up at the storm-gray sky, what’s left of the ceiling in pieces around me. My pulse drowns out all my senses, beating loudly, as if declaring, I’m alive.

I did it. I can’t believe I did it.

I made it past the first step. I’m … going to the Culling.

I sit up. A breeze hisses through the columns of the ruins, prickling the ash arc on my brow.

This place is too broken to know what it once was, but a temple makes the most sense. Other than the Great Houses, the only structures built from materials this valuable are to honor the gods.

I found it years ago, while scavenging. At first, I wanted to try my best to finish the process of turning it to dust, because fuck them. But when the stone proved too hard to even make a dent, I tried to loot it. Everything of value was taken long ago … but there was one flash of color behind a massive rock. The border of what looked like a painting.

The idea of art, in a world of ruins … it seemed ludicrous. But it reminded me of finding wildflowers with my sister, years ago—a rare bloom in a wasteland. A spot of hope in a dark place.

So I came back every day for weeks, moving the stone blocking the color just inches at a time, until finally it was out of the way, revealing a landscape.

I instantly recognized the jagged horizon, formed by a mountain range like a serrated blade. I’d seen it multiple times.

Here.

I craned my neck past the wall and saw the same outline. This … was an ancient painting of this same view. But it might as well have been of another place entirely.

Because whereas this illustration was full of greens and blues, of forests and rivers and flower-brushed valleys—

Now I look out at endless dirt and ash.

“Why does the other side have all the magic?” I asked my mom when I was eight years old, while she combed through my hair, our nightly routine.

“We have our own magic,” she said, as she gently worked through a knot.

“We do?” I asked, eyes wide as I looked at her through the mirror.

She nodded. “We have the magic of warm socks, and nights playing cards by the hearth, and laughter, and love.”

I scowled at her. “That’s not magic.” I would have much rather had a dragon or magical sword from the stories she told before bedtime. The same ones her mother had told her.

“It’s the only magic that matters,” she said.

I didn’t believe her then. I do now, when it’s far too late.

With a grunt, I get to my feet, boots sliding in the rubble. I walk farther into the ruins, then crawl between two crumbled walls, reaching my hand deep, until my fingers brush against fabric.

I carefully withdraw my dust-covered pack.

It took years to save enough extra money from scavenging to get this simple bag and everything in it—a canteen for water, a bar of soap, some wrappings as bandages, a needle and thread, scraps of fabric, and a single gold coin that I traded everything of value for. It’s all I could manage, and my best guess of what I might need during the journey.

Guesses are all I have. Preparation for anyone but Great House heirs is almost futile. When the gates went up, all our books about the other side were magically stripped of their ink. All the poems went blank. All the paintings were drained of color, leaving only blank canvases.

Only stories, orally told, remained, and I don’t doubt the truth was twisted over time. All that’s left is myths and legends. Even our knowledge of the gods is limited.

But the heirs whose ancestors have gone on the Questral … they have the most recent information.

If I can somehow convince Stellan to tell me what he knows, then I’ll have it too.

I stare out at Nightfell, counting caravans, studying the crowds. Even if Stellan doesn’t tell me what he faced, soon enough … I’ll know.

I will survive the Culling.

I will cross those gates.

I have to.

And then, I will see for myself all that was meant to be hidden. I will see Starside, the world that birthed a thousand legends.

“I did it,” I repeat, this time aloud, eyes on the direction of where my home once stood. I feel that relentless pull toward it, the pain and loss a gaping wound in my soul, as if part of me is still there, kneeling in those ashes. “I did it for you.”

I take one last look at the mural, at the world that once was, and start the long trek down.

The streets are full now, packed with travelers already drunk on cheap ale. I take the long way around, through the ancient graveyard, along a row of abandoned houses, roofs caved in, paneling discolored, windows long broken. Each neighbor packed up and left in the middle of the drought, in search of more food and water.

I still remember finding their caravans on the road, years later, their carts looted. Their skeletons. The children …

I slip through the back, hoping Stellan is in the forge and won’t hear me—only to find him waiting right at the back door, like he knew I would be too much of a coward to go through the front.

Stellan’s eyes find my pack immediately. Then they find mine. I see the hurt there as he realizes this is something I’ve been planning for a while.

I lift my chin. “Save your breath. I’m not changing my mind.” I try to walk past him, but he steps to the side, blocking me.

Then I proceed to stand there and listen to every possible reason not to go with the Watchman tomorrow morning. Every way I could die. He maps it all out for me, as if my death is inevitable, careful not to tell me anything that could actually be useful. He has a list of dozens of ways I’m woefully unprepared, and shoots down every counter I make.

But hours of arguing are nothing when compared with ten years of hatred. It’s like lesser metal clashing against Starside steel and shattering into a thousand pointed pieces.

Finally, I throw up my hands. “Look. I’m going. You can’t stop me. There’s no use spending our last moments together fighting about it.”

Last moments. I meant last hours, before the Watchman is at our door, loading me onto a cart that will take me east to the king’s castle, but I watch Stellan’s eyes flare with concern again and regret my choice of words.

We’ve never been good with them. We’ve gone days without saying anything to each other at all. Our language has always been that of smelting and shaping metal. He’d barely said anything during those first few weeks when he brought me here and all I could do was cry. I thought he didn’t care. I thought he was a giant oaf, all beard, thick eyebrows, and grunts. I thought he would forget me in the closet of a room he had piled blankets in. I thought he might throw me back onto the streets.

One day he knocked on my door and came in to find me still crying. This is the end of warm blankets and soup left at my door, I thought. Tears were hot on my cheeks. This is good. If he leaves me to die, maybe I will. Maybe that would be better than all this pain.

But he didn’t kick me out of his house. All he did was slowly kneel before me, so our eyes were close to level. All he did was hand me a figurine of a little girl holding a blade, in a fighting stance. It was painstakingly made of metal, so detailed, so expertly crafted that it could only be one person.

Through sniffling, I said, “But—but I don’t have a sword.”

He shook his head. Pointed his massive finger at the tiny figurine. “This here’s a dagger. Not a sword. And you will, if you get up and stop your crying.”

That was when he pulled a blade from his pocket. Something in me thought perhaps I should fear this towering man, with his hard eyes and weathered skin and long beard. He had a weapon. He could kill me. But I was so stunned by the sparkling metal, I stopped crying for the first time in weeks.

He quickly sheathed it.

“It’s yours, when you’re ready for it. You can even design the hilt if you want. But only if you get up. It’s your choice.”

He stood. Then he offered me his hand. I knew what it meant, even then. Either burn or rise from the ashes once and for all.

I took it.

And from then on, he spent his days teaching me to make swords and his nights teaching me to use them.

In the last decade, I never once saw his brow furrow. I never saw him display any type of emotion.

But now his face is all twisting lines. It’s easy to see the time that has passed.

I take a step forward, pushing off the wall. My tone softens. “If—if you want to help me live … then tell me something. Anything that will keep me alive.”

Stories about Starside are full of creatures and magic that are nearly too far-fetched to believe. But he knows the truth. He was one of the few survivors of the last Questral. He can tell me how he did it.

Stellan’s face hardens again. I ready myself, believing he might finally tell me something about the other side, after all these years.

“You want to live?” he says.

I nod. Of course. I need to survive until the very end to get to the gods. “I do.”

He leans in closer, as if about to tell me one of the world’s great secrets. I don’t dare breathe, in anticipation. It’s so quiet, I can hear the simmering of the forge, and I remember all the work still left to do for the night. His mouth is almost to my ear.

“Don’t go, then,” he says, and then he passes by me on the way to the forge. I stay frozen in front of the hearth, hoping he might return, might actually tell me something useful, until I hear the familiar sound of pounding metal. It’s only when I feel around in my pockets that I realize he’s taken his dagger with him without my noticing.

Shit.

I don’t know what else I was expecting. He’s never said a word about Starside. Why would he help me now, when he’s still hoping I’ll stay?

In my foolish mind, I envisioned us sitting in front of these weak flames. Him—telling me everything I need to know. Me—planning my survival.

Now I take a lesser blade from its hidden place on a high shelf, cursing Stellan and his ever-present concern for my well-being, and duck out into the night.

It’s suffocatingly hot, as always. A very convenient place for someone who must wear so many layers to live. Sweat already slips down the center of my chest, but I dutifully check the fabric at my throat, the way I have most of my life, just in case the collar has slipped.

Cursed markings.

As I approach the village square and see women wearing just bits of material, I wonder what that must be like. Feeling the wind against my bare skin. Having people look at me. Not hiding.

A curl of laughter spills out from inside a bar that is normally empty, considering few here have scraps of metal to spare. Through the open window, a teetering man spots the arc across my brow and tries to shove a chipped goblet into my hand.

I decline and cross to the other side of the road, making my way through a sea of strangers. I brush against fabrics worlds softer than the scratchy ones made by the local weaver, a woman with long, dirty nails who buys clothes I steal off corpses. Some weeks, she’s the reason we have enough to eat. She’s also the reason I have clothes that cover me, when usually so much fabric would be seen either as wasteful or dangerous in heat like this.

I turn another corner—then stumble back as a group of travelers pours out of the local inn. An inn I was sure was abandoned, given the fact that I have not, in the past decade, seen a single person inside of it. Now, its second floor is visibly sagging because of the crowd.

Stellan warned me of the throngs months ago. I thought he was exaggerating. Who would travel for days, or weeks, to see people die fighting to get onto a stone? It’s not like they actually get to see the events of the mysterious Culling …

Thousands of people, apparently.

Merchant carts have been wheeled in from miles away. Their lines make mazes through the normally empty streets. I weave through them, eyeing foaming mugs, whipped sugar, and spice-encrusted pastries. Some travelers will stay for as long as their coins last, just to await news of anyone making it back through the gates.

My empty stomach grumbles. I introduce it to my empty pockets.

I might not have scraps of metal to spare, but there are some mushrooms still left from my foraging.

My stomach twists—and not just from hunger this time. Stellan and I should be making soup instead of fighting.

Regret sinks through me. He sounded so upset. So disappointed. I should go back home, but I don’t. I turn again, toward the stone I barely made it onto. The crowds begin to thin, most people headed toward the carts. I see a wisp of smoke.

“There she is. The hands thief.”

I jump, then whirl in the direction of the alley I just passed, blade clutched tightly. It’s copper, barely worth anything at all. One of the first daggers Stellan let me make.

A man is leaning against the brick, swirling a drink in a rusted goblet. He has brown skin, dark hair, and is so tall I have to lift my chin to look at his face. I recognize him from the platform. He tilts his head at me. “Aren’t you sweating rivers in all that clothing?”

Yes. Literal rivers, it feels like.

I ignore his question and raise my brow. “Tell me you aren’t really going to drink that.” It’s one of the chipped goblets from the bar.

He cracks a smile. “Not even a drop. I’d like to make it to the gates. It would be a shame to have survived the platform only to be bested by bad ale.”

“Poisoned ale, more likely,” Kira says as she comes walking up to us from the other side of the street. Her red hair is now clean and combed, blood washed out of it. She’s frowning at her own cup. “This even looks disgusting.”

Poison wouldn’t surprise me. Some of the Great Houses would do whatever it takes to ensure their heirs make it to the Fifty. We’re all under the king’s protection for now, but poison is difficult to prove.

Kira dumps the liquid into a half-dead bush next to her. It will likely be full-dead by morning.

A shame. There’s such little green on this side to begin with.

“So,” Kira says, turning to the man. She stays at the mouth of the alley, in a pool of moonlight. “You are?”

“Zane,” he says. “From the Bladelands. Helmspeak, specifically.”

Kira stumbles forward, her suspicion instantly melting into excitement. “Really?” The Bladelands are a stretch of mountainous territory to the west. Stellan says people lucky enough to be born there die there. The top of the mountains remain lush. Every year, hundreds migrate to Helmspeak during the spring, when the conditions are less harsh. Few survive the climb.

Kira’s eyes are wide with a thousand questions. I just have one—if people die trying to reach his mountain’s peak, why leave?

Why risk almost certain death?

“Tell me. Are the Helmhawks real?” Kira is in the shadows now, halfway down the alley. I remain at its mouth, hand still gripped around my blade. I should move on. The frustration curling around my bones has already softened. I should go back and help Stellan finish the last of his orders. It’s the least I can do.

These are strangers. No—now they’re challengers. We’re all fighting for fifty placements. They’re rivals.

But I don’t move an inch. I’m curious to hear Zane’s answer, I realize. I haven’t been west at all.

“They were,” he finally says.

The town weaver likes to talk while she makes my clothing. Listening gets me a discount. She claims she was once the personal tailor to a Great House heir, who wanted fabrics from all corners of Stormside. So she traveled to almost every one, collecting fabrics for her boss as she went. And for herself … she collected buttons. She has a drawer of them, locked with a key. Each button has a story. Over the years, she’s told me almost all of them. I go to the drawer sometimes and pick one out. Tell me this one again, I’ll say. That’s how I know about Helmspeak and the hawks that once lived there.

Helmhawks are said to be larger than people and congregate on the highest peak they can find, which on this side is Helmspeak. Rumor is that hundreds of years ago they allowed themselves to be ridden.

“They’re gone?” Kira says, so loudly a few passersby turn toward the alley.

Zane nods. “About a century ago, they left. Only a few giant feathers remain. The only proof they were ever there to begin with.”

It’s the story of this entire side. After the war, and the gates, all magic on this side faded. Nature withered. We rely on the magic that is brought back. These few years right before the next Questral are the hardest.

Maybe I should feel guilty for not having any intention of returning. Maybe I should be fueled by something more honorable than revenge.

The gods are the reason for our suffering, though. When they die, the gates will fall. Magic will not be hoarded on one side any longer.

Kira grips my elbow, and I nearly stab her through the chest on instinct. I’m glad I hesitate, though, because all she does is laugh and say, “Look at those fools. They’re going to be retching off their carts tomorrow.”

She’s staring at the group of ash-crowned challengers sitting on the dark platform, in front of a newly started fire. They’re drinking wine they must have brought themselves, because nothing that nice is sold anywhere close to here, even at the carts. Discarded bottles have gathered at their feet, over the blood-stained ground. The glass itself is worth something. I bury the urge to collect it. To make it into something I can sell.

Some challengers sit with women in their laps. Some are already passed out in the mud. Some aren’t challengers at all.

Half the king’s guard is here, standing and celebrating as if they each managed to gain a spot on the platform when it counted. My fists lock when I see them. My skin prickles with long-held fury.

Their leader sits in front of them, his massive sword dug into the dirt beside him. It’s standing on its own.

It’s the most valuable weapon on this side of the gates. I instinctually contemplate how much it would go for in the desert markets …

Useless, really. For even if it wasn’t protected by knights, and Harlan Raker himself, I couldn’t claim it.

I would have to be more powerful than Raker. An ancient sword isn’t chosen; it’s claimed by both sides. Earned.

As if sensing my notice of his weapon, Harlan Raker’s head snaps up.

For a moment, the air seems to still. A chill licks down my spine. Fear. A creature encountering its species’ greatest predator. A ruthless killer. His hood casts his entire face in shadow, even the mask doesn’t glimmer. He would slay me where I stand if it wasn’t against the rules. If it was worth his time at all.

My mind says to look away. To step back into the shadows of the alley.

But I remember that day in the rain. The day I begged him for mercy. I begged him to let me go.

He didn’t.

I don’t drop my gaze, even if I can’t see his eyes. Mine narrow as if they could convey even a fraction of my hatred for him.

The bastard doesn’t even look fazed. He doesn’t look anything. Of course he doesn’t. I can’t see his face, but his unbothered posture shows enough. Someone taps him on the shoulder, and finally he turns, as if I’ve already been forgotten. As if he doesn’t remember me in the first place.

“Chances are he kills one of us,” Zane says, almost casually, motioning toward Raker. He’s by my side now.

Kira gives him an incredulous look.

Zane only lifts a shoulder. “It’s true. No use in pretending it isn’t.”

He’s right. Harlan Raker once slayed an entire uprising himself. A hundred people against him, and he is said to have emerged without even a drop of blood on his armor. His movements were so precise, his blade so sharp, that it looked like he hadn’t been to battle at all, according to the few merchants who passed through town, leaving behind gossip.

But he’s not the only one with Starside steel going into the Culling. I’ll convince Stellan to let me bring his dagger. He’s angry … but he always promised that one day it would be mine.

Stellan likes lists. He makes one every morning of all our tasks and orders. On my way home, I make one of all the reasons he should help me.

Revelers stumble through the streets. The ash arc earns me a few bowing heads, and compliments, and—mostly—bets on how long I’ll last in the Culling. Not long at all, apparently. No one tries to steal my dagger, though, which is a marked improvement from my typical walk home.

I don’t hear Stellan in his forge, even though he locks himself in there all night whenever we get in an argument. Maybe he’s decided to forgive me, I think, hope flaring in my chest. Maybe he’s going to offer me the dagger. Maybe I won’t need the list, which would be good, because it wasn’t all that convincing to begin with.

I don’t want to part on bad terms. I don’t want him to sit here in this house alone, hating me.

“Stellan?” I say, floorboards creaking as I inch through the house. The hearth has gone dark. I use the poker to brush a layer of cinder away, uncovering the few glowing embers. I add some kindling and blow softly, gritting my teeth like I always do whenever I’m near fire. The logs flame.

I turn around, thinking he must have already gone to bed, and gasp.

Stellan is lying in the center of the room in a pool of blood.

Roaring fills the world. I’m on my knees beside him, feeling around for where he’s hurt, my fingers finding gaping skin like screaming mouths. My hands slip in the blood. There’s so much of it. I need help, I—

His hand comes over mine. It’s cold.

“I—”

“Let me speak, child,” he says. His words are labored, as if he’s fought to stay conscious. How long has he been on this cold floor, in the dark? How long has he waited for me to come home?

Regret pierces me deeper than any blade could. I shouldn’t have left. I should have joined him in the forge. This never would have happened—

His arm shakes with effort as he reaches to tap my pocket, and the copper blade inside of it. It’s weak, nothing like his.

His. I look at his scabbard, only to find it empty.

No.

This is my fault. One of the challengers must have seen me use the dagger, seen how easily the glimmering steel cut through bone, and shattered steel. They knew it would be invaluable during the Culling. They came here to get it.

He hands me my own blade. I know what he means.

He wants me to kill him. He wants me to claim his dagger. If I don’t, the person who did this will.

But I can’t.

I shake my head. A sob rips from my chest, echoing through the room.

He takes my hand. It’s trembling. “Listen to me. Listen. Find Vander Evren.” His voice is so faint, I barely understand him.

“What?”

He doesn’t answer. All he does is curl my fingers around my dagger. All he does is drag both of our hands toward his heart. His eyes are pleading.

“Kill me,” he says, choking on the words.

I remember the figurine, still sitting on my bedside. I remember the day he let me accompany him to a Great House to hand-deliver a sword. I remember the village just outside the estate, and how he opened the tattered bag of metal scraps he kept in his front pocket and used one of his only copper ones to buy me a sugar-encrusted piece of fried bread. How I looked up at him and smiled wide after the first bite. How I stuffed half of it into his mouth, and he pretended not to like it, but I knew he did. How he taught himself to sew to make me long-sleeved shirts that covered my marks up to my throat—that kept me alive—when I was too young to make them myself, and before the weaver set up her shop. How, whenever I failed at something, he would tell me to rise from the ashes and call me a phoenix.

“I can’t,” I say, tears blurring my vision.

“Fool,” he says, and then he dies.

I stay with his body until dawn turns the floorboards scarlet. Until the sun sparkles in his lifeless eyes.

Until there is a single knock on the door, and a high-pitched screech.

Carts creak outside. There’s the murmuring of voices.

My tears have all been used up. They’re dried against my heated cheeks. The dark pit in my stomach, the one where all my worst memories and emotions live, is churning. I push it down. I push it all down, because if I don’t, I will never get up again. I will lie beside Stellan and finally let the rage and agony extinguish me.

The only thing that keeps me from doing just that is the fact that Stellan would have hated it.

My voice is pure conviction. “I will find who did this, and I will kill them. I will use everything you taught me, everything you made me, and I will kill them all.” I press my lips to his cold forehead.

Then I take my things, get in a cart, and watch as my village becomes nothing more than a smudge of ash.
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I’ve never been this far east before. Stellan used to travel to the castle often, to bring weapons to the king. He never let me go, even though I pleaded. Now I’m going to find out why.

Stellan. Thinking of him rotting on our floorboards makes my stomach turn. There was no time for a burial, but I should have dug him a plot. I should have listened when he told me to stay home that morning.

It’s my fault he’s dead.

It’s my fault all of them are dead.

I push the pain and regret down, bury it all below my ribs and in the darkest pockets of my mind. I let it fuel the forge within me, hatred turning, boiling.

For him. I’m doing this for him now too.

Kira and Zane are in my cart, along with a few others. We sit side by side, with just enough room to stretch out our legs if we take turns. The road is ground dirt and jagged rocks for miles. The cart’s wheels are uneven. Our bodies jostle and lurch forward, churning waves of nausea through me every few feet. Enough challengers in front of us retch that I’m grateful for my collar, pulling the fabric up over my nose, even though the sun burns so hot in the afternoon, I quickly sweat through my clothing.

Stormside’s name is like a taunt—a reminder of what it once was. We pray for storms. We haven’t had one in years. No rain at all. Only the beating sun, which often does more harm than good.

It’s said that the first drop of magic brought back from the Questral always leads to rain. People leave buckets outside, waiting for it. I can almost feel the cold water upon my skin, if I close my eyes.

A flash of a memory has me opening them again.

Looking around, it’s clear most of these challengers don’t know how to survive long stretches outside in the heat. Some have already gone limp. Others are complaining loudly, asking when we’ll stop for shade. I wonder if they spend most of their time inside, without having to venture out and scavenge, like most of us.

This is my advantage. I might not have the same metals as them, but I know what it’s like to have to fight for survival. I’ve always found a way to live, even in the harshest conditions.

Kira watches as I tuck my braid back around and pin it up to keep it from sticking to the sweat on my neck, and also, in case I lean too far over the cart and it gets stuck in a wheel and breaks my neck. A few minutes later, she begins shedding some of her layers, until she’s in only her underthings. Cadoc Bolter turns in the cart ahead of us and yells past the horse and guard leading our own wagon, “There’s already enough vomit on the road. No need to make the rest of us sick.”

Asshole.

She makes a vulgar gesture at him, but I’m close enough to see her pale cheeks go scarlet. She hugs her legs against her chest and looks away.

Cadoc’s gaze shifts to me. “And you. Covered up to your chin. I wouldn’t mind if you undressed.”

I want to throw the sword in the scabbard along my spine through his skull. But I can’t. Not until we’re told the Culling has officially begun. Little is known about the challenges, since those that survive go onto the quest. Few ever make it back. All I know is they can’t be long. The Questral always starts on the twenty-fifth day of the fifth month. Which is in just two days.

It would be a death sentence to face Cadoc now anyway. The sword I grabbed from Stellan’s forge is titanium. A strong metal, but not a high one, and nothing compared to Cadoc’s gold, two steps below Starside steel.

Cadoc opens his mouth again, but Zane says, “It’s said that men who maim with words can’t do the same with their swords. Is that true? I didn’t get a chance to see your skill set yesterday … All those shields were in the way.”

Silence.

Cadoc’s eyes narrow, though his smile remains. He’s trying and failing to look unaffected. “And you are?”

“Zane.”

“Zane what?”

“Sterling.”

This time, Cadoc’s smile does drop. Kira slowly turns toward Zane. My eyes go to his weapon—an ax, sheathed. I realize now that I haven’t seen the metal.

“House Sterling?” Cadoc says, his tone even but his posture changed completely.

Zane barely nods.

Cadoc straightens. “You’d be better off in our cart, then. My house has provisions handled for the entire journey.” He motions to the distance, and there, on the horizon, is a convoy of men on horses. Of course.

They likely have food. Water, which might as well be Starside steel on this barren road. My pouch was drained hours ago.

Cadoc turns to one of the men in his cart and says, “Switch.”

“What? We’re cousins, Cadoc. My father—”

“No need,” Zane says, his deep voice casual but his eyes narrowed. “I don’t think there’s room for me in that cart, with you and your ego in it.”

Kira’s mouth falls open.

Cadoc only gives a cold smile. “Suit yourself,” he says, before turning back around. A few minutes later, his cart is too far ahead of us to hear him anymore.

That’s when Kira whirls to face Zane. “You never said you were House Sterling.”

Zane taps his fingers against the side of the cart. “I did say I was from Helmspeak.”

“Yes, but you didn’t say you own the entire fucking mountain,” Kira counters.

And everything inside it. Including centuries’ worth of mined silver. The Sterlings provide metal to the king’s guard, and to blacksmiths like Stellan. Their own swords are why their house has retained control of the mountain all this time, without having to go on the quest. Which makes Zane’s involvement even more mysterious.

Why does House Sterling suddenly need magic?

“You should have taken his offer,” Kira says bitterly.

Her words are even truer later in the afternoon, when we watch Cadoc and his friends guzzle pouch after pouch of water, and eat meat dish after meat dish, throwing bones toward us when they’re done.

Bastards.

My tongue is rough with thirst. My throat aches. My eyes sting from all the dirt kicked up by the endless string of carts.

Hunger hollows my insides, the hole growing by the hour. We keep going, only stopping briefly to relieve ourselves, and then we’re back on the road.

I didn’t sleep last night, or eat dinner, and now, I’m starting to feel it. My eyes flutter closed, before our cart’s wheel hits a big rock, and I nearly fly out. I grip the side just in time, scraping my skin raw. I pick the splinters out of my fingers and decide I’m not going to fall asleep again.

Easier said.

My fingers begin to numb. My head leans forward, and I jerk myself awake. My stomach feels like it’s gnawing itself. My lips and nostrils are dry. It hurts to breathe.

Just when I think the heat and hunger might kill me, Kira curls her hand around my arm.

“Look,” she says.

It takes a few blinks to see the shape of a village up ahead. And … people. People standing outside, lining the road. Their hands are outstretched. Begging? No. Their palms aren’t empty. They’re holding things I can’t see until we get closer.

Baskets, filled with food. Weapons, even, made of lesser metals.

“Offerings,” Kira whispers.

I don’t question it, though maybe I should. But I’m too fucking desperate. My hands are greedy. They take everything that’s offered. Bread, which I swallow down without chewing well, nearly choking myself. Water, which drips down my chin, seeping into my collar. I pour some over my face, wiping the grime away, before accepting another pouch.

“Why give when they have so little?” Kira asks, while chewing something that looks like dried meat. A packaged cake barely misses her head as it’s thrown right into the cart.

Zane unwraps it, sniffs, then takes a bite out of its corner. He makes a pleased sound. “They’re hoping we survive, and that we don’t forget their village when we come back with magic.”

He’s right. Some throw letters into our carts, messages for the gods, wishes, prayers. A woman whose bones I can see through her clothes manages to keep pace with our cart. When she sees me watching her, she rushes forward and presses a note into my palm. Her dirt-covered nails dig into my skin. “Please,” she begs. “Take it.”

I want to tell her it’s useless. She’s better off burning the letter. The gods have forgotten us.

But her hand is so bony, her eyes so glassy, her voice so frail, that I take it. I tuck it into my pocket. Her knees buckle. She thanks me from the ground as our cart passes her by, the wheels kicking up a cloud of dirt.

“They’re so … hopeful,” Kira says, swallowing a bite of bread as she watches the people fade away.

A man in our cart huffs out a laugh. He’s been silent all this time, sitting as far from us as possible. His armor is covered in long scratches, and made of iron, a lesser metal below titanium. Still, any type of armor is valuable. “What they are is pathetic,” he says. He isn’t eating anything offered. In fact, he takes a handful of letters that are tied to rolls of bread and throws them right off the cart.

Kira’s green eyes narrow. “Spoken like someone who has never had to beg for anything.”

The man only smiles. His teeth are too crowded together. He looks amused. “Will you beg?” he asks, seeming genuinely curious.

Her pale brows knit together. “What?”

“When I have the tip of my sword at your throat, will you beg for your life?” He’s serious.

“Will you beg for yours?” Kira finally counters.

The man’s smile is slow and serpentine. “No … I don’t think I’ll have to,” he says. Then he turns his attention back to the road.

The sun is relentless. By the time day turns to night, my cheeks are pink, the top of my nose burned. Kira’s freckled skin is tanner and deep red at the shoulders. For once, I’m grateful for all my fabrics.

All I want to do is sleep, but just as I consider it again, a yell cuts through the darkness. Then, our cart jerks to the side as one of the wheels runs something over.

A body.

Another one.

Another.

I swallow, a chill rippling through my blood. The Culling hasn’t started, but under the cover of night, it’s hard to know if someone fell … or was pushed.

I keep my eyes open, and my sword gripped tightly. Kira and Zane seem nice enough, but we all want one of those fifty spots. I can’t trust anyone.

Time crawls forward, until finally, night bleeds into day.

A screech peels through the morning. I look up and see a flash of silver. The hawk. A moment later, the Watchman comes riding along the carts with his horse. We know what that means. Another break. “Everyone up,” he yells.

The carts park at the edge of a forest, and I stare up at the trees in awe. It’s not the woods of the painting in the ruins. There’s hardly any green at all. It’s mostly dirt, and twisted branches, and tiny, prickling leaves. But I haven’t seen anything like it in years.

A few people dart farther inside the trees to take advantage of the relative privacy. I stretch my cramped legs, fingers trailing along the bark, looking around in wonder.

There’s a stream trickling nearby. A few challengers run toward it with their pouches. I stay in place and roll my neck.

Stellan’s trips to the king never took more than three days total, which means we’re close. The king will likely feed us before the Culling starts. No use in taking a chance on water that could very well make me sick.

Kira takes a step toward the spring, and my arm juts out. I don’t even know why I do it. Her death would only help me. Friends are liabilities.

Still, I say, “I wouldn’t.”

“But I’m out.” She lifts her pouch.

Zane steps next to me. He stretches his neck with a satisfying crack. “I once knew someone who drank from a bad spring and shit himself to death.”

Slowly, she tucks her pouch back into her bag. “Okay, then. How much longer, do you think?”

“Half a day. Maybe less,” I say.

Kira’s shoulders slump forward in relief. “Good. I can’t take another moment sitting in that cart. I have about a dozen splinters in my ass.”

That almost makes me smile as we walk toward the Watchman, silver hawk now perched on his arm.

Instead, I freeze.

The carts are gone. Murmuring starts to spread through the challengers like wildfire.

Only when all of us have emerged from the forest does he speak. “There are two hundred and sixteen of you here.” The number sends a chill through my blood. Ten challengers were killed on the road. “And there are only a hundred and fifty horses.” I turn and squint. There they are, at the top of a distant hill just beyond the forest, saddled and standing in a line.

“The Culling starts now,” the Watchman says.

And all hell breaks loose.
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Run.

If I can run and get onto a horse, I’ll have a third of a chance at making it into Starside. I could actually do this.

I’m not the only one with that idea.

I watch dozens of others run past me. And then I watch them fall.

Because half of our group has another plan. They’re going to fight for each horse. Archers are already in the trees, shooting runners down one by one. I stop. Turn. Duck behind a tree at the last moment. Hear the splitting of wood as an arrow pierces its trunk.

Every single person who ran is now on the ground. Dead or dying.

I can’t give my back to them.

I’m going to have to fight.

Zane sighs, a few feet to my left. I watch as he unsheathes his ax and rests it against his shoulder. My eyes widen. The silver is thick and reinforced with gemstones. I’ve never seen that before, the way the diamonds and rubies seem to melt right into the metal.

He sees me watching and shrugs. “It’s been in my family since before the war.”

A relic. Something the Great Houses offer. I look down at my own sword. Stellan was one of the best, but a blacksmith can only do so much with lesser metal.

“Hope to see you at the castle,” Zane says, nodding his head. And then he charges forward.

Swords clash. Metal shatters.

Next to me, using the same tree as cover, Kira is shaking. “My sister,” she whispers.

“What?”

An arrow just misses my side. I pull us both behind a larger trunk. It won’t block us for long, not while the rest of the group is advancing.

“She’s sick. That’s why I’m here. She … she’ll die without the magic.”

And she might as well have reached into my soul and squeezed it.

My eyes close tightly as I remember my own sister. Her cries. Holding her body in its last moments as—

My cheek rips against a root as Kira drags me to the ground.

“What—” I look up and go still.

The entire top of the tree is gone.

The Enders. They’re holding a glittering chain between them. It’s—it’s coated in a thin layer of Starside steel. They’re using it to halve anyone in their path. Including the trees. Fuck. Bodies lay in pieces behind us. Trees fall in every direction, making the ground tremble. There isn’t a safe place to hide. I watch a girl lunge forward, eyes widening, just before she’s crushed by an oak. Blood spurts out her ears.

Kira throws up next to me.

“Come on,” I say, dragging her up. I would have been halved if she hadn’t pulled me down. I was too lost in my mind.

Distractions. My emotions and memories are distractions. They’ll get me killed.

I have to bury it down. All of it.

The arrows have stopped. Most of the archers were cut down from their trees, thanks to the Enders. This is the best chance we’re going to get. We start to run. Ahead, the forest has been flattened. The ground is a minefield of snapped trunks, sharp edges sticking up like broken blades. I sprint, careful not to impale myself on any of them, and—I’m moving too slowly. I can hear the stampede of challengers, not far behind. Faster. I push myself to run as fast as I ever have before, and Kira’s ragged breaths make me think she’s about to pass out, but she manages to keep pace. Branches split below our boots, already hollow and weak.

An arrow whistles past my head, and burrows into the ground in front of me.

Fuck. At least one archer is back up.

I leap over a downed tree, then nearly trip over another. I duck arrow after arrow, ignoring the sounds of those dying around me, burying the instinct to help.

There’s a thud as a woman running a few yards to my left goes down, her body drudging up dirt. Ahead, a man is hit in the neck, and I barely avoid trampling his body.

The archer is close. And so are the next wave of challengers. Their steps thunder and crack against the broken forest floor. Some simply bolt past, others lash out, striking those around them, trying to increase their chances.

I don’t turn, I just keep going, the hairs on the back of my neck rising, anticipating being struck at any moment. Their yells are getting louder.

“They’re coming,” Kira says. And then she goes down.

Go, my mind says. Get a horse. Leave her behind.

But I think of her sister. I couldn’t save mine … Maybe Kira can save hers.

I stop. Whirl around. And my sword meets iron.

The man from the cart. His crowded teeth glint as he smiles. Kira’s screaming, a hand pressed against the back of her head, blood pouring between her fingers. That’s when I see he’s holding a thick strand of her hair. He fucking ripped it from her skull.

“Protecting someone who will surely die? That seems foolish.”

Our swords meet again, and this time his fractures. The line is like a vein running down his blade. A few more strikes, and it will shatter completely.

“So does fighting someone with greater metal,” I say, slamming my blade against his. He stumbles back. Frowns, as if not expecting I might be able to hold my own against him. His eyes narrow in fury, and then he’s lunging at me again.

But I’m ready.

A decade of Stellan’s training steadies me against the panic, and I fall into my stance. I block his next sharp blow.

He spins then lashes out in a brutal mess of strikes, like he thinks his speed will catch me off guard.

It might, if Stellan hadn’t been far faster than him. If I hadn’t done this exact practice every morning. The titanium sword is nearly weightless in my grip as I block his every advance and force him back.

The arrows have stopped, at least. The archer must assume we’re going to kill each other, and doesn’t want to waste their limited stock.

I could kill him. I know I could. But it would take time we don’t have. Not as we’re passed by swarms of challengers running toward the line of horses.

That should be me. I should turn and run.

He tries to disembowel me. My blade meets his.

Another fracture.

“Waldron,” he says. Sweat spills down his brow. He’s not looking at me. He’s looking at my titanium sword. “You … you will belong to Waldron.”

Great swords have been known to betray their wielder if they encounter someone more powerful, even in the middle of a duel, but this isn’t that kind of sword.

And Waldron isn’t proficient enough to get in even a single strike.

Our blades meet again.

This time, the fracture runs completely down his sword, nearly splitting it in two.

Without a weapon, he has no chance in the Questral. He seems to know that, because before I can strike again, he steps back. “I’ll have your blade,” he says. “Another day, I’ll have it. I’ll carve my name right into its hilt. I’ll carve it right into your corpse.” Carved names. My breath catches. A memory chokes me. By the time I shove it down, all I see is his smile, promising a heinous death, before he runs past us.

Kira is still on the ground. She’s staring at me, wide-eyed, her blood staining the dirt. “You—you saved me,” she says, a hand gripping the back of her head.

“You saved me first.”

“Yes, but … I didn’t—”

“Get up,” I say.

She does.

And we run. We run before we’re cut down by the dozens still behind us. We run until the forest ends, and then we have to climb.

Kira is slow, bleeding profusely, but I drag her up with me, my legs burning. Thunderous hooves drown out the clashing of weapons, and we leap out of the way just before horses with House Bolter crests on their armor nearly trample us. They’re carrying Cadoc, who is tucked between two warriors, covered by their shields.

Pathetic.

Many more have passed now, not bothering to stop and kill us, caring more about getting a seat on a horse. I wonder if there are any left. I wonder if I should have just left Kira to die.

But I pull us both up the hill until we see them. A line of horses. All of them taken.

No—not all.

Two, side by side, in the back, without riders. We run. Steps rumble behind us.

“Go!” I scream, and Kira is breathing wildly as she throws herself onto the first horse. I fling myself onto mine, a great brown one with a white marking on its forehead. Someone tries to pull me off by my foot, but I kick, and they go down.

And then I’m seated.

We made it.

Kira is still bleeding, but she’s beaming.

A few others stumble out of the forest. Even more don’t make it out of the trees at all. We hear the cries of the dying, begging for help. Begging for someone to come back. The young boy from the platform … I don’t see him. I wonder if he’s one of those voices. Bury it down, I remind myself. Your empathy is a liability. I look around at those who have claimed a seat and find Zane. Cadoc, of course. All four Enders. Waldron, the sick bastard. The archer, with dark hair. A few others I recognize. One person is markedly missing.

That’s when I spot Harlan Raker, still at the edge of the forest, leaning against one of the only remaining trees.

He’s just … watching.

Even with that massive sword at his back, it doesn’t take long for him to make it up the hill. It’s useless, though. There aren’t any horses left. Challengers have already turned toward the castle. They’ve already begun the journey to the king.

Just when I think Raker has been left behind, he reaches back and launches his sword through the air in a glimmering blur. It flies as fast as an arrow, with just as much precision.

And pierces right through Waldron’s chest. He slumps forward.

Raker outstretches his hand—

And the sword cuts back through Waldron, before returning to Raker’s fist.

My mouth goes dry.

Magic. The sword … it has magic. And Raker knows how to use it. My blood is roaring. I’ve never seen a weapon do that before.

Waldron’s lifeless body slides off the horse.

Raker takes his place.

Silence.

Somewhere nearby, I hear Zane say, “Welcome to the Culling.”




5

[image: An illustration of the silhouette of a phoenix with its wings spread, in a circle.]
The king has invited his surviving challengers to a feast.

We’re forced to leave our weapons at the door with his guards. Killing isn’t allowed inside, because, according to the Watchman, “The king thinks there are too many gods-damned wraiths already haunting the castle.” He looks around at us. “The dead don’t stay quiet here. Kill someone within these walls, and the king will have you hanged on the closest cliffs.”

The castle itself has magic. All the Great Houses do.

I can feel it in the air like a whisper upon my skin as I walk over the threshold.

Someone shoves me to the side with their shoulder, and I would have cracked my head against the obsidian floor if it wasn’t for Kira keeping me upright.

I look up to see Cadoc wink at me before he strides down the corridor.

Killing might not be allowed, but there are other ways to hurt a person. I’ll be sleeping with furniture against the door of my room, if I sleep at all.

When I make it through the grand foyer, my lips part. The outside of this castle is pure fortress—three rings of thick stone walls, high enough to keep all the hungry subjects out.

But the inside is gilded to utter excess.

Silver, everywhere. The king’s collection isn’t hidden behind a vault, it’s proudly displayed, hung upon every wall.

There are monstrous silver wings that once might have belonged to a great beast. Silver feathers that look dipped in starlight. Enchanted chalices, sitting upon stands, next to ancient books with blank pages.

I look around in awe and horror, at all the king has kept for himself, until I reach the base of a grand double staircase.

The Watchman is standing on the bottom step, hawk nowhere to be seen. “Pair up,” he orders. “Find a room and make yourselves presentable for dinner.”

Then he strides away, likely to go give the king a full report on everything that’s happened.

Kira grabs my arm. “Come on,” she says, wincing, like her head still hurts. “Let’s get a good room.”

I don’t think there is a bad room in this castle, but I follow her lead up the stairs, marveling at each step. These are nothing like the ones leading up to the ruins. Every stair is whole, and made of thick marble that’s shined so perfectly, I can almost see my reflection in them. At the top, we turn left, taking the opposite hallway as Cadoc and his group.

“He isn’t so intimidating without his militia,” Kira says. His personal guards were turned away at the castle’s entrance. “Or his fancy gold sword.”

I grunt in agreement, but I don’t take my eyes off him until he turns the corner.

The Culling has begun. Everyone will be looking for a way to rise above the others. Treachery will be celebrated. Plans will be forming.

Kira makes a choking sound. I whirl toward her, hand going for a sword that isn’t there—

Only to find her standing in awe in front of an opened door. She isn’t even being dramatic, I decide, when I slowly step next to her.

And nearly fall to my knees.

A bed. A real mattress, with thick blankets and pillows on top. Luxuries that would be ridiculous in Nightfell.

A rush of guilt poisons my excitement. Stellan might not have given me a true bed, or pillows, but he gave me a home when mine burned to the ground. He gave me everything when it would have been so much easier to just let me curl up and die.

Look where that got him.

Kira kicks off her muddy boots and hurries in. “There’s a private tub!” she yells. “I’m using it.”

I hear a door slam and then the sound of water running just beyond it.

Steps echo. The hall fills with voices as the rest of the challengers find their rooms. I finally walk inside, shut the door, then slide all the way down it, not wanting to sully the bed with my dirty clothing. From the floor, I run my fingers down the pale lilac wallpaper made of—is that silk?

Shit. It is.

The wall is wearing the most luxurious fabric I’ve ever felt in my life. And the rest of the room is just as opulent. I look around, taking in the gold trim of the ceiling, the four-poster bed, the massive hearth, the thick, richly woven curtains, and door-sized silver frame, surrounding a simple painting of a knight.

What a waste of good metal.

I’m not in that broken and blood-soaked forest anymore. But my body doesn’t seem to know the difference between a castle and a battle. It isn’t fooled by this finery.

My heart is still racing, anticipating the next danger. My pulse beats against the stone wall. I breathe in slowly, the way my mother taught me a long time ago, whenever I would get so overwhelmed, the world seemed to narrow into a keyhole. Her warm hand steady against my back, she would count for me. Eight seconds to draw a breath. Eight seconds to hold. Eight seconds to breathe out.

Breathe … just … breathe.

I do, and eventually, my heartbeat slows. My mind settles. My eyes close, as I drift into a half-sleep, waiting for my turn to clean up.

Kira doesn’t surface for twenty minutes, leaving little time for my own bath. But when she emerges beaming, I can’t bring myself to be annoyed. The soft, floral scent of soap fills the room. My breath catches.

I haven’t smelled flowers in years. Nightfell had only the occasional blossom. Once, a wildflower sprouted just outside the ancient graves, about a mile from our home. I visited it every morning, watching it bloom—then watching it die, far too quickly. You are a phoenix, I told it as the petals withered away, repeating Stellan’s own words to me. You grew in poisoned ground. You’ll grow again. You will rise.

It never did.

Kira twirls in a plush towel, another luxury. The patch of missing hair has been covered with a strip of wrappings she must have found inside the bathroom. “I’ve never seen a tub in a house before. We bathe in ponds, mostly, since the sea’s too briny. Or the common tubs.” She makes a face. “They make you share sometimes.”

I shudder at that image, suddenly grateful for the bath that Stellan installed in a closet for me.

“Go,” she snaps. “You’ll make us late.”

I sigh as I walk inside the bathroom. Then pause.

This isn’t just a closet. It’s nearly the same size as the room. There’s … polished stone on the walls, and the floor. The faucets are plated in gold. The mirrors are lined in bronze.

Kira drained the tub, at least, and turned the taps on to replace the water. I let it run, and my eyes widen at the curl of steam. The water is warm.

I lock the bathroom door and try the handle twice. Only then do I begin to strip off my clothing, until it’s a muddied pile on the marble.

A clean, large mirror shows the skin I’ve hidden for most of my life.

Thin silver rootlike markings spread down my throat, shoulders, arms, chest, and sides.

Silver is a forbidden color for mortals. It’s the color of the gods. My markings make me strange. Dangerous.

Sky-touched, according to my parents.

If the king knew of my marks, I would be imprisoned by his guards. Or added to his collections. Or carved open and studied. I’m not sure which of those fates is worse. Stellan taught me to wield a blade, in fear that one day I would be found out.

And now here I am, right in his castle …

I swallow. I’ve hidden my skin for so long that my nakedness almost feels wrong. My own body feels illicit.

I shoot another glance at the door, making sure the lock is turned, then lean over the counter, studying myself more closely, checking for newer markings and injuries. This mirror is so damned clean. I see myself more clearly than I have in years.

I wince as I get a good look at my face. I look exactly like someone who has lived out of a cart for the past day and a half. The cut is a crust of blood. Dirt is smeared across my cheeks, obscuring the dusting of freckles. My eyes are red, but the dark blue still shines brightly. Strands stick up wildly through the braids in my hair. I’ll have to wash it more than once to get the grime out.

Still … I’ve gotten to the castle relatively unscathed.

For now.

The tub is full. I dip in each leg, tensing at the scalding heat—then sighing as I sink down. My hands are tired from tightly gripping my sword, the muscle along my forearm screaming as I grip the edges of the bath. My thighs are aching after hours on the back of a horse.

Now, my sore muscles seem to melt. For the first time in a while, my body goes almost boneless. I wish I had more time to enjoy it, but I don’t. The feast is waiting.

I begin to scrub myself with one of the bars of soap. One time isn’t enough. I scrub again, and then again. I undo my hair, then wash it several times before attempting to comb the strands with my fingers.

A knock sounds against the door, and I jerk in panic, then remember it’s locked.

“It’s almost time to leave,” Kira calls from the other side.

With a whisper of regret, I step out of the tub and into a soft towel. Another knock on the door has me tightening it around myself.

“There are clothes in the wardrobe. Open up.”

I tense.

Kira knocks again.

I don’t move a single inch.

But I can’t just hide in here. I need clothes. I can’t be suspicious. I wrap another towel around my shoulders, shrouding myself. I open the door just a sliver.

Kira isn’t even looking as she tosses the clothing toward me. I close the door again and stare at two options.

A simple dress with a low neckline. I wish. I throw it to the side without a second glance.

Pants and a long-sleeved shirt. Perfect.

My throat will still be visible, so I tear the sleeves off my old shirt, then put it on beneath the new one, to keep its high collar. I turn and look at myself in the mirror. The color is nearly exact. It’s not an ideal solution, but when I have more time, I’ll do a better job of fixing the new shirt with the supplies in my bag.

Quickly, I begin to braid my hair in its usual style, adding the pins, then open the door to find Kira, hand lifted as if she was about to knock again. Her hair is tied up now too. She must have realized the liability it posed, after what happened with Waldron.

Her stomach grumbles. Mine echoes the sound.

She sighs. “Finally.” She takes my hand and all but drags me from the room. “Let’s meet the king.”

Long tables fill a room larger than the entire Nightfell square.

Swords are hung along the walls like decoration. Silver swords, enough to arm a battalion.

It’s a testament to the current peace between sides that they aren’t being used right now. It’s all thanks to the gates. Thanks to the agreement that the immortals would allow fifty of us to pass through them every fifty years to try to get some magic of our own.

I’m not the only one staring at the swords. The man next to me looks up at them with unadulterated longing. His cheekbones are visible. He doesn’t fit his new clothes; the fabric is rolled at his hips.

During the Culling and the Questral, our weapons will be the difference between life and death. Only a handful in this room have swords that compare to the ones shimmering just above, just out of reach, as if they’re mocking us.

We remain standing, crowded against the back wall. No one wants to be the first person to sit.

The thin man begins to fidget as attendants bring in silver trays of food. Through gaps in the group, I see piles of potatoes. Meats. Fish, even, which is perplexing, given how far we are from the coast.

On my other side, Kira swallows. “I don’t know which one I want more. That sword or that turkey leg.”

Her stomach growls.

“Definitely the turkey leg,” she says, just as the doors across the room swing open. There’s a moment of stillness, of anticipation.

Then in walks the king.

“He’s shorter than I thought he would be,” Kira whispers, and I dig my elbow into her arm.

She’s right, though. He is far shorter than he looks in the propaganda his guards occasionally leave throughout the villages, which I collect and use for kindling.

His skin is smooth, youthful, even, but with a waxy sheen. His smile doesn’t reach his eyes. He wears a crown of pure silver, with points sharp enough to draw blood.

He could be considered handsome, I suppose, but not by me. I wonder for a moment how this man has been able to keep us all under his thumb for so long.

The king of Stormside is legendary for his ability to survive countless obstacles. Stellan used to call him a roach. He’s said to be more than two hundred years old—impossible for anyone on this side … without magic.

He claims his youthfulness and unnatural lifespan is gods-given. He uses it as proof that he should rule.

Seeing him now, it all makes sense.

His people are dying, yet here he is hoarding magic.

My hands curl into fists. The gods might be to blame for keeping magic on one side, but the king has clearly kept much of what comes through for himself.

For the first time, I wonder if more challengers returned than we knew about … that never made it past the king.

Is that what happened to Stellan’s cup? Did the king … take it?

A single drop of magic from Starside can make a field fertile for a century. It can revitalize a village. It can heal the sick.

It can also extend a life.

At once, the challengers in front of me start to bow, and I would rather die, but Kira pulls me down beside her. “What are you doing?” she snaps at me, and I don’t know. I shouldn’t care about the king. He’s just a step toward my fate. I’ll never see him again.

Still, kneeling before him feels wrong. Especially now that I wonder if the Questral is truly meant to serve our people …

Or him.

“Please, rise,” he says, his voice easygoing. We do. “Sit.”

We do that too, each of us shuffling toward a chair. Kira drags me toward the two right in front of the plate of turkey legs.

Once we’re all seated, the king’s eyes roam over us, and they are not casual at all. No, now they are calculating.

The king is no fool. I can see it in the way his eyes immediately linger on who I’ve already marked as my greatest competition.

Cadoc, if only because he seems to have endless resources and his friends under his thumb. He might not have guards anymore, but he has a handful of challengers willing to kill for him. Two of them are archers. I wonder what he’s promised them.

The Enders, who look like a mountain range, sit side by side at the same table. They have weapons forged from shreds of Starside steel. I never thought that such a small quantity could be dangerous, but I was wrong. Whoever made that chain was ingenious in how they got so much out of so little. Their swords are all bronze, the lowest of the high metals, but strong, all the same.

Valen. The archer I watched kill dozens in the forest with her bow and iron-tipped arrows. Her tan skin is covered in glimmering chain mail. It’s iron too, a lesser metal, but any type of armor is costly. Her dark hair is cut short. She turns sharply to look at me, and I glance away.

Then, of course, there is Harlan Raker, who sits at the end of the last table, as far from the king as physically possible.

The king nods at the head of his guard. Raker gives the slightest tilt of his head in return.

He does not lower his hood or mask, even inside. Even at a feast. Even in front of the king. I wonder if he’ll be ordered to.

But the king doesn’t say a word. Is he afraid? Has he ever seen beneath Raker’s famous mask or his battle helmet?

For the first time, I realize Raker must be making the quest on the king’s orders. Of course. It’s the only way the king would allow someone so valuable to take the risk.

Why? To get the king more magic?

Is the king finally after immortality?

If so … chances are good he’ll get the opportunity to make the Turn. If any of us is making it back with a full cup of magic, it’s Harlan Raker.

The king continues speaking.
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