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1

KILLIAN


Killian dusted sand across the report, taking care not to smear the ink of what was already lackluster penmanship.

Not that it mattered.

The correspondence was nearly identical to what he’d sent the week prior. And the week prior to that. All quiet on the wall. No sign of Derin scouts. No defections. Nothing but monotony—broken by the not-so-occasional game of cards—expected in the weeks to come.

It always took a concerted effort not to include the last part.

This was the first command where Killian had been left entirely to his own devices, and it was about gods-damned time. He was nineteen and had been training his entire life to inherit command of the Royal Army, never mind that he’d been marked by the god of war himself. Killian was born to lead soldiers into battle, and yet every time an opportunity arose, his father found some excuse for him to remain taking orders from someone else.

For three years, that someone else had been High Lady Dareena Falorn. It had only been when she’d sent Killian back to the capital carrying a letter stating he was as ready as he’d ever be that his father conceded on the matter. Killian had all of the space of a day to dream about glory before word arrived that the captain of the border wall’s garrison had toppled off the very piece of architecture he was supposed to be defending, resulting in an opening in his position. It was, in Killian’s mind, a bad bit of luck all around.

The wall blocking the pass between Derin and Mudamora hadn’t seen worse than a skirmish in generations and, in his opinion (as well as that of everyone else in the kingdom), never would. The jagged peaks of the Liratora Mountains and the grace of the Six ensured that while Derin and its Seventh-worshipping inhabitants were a problem, they weren’t his problem. He’d have seen more conflict guarding the entrance to a palace privy.

Killian softened a stick of wax over a candle and was in the process of smearing it across the fold of another letter when a horn blast echoed through the room, startling him.

“The Seventh take you,” he muttered, glaring at the uneven glob of indigo as his good manners briefly warred with his indolence. The latter triumphed, and he pressed his signet ring against the wax, leaving behind the imprint of the galloping horse of House Calorian, less its tail.

The horn echoed a second time.

One blast of the horn meant something had been sighted in the pass. But two meant someone.

Derin scouts were occasionally seen, but not at this time of year when the snow was as deep as a man was tall. More likely, one of his men had spirited a bottle onto his watch and was seeing shapes in the swirl of snowflakes. Either way, Killian couldn’t ignore it.

The horn called again.

Killian’s heart slammed against his ribs and he grabbed his sword, not bothering with a cloak as he ran toward the door, the bells already ringing a call to arms.

Three blasts meant only one thing, and it was the reason the wall had been built in the first place.



Ancient and austere, the garrison fortress was built with blocks of grey stone with only arrow slits for windows, the narrow halls lit with smoking candles that cast dancing shadows on the naked floor as Killian raced down three flights of stairs, the cold air slapping him in the face as he stepped outside.

His boots sank in the muddy snow as he strode through the courtyard, noting the twang of bowstrings from above, the clatter of boots as men raced up the narrow stairs that switchbacked their way to the top of the wall. At the gate, his friend and lieutenant, Bercola, stood head and shoulders higher than the soldiers flanking her. All eyes were on what lay beyond the tunnel barred by twin portcullises, the opening of which was shadowed by high wooden scaffolding holding repair materials.

At the sound of his steps, Bercola turned, the giantess giving a grim shake of her head. “It’s asking to speak to you.”

It.

Killian moved through his men, his eyes drawn through the gates to the woman beyond, snowy peaks rising behind her. She was distant enough to sidestep the arrow shots with ease, her movements too swift to be wholly human. At the sight of him, she extracted a white scrap of fabric from a pocket and held it up in the air.

“Archers, hold.” Killian sheathed his sword and accepted a spyglass from Bercola. “And silence all that racket.”

“But Captain,” one of his men protested. “She’s one of the…”

“I know what she is.” Marked by the Seventh god, the Corrupter. As deadly as a dozen armed men and twice as clever. Her kind were to be killed on sight, but this was the first time he’d seen one up close, and Killian was … curious.

“Good morning,” he shouted, ignoring the exclamations of the soldiers around him. “I’d invite you in for a drink, but I’m afraid I wasn’t furnished with a key to the gatehouse.”

“Is that the only thing stopping you, Lord Calorian?” she called back.

Killian’s jaw tightened. It was no secret he was in command, but still disconcerting to have his name on the lips of one of the corrupted. “Perhaps a certain sense of self-preservation.” He raised the spyglass to his eye in time to see a smile work its way onto her face. She was lovely in the way of a poisonous flower: better from a distance.

“Likewise,” she said. “You’ve a reputation, my lord, and I’m afraid accepting that drink might have consequences.”

It was a reputation that he hadn’t earned, but Killian had long since come to realize that denying it only made people more likely to believe the rumors. “Consequences isn’t the word most people use.” He stepped out of the company of his men and walked closer. “Privileges, pleasures, delights…”

“God-marked lunatic,” someone muttered from behind him, but Killian ignored the comment. Dangerous as she was, the woman was at least fifty paces away and on the far side of a wall twelve feet thick—what harm was there in speaking to her?

“If only hubris translated into skill,” she replied, half-turning her head, seemingly listening for something.

Killian caught Bercola’s eye, but the giantess shook her head. No sign of anyone else in the pass. “There is only one sure way to find out,” he called back.

The corrupted tucked the white fabric into her pocket. “We’ve no time for this. You need to let me through.” She cast another glance over her shoulder and scanned the pass, snowshoes sinking into the powder. “They’re coming. There isn’t much time.”

Uneasy murmurs ran through the ranks, but the spyglass in Killian’s hand revealed nothing but snow, rocks, and the occasional tree.

“You must think me mad,” he said, resting his elbows on the thick steel bars, through with banter. “I know what you are and what you can do. And frankly, these gates haven’t been opened in decades. I’m not sure if they can be.” He glanced at his men. “Anyone?”

His men laughed, but there was a nervous edge to it.

“I have no intention of harming you or your men,” she said. “Just the opposite—I want to help. I want to stop her. But I need you to help me first.” Another nervous glance over her shoulder and she took two steps closer to the gate.

“Stay back,” Killian shouted, sensing his archers wavering and not wanting an arrow loosed just yet.

“Please.” There was more than desperation in her voice; there was fear. And it was driving her closer. “Rufina has ten thousand men with her, and that is a mere fraction of her host.”

Who in the bloody underworld is Rufina?

“No closer.” His heart hammered in his chest, the endless darkness of her eyes making him want to pull his sword. Or run. “I’ve given you fair warning.”

“I know her plans.” The corrupted was walking toward them now, movements smooth and predatory. “Let me through the gates and I can help you stop her.”

“Why would one of the corrupted want to help me of all people?”

“Because if she’s victorious, I’ll never be free of this curse.”

She was only thirty feet away. Killian’s gut told him to hear her out, but logic said otherwise. His hand went to the pommel of his sword. “I don’t trust you. I know what you’re capable of.”

Twenty feet. “I might be a monster,” she said. “But I’m not a liar.”

Fifteen. She was corrupted, and the King’s command was to kill them on sight. But to do so didn’t feel right. “Stop.”

She kept coming. And Killian had his orders.

“Shoot!”

He saw the six shafts protruding from her chest almost before he heard the bows twang. Surprise blossomed across her face, and she stumbled forward, each step punctuated by another bowshot.

Her eyes fixed on his. “I am not a liar,” she whispered, then fell face first into the snow.

No one spoke. Not a word.

You should’ve heard her out.

Killian’s voice rasped as he said, “Get me on the other side of the wall.”

You’ve made a mistake.

“But sir, she’s—”

Something is wrong.

“Dead.” Because of him. “Now open the gods-damned gates.”

They stared at him, unmoving. Every one of them were veteran soldiers. Most had seen war countless times. Against Gendorn and Anukastre. Some, with darker skin like his own, had likely fought in the Giant Wars, which had taken place when Killian was still toddling around with a toy sword. But that woman, that thing lying bleeding in the snow, terrified them. “Get me a rope.”

Something was coming.
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LYDIA


The litter swayed from side to side, the motion, along with the oppressive heat, causing Lydia’s eyelids to hang heavy, the cushion beneath her elbow inviting her to rest her head. Outside, the voices of the citizens filling Celendrial’s streets faded to a dull drone, and her mind grew sluggish as sleep beckoned.

Adjusting the angle of her book so that the light shining through the curtains illuminated the script, Lydia read, wishing she were in her library with its doors open to the cool sea breeze.

But she cared more for her father’s well-being than she did for her own comfort, and left to his own devices, he’d have insisted on walking the distance between their home and the Curia, never mind the consequences to his health.

Her eyes flicked to where he sat across from her, a letter held in one hand and several more scattered on the cushions between them, his distraction allowing her to examine his features.

Unlike her own, Senator Appius Valerius’s skin was the golden hue ubiquitous to those with Cel heritage. But in recent months that gold had turned puffy and jaundiced, and over breakfast she’d noticed that the whites of his grey eyes had yellowed as well.

An affliction of the liver, the physicians had said while giving her bottles of tonics with which to dose him.

Terminal, they’d said once they’d believed her out of earshot.

“Ease your mind,” her father murmured, not taking his eyes from the page. “I’m quite fine.”

As though easing her mind were possible. Her foster father was her only family, and even if they’d been bound by blood, she didn’t think it possible to love him more.

Desperate for distraction, Lydia twitched open the curtain, taking in the comings and goings of the city through the narrow gap in the fabric. They were heading to the heart of Celendrial, the men carrying the litter keeping to the shadow of the aqueduct high above them, her father’s guards striding to either side. As they walked beneath a place where the system branched, the litter bearer closest to her lifted his face to the sky, opening his mouth to catch the water streaming from a crack in the masonry.

When he lowered his head, his eyes widened as he caught her watching. “Apologies.”

Lydia smiled and waved her hand to dispel his embarrassment. And her own. “It’s a wonder the aqueducts haven’t run dry in this heat. What misery should we have to rely on the river Savio.”

“As you say, Domina,” the litter bearer replied, but instead of turning his attention back to the street, he eyed her brazenly. She tried to ignore the unwelcome scrutiny, knowing it was her appearance that provoked his curiosity. With her black hair, upturned green eyes, and ivory complexion, she was obviously not Cel, which made her rights to the honorific questionable at best.

“Do not gape at your betters, you idiot,” the man next to him snapped, kicking him in the ankle. No mean feat given the weight they carried, but Lydia pretended not to notice the exchange, directing her gaze to the Great Library.

It contained the largest collection of literature on Reath: works from every province, on every subject, and in every language, living or dead. Lydia lived and breathed the place. Her greatest wish was to join the ranks of scholars studying in its hallowed halls, for her days to be filled with the smell of parchment and ink, her most precious dream of all for her work to be considered for inclusion into the collection.

Never mind that she’d been inside only three times in her entire life.

Women weren’t precisely forbidden from the library, but their presence was strongly discouraged and the idea of one being allowed to study would likely render those who controlled the institution either mute with horror or consumed by laughter at the audacity of such a thought. Lydia dreamed about it anyway.

They rounded a corner, the towering arch of the entrance to the Forum coming into view. But it wasn’t the glittering gold of the dragon sculpture perched on top of it that caught Lydia’s attention, but rather raucous male laughter.

Two men with buckets full of soapy water were engaged with trying to wash some graffiti from the walls, and the passersby were all pointing and laughing at the subject matter. Opening the curtain farther, Lydia pushed her spectacles up her nose and squinted against the bright sun.

The crudely drawn image was of a naked man tossing male infants onto a sea of spears, the enormous phallus that the artist had given the man the subject of the passersby’s comedy rather than the serious nature of the scene. Unsurprisingly, the man pictured was Senator Lucius Cassius. Even without his name scrawled messily above, Lydia would’ve known that much.

The curtain snapped shut, blocking her view of the scene.

“Blasted plebeians and their crude drawings,” her father muttered, settling back down among the cushions. “What are you on the hunt for in the markets that can’t be brought to you at the house?”

“Something for Teriana, I think.”

“Oh? Have you heard from her then?”

Lydia twisted the ring on her finger around and around, smiling as she thought of her friend. “No, but I rarely do until the Quincense sails into Celendrial’s harbors.”

“Serves you right for befriending one of the Maarin. They go where the winds—and the profits—take them.”

The litter came to a stop before the steps of the Curia, ending their conversation, and Lydia accepted the arm of her father’s guard, Spurius, to help her stand, then turned to assist her father.

“Now, now, my dear. Please, allow me.”

Lydia’s skin crawled, and twisting around, she found Senator Lucius Cassius standing behind her, along with a pair of servants holding sunshades over his head.

Perhaps in his midforties, Lucius was a man unremarkable in face and form, his golden skin loose around the jowls, which emphasized his weak chin. He wore the same white toga as her father, his dark blonde hair clinging to his neck, which appeared oily, as though his masseur had not toweled him thoroughly after a recent massage.

All of those were secondary impressions, however, for it was his eyes that commanded one’s attention. And they were eyes one would never forget. Small and deep-set, they possessed a depth of cunning and a dearth of empathy, and having them fixed on her made Lydia want to recoil.

Lucius pressed a hand against the small of Lydia’s back to ease her out of the way, leaving a sodden mark on the silk of her dress. “My friend, my friend!” he said to her father, taking his arm. “This heat is the purest form of misery.”

“Truly, it is.” Her father steadied himself against the other man, the servants with the sunshades pressing forward to keep both protected from the glare. “We’ll have drought again if the weather continues as it has.”

A shout of dismay stole Lydia’s attention from the conversation, and her eyes went up the Curia steps to see soapy water spilling down the marble, one man berating another for his clumsiness. The column next to them had been defaced with more graffiti, and Lucius’s name was only slightly faded from their efforts.

“Nasty business,” her father said. “Have the perpetrators been caught?”

“Not yet. Though I do intend to have strong words with the legatus of the Twenty-Seventh. The policing of our fair city is a position of privilege, but his men appear to be treating it as an opportunity for leisure.”

Her father gave a slow nod. “Policing Celendrial requires a certain temperament of men. A legion that has seen combat, but not endured the trauma of heavy casualties. A legion with experience dealing with the peregrini. And one with an appropriate reputation. The Twenty-Seventh is a good fit.”

Unlike the other two legions currently camped outside the city, Lydia thought, though it would explain the as yet unexplained presence of the Thirty-Seventh and Forty-First.

“As always, Valerius, your counsel is good,” Lucius answered. “Perhaps I let my emotions get in the way of my good sense. In my heart, I know that it was the peregrini’s relentless abuse of my character that drove my late wife to her grave, so the sight of these baseless criticisms sparks anger in my blood. Makes me desire to take action.”

He pumped his fist in the air as though he might personally hunt down the perpetrators, and Lydia had to bite the insides of her cheeks to keep from laughing at the very idea of it.

Then a shout cut the air, driving away her amusement.

“Thieves!” A tall man raced across the Forum in their direction. His pale freckled complexion and the cut of his red hair suggested he was from Sibern Province, though he wore Cel garments.

“You give me back my son, you Cel vermin!” He jerked the knife belted at his waist free, lifting the blade. “You give him back or I’ll kill you both!”

“Take cover, Domina!” Spurius pushed Lydia into the litter with such force that she rolled out the other side, landing on her knees in a soapy puddle.

Heart in her throat, she peered through the curtains, seeing both her father and Cassius had their backs against the litter, while Spurius had his weapon out, moving to intercept the attacker.

At the sight of the retired legionnaire, the Sibernese man slid to a halt, his eyes wild.

“Put the knife down.” Spurius’s voice was calm, and he cautiously set his own weapon on the ground. “We can all still part ways peacefully.”

“Peacefully?” The Sibernese man screamed the word, sweat and tears rolling down his freckled cheeks. “You golden-skinned demons don’t know the meaning of the word! You stole my boy away! Stole his freedom and his life!”

His speach was garbled with grief, but Lydia understood—as would anyone in the Empire. His child had been taken as part of the child tithes to the legions. Gone to Campus Lescendor where he’d be forged into a weapon and then used to enforce the Senate’s authority.

“It is not theft.” Lucius’s voice was frigid. “It is the law. All must abide. I myself gave up my second son and I bore my grief with honor, not by groveling like a woman in the middle of the Forum.”

Spurius’s jaw tightened, and he held up a hand, trying to silence Lucius.

But the damage was done.

“You stole him!” The grieving father lifted his knife. “And once you demons have beaten all that he is out of his veins, you will send him to slaughter his own people!”

The legionnaires guarding the Forum sprinted their direction, gladius blades gleaming in the sun, their expressions grim. Lydia clenched her teeth, not wanting to watch but unable to look away.

“Calm yourself, man,” Spurius said, and Lydia knew he saw the other soldiers coming. Knew that he had only moments to diffuse the situation. “That is not the way of it. You may yet see him again, but not if you carry forward with this ill-thought plan.”

“He will no longer be my son!” The man lunged, his eyes bright and fixed on Lucius and her father, and Lydia screamed.

And then a blade sliced through the air.

Lydia clapped a hand over her mouth, watching the Sibernese man’s head roll across the stones, coming to rest against the steps to the Curia. The legionnaire who’d decapitated him frowned, then bent to wipe his weapon on the dead man’s tunic.

“Blasted fools!” Cassius shouted at them. “While you sat on your laurels, we were nearly killed!”

“Apologies, Senator,” one of them—a centurion, judging from his armor—said. “We came as soon as we saw his weapon.”

“Spare me your excuses! The Twenty-Seventh is done in Celendrial—time you were sent somewhere that will sharpen you back into the weapons we trained you to be!”

Spittle flew from Lucius’s mouth, but Lydia’s father placed a calming hand on his shoulder before addressing the soldier who’d murdered the poor man. “You need not have killed him. It was poorly done.”

“Apologies, Senator,” the man answered, but to Lydia, he didn’t seem at all repentant. Likely because he knew the punishment for allowing harm to befall two senators would have been far worse than harsh words.

Rising on weak knees, Lydia held on to the side of the litter for balance, then circled around to the front. Blood pooled around the dead man, streams of it trailing away, following the straight lines between paving stones. One of the legionnaires picked up the dead man’s feet, dragging him across the Forum, leaving red streaks across the stone, while another caught hold of the head by the hair, tossing it after his comrade. “You forgot a part!”

“Show some decency!” The words tore from her lips, and the legionnaires turned to regard her with cold eyes.

“Apologies, Domina,” the centurion finally said. “I’ll have him whipped as punishment for adding to your distress.”

Lydia’s eyes widened and she opened to mouth to argue, but her father caught hold of her shoulders, gently pushing her into the litter. “Today is not a good day for the markets, my dear. Spurius will escort you home and then rejoin me.”

“Peregrini violence grows worse by the day.” Lucius gave a grim shake of his head. “What state our fair city that law abiding citizens and those of the gentler persuasion cannot go out for fear of being accosted? It is unconscionable. We must show a firmer hand.”

“A matter for discussion,” her father answered, but then the litter rose, carrying Lydia away from the conversation.

“An unnecessary tragedy,” she said, looking up at Spurius where he walked within arm’s reach, his steady presence a comfort. “You did well in your attempts to avert it.”

“Not well enough.”

“Is the Twenty-Seventh to blame for the violence?” Spurius had been a centurion prior to his retirement; of a surety, he’d have his own opinions on the matter. “Is Lucius right to want to replace them?”

“They are not the cause, Domina. Only a consequence,” he replied, face revealing nothing. “But the Senate knows better what Celendrial’s future holds and what sort of legion it will need to keep its peace.”

Something was happening, Lydia thought; then her eyes landed on the graffiti of Lucius throwing babies onto spears.

Or perhaps it already had.
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KILLIAN


The wall dividing Mudamora from Derin was sixty feet high, but it wasn’t the drop that concerned Killian. It was the bloody cold.

The wind buffeted him from side to side, ripping at his cloak as he descended, his gloved fingers growing more numb with each passing second. Gods, he wished he were back in the South. Or even on the coast, where at least he was in no danger of actually freezing his balls off. Anywhere but here.

“It’s still not moving,” Bercola shouted from above. “We’ll set you down now.”

Killian’s boots sank into the snow, no longer in Mudamora, but in the enemy kingdom of Derin. Forbidden ground, and yet here he was.

He pulled the snowshoes off his back, donned them, and then started toward the dark shape in the red-stained snow.

They are coming.

She wasn’t moving. Which was no damned surprise given that six arrows were embedded in her chest and her back was riddled with at least that many, but Killian still hesitated several paces back from her corpse, drawing his sword. Watching for any sign of motion.

Nothing. And yet he didn’t move.

There was rumor that those marked by the god of war felt no fear. That Killian felt no fear. But the dull throb of blood in his ears and the thundering beat of his heart belied that rumor. Killian knew fear. He just didn’t run from it.

The wind caught in the corrupted’s blond hair, strands of it whipping this way and that, her skin nearly as pale as the snow she rested upon. Her cheek had been scored by an arrow, a long bloody wound across an otherwise lovely face. A lovely face marked by the Seventh god. Marked to take lives. Marked for evil.

And yet she’d said that she was here to warn them.

Feeling the eyes of his men watching him from atop the wall and through the twin portcullises, Killian took a step closer, watching the corrupted for any sign of life.

Not listening to her was a mistake.

Shoving aside the thought, he took another step closer, about to nudge her with his blade when the wound on her cheek caught his attention.

Killian froze.

The deep cut had started bleeding again and slowly, almost imperceptibly, the edges were closing. Healing.

“Shit,” Killian muttered, and the corrupted’s eyes snapped open.

What she said stopped his blade a hairsbreadth from her neck.

“They’re coming,” she whispered. “From behind.”

“Rufina?” His voice was hoarse. “Who is she?”

“She’s queen. She’s one of his.”

“His?”

“The Corrupter.” The wound on her face had faded to a thin line. “I don’t want to be like this. I try to fight it, but it’s so hard. He stole me and now he won’t let me go.”

“Such is the downside of making a pact with a god.” There was no reneging. No changing your mind. Killian knew that better than most.

“You think I agreed to be like this?” Her laugh was pained and bitter. “He’s far more insidious than that.”

The arrows embedded in her body were rising, her healing flesh forcing them out of her body. She whispered, “His eye is on me. I can feel it.”

Killian lifted his head, giving his surroundings a quick scan, but there was only snow and rock. The whistle of wind.

A guttural growl.

His attention snapped down to see that the corrupted’s eyes had pooled black, bloody flames circling the irises. Then she attacked.

A blur of motion. Reaching white hands.

Killian was faster.

His blade sang through the air, slicing through flesh and bone, and the corrupted’s head landed with a soft thud in the blood-soaked snow. As the body toppled to join it, Killian turned and strode toward the gate.

“Send three riders on our fastest horses to the garrisons at Blackbriar, Harid, and Tarn,” he ordered. “Inform them the wall is in need of reinforcements, no delays. Tell them to bring their healers.”

“Reinforcements against what, sir? She’s dead.”

Killian turned back to the mountain range, the fiery orb of the setting sun casting long shadows through the empty pass. Nothing moved, but his skin crawled as though he were being watched. “I think we’re about to find out.”
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LYDIA


Lydia sipped from a glass of well-watered wine, listening to the Bardenese musicians playing softly in the corner of the room while she attempted to calm her still rattled nerves by reading a book.

Within the hour, six of her father’s friends would descend on her home, along with their families, and the servants were still rushing about ensuring the night would be perfection. Every surface was laden with vases of flowers from the gardens, the mosaic floors were polished to a high shine, the pillows on the couches had been fluffed, and the marble sculptures resting in the wall niches were devoid of even a speck of dust.

Now that the sun was setting, the doors to the gardens were cast open, but the trees blocked the breeze from the sea, the air between the columns stagnant. Lydia had checked thrice to ensure all was in order, but in truth her duties wouldn’t truly begin until the guests arrived and the gossiping ensued.

Pressing her damp palms against the red-and-gold-striped upholstery, she smoothed the thin silk of her dress, admiring the brilliant green. High-waisted, it was ruched at the bodice to give volume to her bust, the singular shoulder strap a mesh of golden wire woven through with silk. On her feet were delicate sandals with thin leather straps that wrapped around her calves up to her knees. Her wrists and throat were encircled with emerald, her fingers gleaming with tiny bands of gold, the large black diamond she habitually wore gracing her right hand.

Her black hair had been styled in ringlets by the servants at the very last minute. It was the fashion, but her hair was not suited to it. Already it was losing its curl, her locks fighting their way toward their natural poker-straight state. Lydia glared at a limp curl in frustration, but there was no time to do anything about it.

The thud of sandals against tile filled the air, and Lydia’s father entered the room with one hand behind his back. He looked healthier than he had earlier, no longer dripping with sweat from the pain of his illness. Even still, Lydia gestured to the servant with the fan to put more vigor into his motions, the crimson plumage sending gusts of air across the room.

“I trust the jeweler I had dispatched to the house departed with fewer wares,” her father said, perching on the couch next to her, arm still behind his back. “It was the least I could do after what you endured today.”

Lydia’s jaw tightened at mention of the tragedy in the Forum. “I’m afraid I was a disappointment to them.”

“I sent you the finest jeweler in Celendrial, yet within his chests you were unable to find a single hair ornament you liked?”

“Not one worthy of Teriana’s hair. It needs to be something special.”

She expected her father to make some jest about her grasping for an excuse to have her accounts increased, but instead he sighed, his gaze fixed on the floor. “Perhaps you might consider spending more time with your other friends.”

He meant the daughters of his fellow senators, though it had been years since Lydia had thought of any of them as friends. When they’d all been children, no one had cared much about her questionable heritage. That had changed when her friends began to heed the deeply classist nature of patrician society, where friendship had little to do with affection and everything to do with the advantages the relationship might bring. And while a relationship with her father’s name was of enormous value to anyone in the Empire, Lydia’s less than perfect pedigree ensured that she’d marry far below her current station, if she married at all. And none of her friends saw any advantage in fostering a relationship with the future wife of a wealthy plebian, and even less a spinster. “I prefer Teriana’s company.”

“It is improper how much you favor her.”

Lydia sat up straight with such violence that the wine in her glass sloshed over the rim. “How so? She is my friend.”

“A friendship that is itself improper. The daughters of senators don’t fraternize with the lower classes. It looks ill.”

“Lower classes?” Lydia stared at him, horrified to hear such words coming from his mouth. “You speak as though she were some pleb sweeping the streets. Her mother is both captain and owner of her own ship—one of the most influential Maarin ships there is.” Never mind that Teriana and her family were richer and more educated than half the Senate.

“Don’t play the fool, Lydia. You know well what I mean.”

“I do not.” A lie, because she did. But if he intended to espouse these views, then Lydia would be damned if she’d let him hide behind innuendo. “Explain yourself.”

Her father gestured angrily at the musicians and servants, all of them promptly exiting the room, leaving him and Lydia alone. Then he rounded on her. “As you like. Teriana is not patrician. And she is not Cel.”

Rising to her full height, Lydia stared him down. “Neither. Am. I.”

And no amount of pretense would make it otherwise. Not when every blasted person in Celendrial knew Senator Valerius had found her clutched in her dead mother’s arms outside the gates to this very home. Had taken her in and, being the man he was, had given her not just a home but his home, adopting her as his daughter.

His eyes clouded. “It’s different.”

“How?” Lydia was shaking, barely in control of her anger. “How is it different?”

“Because I make it so! My name! My power! My influence!” her father shouted. “And when I am gone, you will lose all of it unless you are wed to someone willing to provide the same. Because rest assured, Vibius will not allow you to remain in this house.”

Lydia knew that her father’s nephew despised her, though she didn’t understand the intensity of his hate. She was careful never to cross him, yet Vibius’s animosity toward her had grown with an alarming ferocity over the last year to the point Lydia was afraid to be alone with him. “It’s uncharacteristic of you to speak this way, Father. I don’t care for it.”

Tension thickened the space between them, not vanquished until her father conceded with an exhaled breath of defeat.

“I’m sorry, my dear girl.” He rested his elbows on his knees, head in his hands, an unfamiliar fruit, which was what he’d been hiding behind his back, now abandoned on a cushion. “My fear makes me speak to you in a way I should not. Please sit.”

Lydia didn’t move.

“Lydia, you are nearly eighteen years old and it was past time you were wed. For there to be a chance of a man with a good name taking you for a wife, you must perform the part of a patrician girl to perfection, which is perhaps something I should’ve been training you to do all along.” He sighed. “Instead, I raised you within the framework of my own beliefs and notions, which are not shared by most. Created an unsustainable world for you, never thinking that there would be a moment in which you’d have to step outside of it. And yet that moment is now staring me in the face. The moment when I’ll no longer be able to protect you.”

Terminal. The physicians’ prognosis echoed through her thoughts. Terminal. “Yet you wish me to cut ties with the only other person in the world who cares for me?”

Her father was silent for a long moment, as though he was considering his words. Then he spoke. “I know Teriana is like a sister to you, but know also that her mother is not warm to your friendship. Why else does the Quincense avoid the most profitable harbor on Reath like it is infested with plague? The Maarin keep to themselves, for reasons they keep to themselves, and to have a girl of Teriana’s importance doing otherwise looks ill upon her. It may be the case that she has come to realize that fact, which is why you’ve not heard from her in so long.”

It had been six months since she’d seen Teriana. A whole half a year without so much as a letter. Was it possible that Teriana, too, had decided Lydia not worth her time and trouble?

“I have some prospects in mind for you, Lydia, but it would help if you made an effort to increase your desirability. Foster relationships with other patrician girls, for if they look upon you with favor, so shall their fathers and brothers and husbands. Which will make you an asset.”

An asset—as though she were a commodity to be used rather than a person with her own thoughts and hopes and dreams …

“Why can’t you just arrange for me to leave Celendrial? Surely Vibius would be happy enough to see the back of me and would leave me to my own devices?”

Silence fell across the room, making the overheated air feel thick and unbreathable.

“Perhaps he might have,” her father finally answered, staring at the tiles. “But I’m afraid I erred in my ambition for your future.”

“How so?” This was the first she’d heard of it.

“A little over a year ago, I began to make discreet inquiries into whether Cel law might be changed in your favor. Whether there was a chance of creating a circumstance where you could be freed from my name upon my death and for you to inherit a portion of the Valerius fortune. Not the majority of it, of course, but enough to set you up for life.”

Lydia pressed a hand to her chest, scarcely able to believe what she was hearing.

“It became clear quite quickly that such a thing was too revolutionary—that there would be no chance of pushing it through. So I let the idea go. I know not how, but Vibius became aware of my inquiries, as did some of his fellows. They took it as me attempting to disinherit him in your favor.” Her father shook his head. “He was incensed, of course, and despite my protests that my inquiries were not of that nature, he took my actions quite to heart. So whereas before he might have allowed you to remain part of his household in some fashion, now I fear he will make an example of you in order to ease the embarrassment he endured.”

Vibius’s hate of her made so much sense now. In trying to secure her future, her father might well have destroyed it.

“Marriage is your only option, Lydia. Please do what you can to assist me in making the best match possible.”

She was trapped.

Giving him a stiff nod, she gestured to the discarded fruit, needing to change the subject. “What is that?”

Passing a weary hand over his face, her father picked up the green and red oval thing. “It’s called a mango. They’re native to Timia Province and ship poorly, but with the newly discovered xenthier path delivering, we can have them—and other Timian goods—in Celendrial in less than a day’s time.” He handed her the fruit. “I thought you might wish to try one.”

“I see you beat me to it, Uncle.”

Lydia whipped her head around in time to watch Vibius enter the room, his wife, Ulpia, teetering along behind him. In one hand, he held one of the fruits, which he bounced up and down before tossing it at one of the servants who’d just entered, nearly hitting the poor man in the face.

“Ran across Gaius Domitius lugging a crate of the things about like some sort of pleb merchantman—he told me the xenthier’s been secured and trade is flowing. That’s where his father is—their holdings in Timia—but no doubt you knew that.” Vibius tapped his temple while at the same time gesturing for Lydia to move. “Always the first to know, aren’t you, Uncle.”

Her father eyed him coolly. “I’m glad I still have the capacity to impress you, Vibius.”

Able to transport man or beast countless miles in a heartbeat, the xenthier paths were much studied but little understood. Crisscrossing the Empire, they were veins of crystal that ran through the earth, the genesis and terminus the only portions visible above ground. Anything that touched the genesis was instantly delivered to the terminus, though a reverse trip was impossible; the crystal flowed in only one direction. Countless routes had been mapped, but there were still many xenthier stems where the destination or origin was unknown. Path-hunters frequently ventured through unmapped genesis stems, because if they returned to Celendrial with proof of where the path went, the Senate rewarded them with a fortune worth of gold. Most who ventured onto the unmapped paths were never seen again.

Lydia joined Ulpia on another couch, smiling at the girl who had the misfortune of being married to Vibius, kissing both her cheeks. Then she held up the fruit. “Would you like to try it?”

Ulpia beamed, her blond hair in perfect ringlets that framed her round, golden-skinned face. “Of course! I do so love exotic things.”

Lydia rather doubted that was the case but allowed one of the servants to pluck the fruit from her hand, one ear for Ulpia’s chatter, the other for the conversation between her father and Vibius, an effort made more difficult by the return of the Bardenese musicians.

“It’s where the coin is, Uncle,” Vibius said, accepting a glass of wine and drinking deeply. “Now that the legions aren’t muddying up so many of the xenthier paths, we can turn them to their true purpose—commerce! Where once we transported armies a thousand miles in a heartbeat, now we transport mangos!”

The feel of Ulpia toying with the bracelet on her wrist stole Lydia’s attention from the conversation. “You wear green so well!” the other girl said. “That shade always makes my complexion sallow and every woman I know complains of the same. You’re so fortunate.”

Lydia gritted her teeth at the veiled barb and smiled. “You flatter me. Is that a new necklace?”

More guests entered, her father’s fellow senators and their families. Greetings and pleasantries filled the air, Lydia’s cheeks growing sticky from the kisses of lacquered lips. Despite the servants vigorously waving fans, the heat of the room grew stifling, not even a whiff of a breeze flowing through the doors. The air became heavy with the scent of perfume and sweat and wine, made worse by the waft of cooking food coming down the corridor from the kitchens. A familiar scene, but tonight it was more suffocating than usual.

“Try it, Uncle.” Vibius’s voice cut through the noise. “It’s from Cassius’s vineyards. At the rate he’s going, he’ll run the Atlians out of business.”

Lydia twisted on her elbow to see Vibius pushing a glass into her father’s hand. Rising, she swiftly crossed the room. “The physicians said no wine.”

Vibius made a face. “It’s well watered, Lydia. Calm your nerves.”

“They said no amount of wine.” Lydia clenched her fingers, trying to curb the desire to snatch the glass out of her father’s hand.

“It’s true,” her father said, setting aside the glass. “It seems my final days are to be so devoid of pleasure that I’ll soon be begging for the end.”

Clapping a hand to his chest, Vibius staggered sideways as though he’d been struck a great blow. “Do you hear him, my friends? Are those not words to break the heart?” Then he lifted his own glass. “I say defy the bastards! Pleasure unto the end!” Then he drained his wine to the roaring approval of the other guests.

“Father,” Lydia tried to interject, but no one was listening to her.

“Physicians are such miserly sorts,” Senator Basilius said, casting his eyes skyward. “They’d have us eating lettuce leaves and dry bread with only water to wash it down if they had their way. What sense is there to living a hundred years if it means living like that?”

“Hear, hear!” several of the men shouted, lifting their own cups.

“Perhaps Vibius speaks some sense for once.” Her father retrieved the wine and lifted it in toast. “Pleasure unto the end!”

Lydia ground her teeth as he took a sip, reaching out to try to take the glass lest he drink the rest, but Vibius got in her way.

“You’re a blasted mother hen, Lydia!” He flapped his arms, making noises like an angry chicken. Laughter filled the room. “Quit pecking at him.”

Her father waved a hand at Vibius. “Enough. Let her be. She acts out of love. Unlike you.”

Everyone laughed, no one seeming uncomfortable with the fact that it was the truth.

“Lydia knows it’s all in jest.” Vibius’s arm slipped around her waist, fingers digging painfully into her flesh. “Don’t you, Cousin?”

“Of course,” she murmured, concern filling her as her father took another sip. But short of knocking it out of his hand, what could she do?

“Go back to your flock, little hen.” Vibius patted at her hip, pushing her in the direction of the other women. “You can all cluck at one another.”

He was drunk and performing for the other guests, but Lydia’s cheeks still burned as she retreated, helplessness souring the wine in her own stomach. What would it be like to live with Vibius without her father to intervene when he got out of hand? Just how badly would he treat her as punishment for her father’s inquiries?

Was marriage the better option?

“Lydia, is this comedic?”

She lifted her head to find Ulpia holding her book up for all to see. “Pardon?”

“Is it funny? I do adore a good comedy.”

It was a linguistics text. “I’m afraid not.”

Ulpia scrunched her face in a parody of disappointment mirrored by the other girls around her. “Do you have anything comedic in that library? You could read for us.”

That was the last thing Lydia wanted to do. Already her skin was flushed hot, her heart beating too rapidly in her chest, stomach twisting with humiliation and anger and distress. “I’m afraid I have nothing that would suit.”

“Of a surety, that will be one of the first things I remedy,” Ulpia said, and laughter spilled out of the lips of the other young women in earshot. Laughter that was like pokers in Lydia’s ears, because that was her library. Hers and her father’s. And Ulpia would take it. Change it. Fill it with nonsense and then likely never even step inside. A room visited by servants to keep the dust in check, nothing more.

Fury burned in her chest, and Lydia snapped, “Perhaps refrain from making plans to redecorate my father’s house until he’s actually dead.”

Ulpia’s eyes widened and she pressed a hand to her glossy lips. “It was a jest, Lydia. Truly, you mistake me. Vibius and I wish nothing more than for Uncle to overcome his illness.”

“I’m sure.”

“Peace, peace,” several of the other young women murmured, and Lydia leaned back into a cushion, allowing the conversation to carry on without her.

The noise in the room ratcheted up, dancers wearing cheap silk and plumes of feathers swaying between the couches, bare feet moving to the rhythm of pipes the Bardenese women played. Lydia could barely hear herself think, but she saw the way the other girls pressed together, mouths next to one another’s ears as they gossiped.

Then above the cacophony, she heard: “Are you well, Valerius?”

Lydia turned in time to see her father double over, clutching his stomach in pain, but though she lunged to try to catch him, her fingers only grazed the fabric of his clothes as her father slumped to the floor.
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KILLIAN


As the sun set, the first drumbeats rippled down the pass.

Boom.

Boom.

Boom.

There was no music to it, only a steady, familiar rhythm. The beat of men on the march.

A glow appeared on the horizon, as though the sun had reversed its cycle around the world, rising up like fire. Only Killian knew the light was a flame of a different sort. Torches. Thousands of them marching closer with every passing second.

The wall was thick with soldiers, the reinforcements from Blackbriar and Harid having arrived, and those from Tarn due within the hour. The men huddled next to smoking braziers, trying to keep warm in the howling wind that froze exposed skin in a matter of minutes, their heavy fur cloaks making them appear more animal than human.

There was no conversation. No banter. Only whispered words and Killian’s occasional order, punctuated by the snap and pop of the wood burning beneath the vats of boiling water.

Ten thousand men. That’s what the corrupted woman had said was coming. To bring such a host through these mountains was impossible, and yet there was no denying the numbers as they poured over the lip of the pass, a tide of darkness and fire flowing toward the ancient wall.

Boom.

Boom.

Boom.

Lifting his spyglass, Killian panned the approaching enemy, their faces barely visible beneath heavy hoods, glistening steel held in their hands and, where it was not, wooden poles bearing a black banner emblazoned with a burning red circle.

The sign of the Seventh.

“The Six protect us,” several of his men muttered, but they held their positions, hands concealed against the wind until it was time to fight.

Boom.

Boom.

Boom.

A horn sounded, long and mournful, and the enemy host stopped just out of range of longbowmen.

“Archers,” Killian shouted, marking the flashes of motion among the masses of enemy. Corrupted. “Target those who move too quickly. We don’t want them up here with us.”

“There are thousands of them,” Bercola muttered. “We’re outnumbered ten to one.”

“The wall puts the odds in our favor,” Killian replied. Even with ten thousand men, this enemy force couldn’t win. The Derin army had no siege equipment and was exposed to the frigid wind surging down from the mountain peaks.

And yet Killian’s skin crawled like he was covered with spiders, his gaze drawn over his shoulder to the courtyard below. The fortress was protected by a half circle of curtain wall, thirty feet tall and six feet thick, with a gate made of steel-banded oak held shut by a beam that required two men to lift. The stables and outbuildings were made of equally sturdy construction as the fortress, soldiers moving among them as they prepared their defenses, the three white-robed healers standing at the ready. But his gaze drifted beyond them, past the clear-cut at the base of the fortress’s wall to the dark expanses of forest behind them. To the kingdom they defended.

The horn sounded again, tearing his attention back to the enemy host as they hammered their weapons against their shields, the noise deafening.

Then abruptly the thunder ceased.

The army parted, a lone figure carrying the standard of the Seventh striding down the path they’d formed. The individual moved with the awful grace of one of the corrupted, the soldiers cringing away with fear that was obvious even from this distance.

Lifting his spyglass, Killian focused on the woman, the snug leather she wore making it no question it was a she, his eyes fixing on the black mask rendering her face featureless. Rufina, instinct told him, and Killian handed off his spyglass in favor of his bow, pulling an arrow and nocking it without taking his attention from the enemy queen. They fight out of fear, a voice whispered in his head. Kill her and this ends here.

Narrowing his gaze, Killian tracked Rufina’s progress to the front of her host, torchlight illuminating her long black hair, which gusted sideways with the wind. You’ll only get one chance, he warned himself, aiming at her heart. Only one chance to catch her unaware. One chance to kill her.

Rufina stopped, planting her standard deep in the snow. Far out of range of most men.

But Killian wasn’t most men.

He shot the arrow, the twang of his bow loud in the silence.

It was impossible to see the trajectory in the darkness, and Killian held his breath, waiting to see if his aim was true.

Yet it was impossible not to see Rufina’s hand move with sudden speed, stopping his arrow inches from her breast. Lifting the arrow, she regarded it, head tilting to one side in amusement that radiated across the distance. Like it was nothing more than a child’s toy.

Several of his men made the sign of the Six against their chest even as Killian shot three more arrows in swift succession, but Rufina snatched them all from the air, her shoulders shaking with laughter that caught on the wind, filling Killian’s ears. The ears of his soldiers.

Then she shouted, “One thousand gold coins to the one who brings me Killian Calorian’s head.” Her host shifted restlessly around her, and she laughed again. “Five thousand to the one who brings him to me alive.”

Shit.

Killian’s heart hammered against his ribs. Thud thud. Thud thud. Thud thud. Then he felt something shift. “Here they come.”

Rufina snatched hold of her standard and lifted it into the air. With a roar, the enemy army charged past their queen, tripping and stumbling over one another in the deep snow, those who fell crushed beneath the snowshoes of the thousands who followed. An inky tide crossing the white snow.

“Steady!” Killian bellowed over the noise, watching the approach. Waiting for the right moment. “Shoot!”

The air filled with the twang of longbows, and a heartbeat later the front ranks of the enemy fell, screams echoing up to the top of the wall.

“Shoot!”

Volley after volley, and then the enemy hit the wall, grappling hooks launching upward, indiscriminately catching against flesh and rock, men screaming as the ropes dragged them down even as the enemy began to climb those that held true.

The Mudamorian soldiers drew their blades, cutting through ropes, dozens of enemy dropping to their deaths on the ranks clustered below even as more of Killian’s men poured the vats of boiling water down on their heads.

Screams.

Screams.

But they kept coming, the archers among them firing up, arrows striking true. Killian sidestepped a blur of black fletching, but even as he killed the archer with an arrow of his own he was turning, his gaze on the darkness outside the fortress’s wall. They’re coming from behind.

“The reinforcements from Tarn are here!” The shout came from below, several of his men running toward the gate.

From behind her?

Or from behind him?

“Don’t open the gate!” Killian stumbled toward the steps, heedless of the arrows flying past him. “It’s a ruse! Don’t open the gods-damned gate!”

He was too late.

His soldiers lifted the heavy beam, and as they set it aside, the gate swung open and a man wearing the uniform of a Mudamorian officer stepped inside. In a blur of motion, he caught hold of one of Killian’s soldiers, hand around his throat, lifting him up like a shield.

“Close the gate!” Killian screamed, halfway down the steps and too far away to help. “Kill it!”

Life drained from the struggling soldier’s face, years compounding on years until all the corrupted held in its grip was the desiccated corpse of an ancient man. With a wild laugh, the corrupted tossed the body aside.

Lifting his bow, Killian shot an arrow, the metal tip punching through one of the corrupted’s flame-rimmed eyes, the creature dropping like a stone. Leaping off the side of the stairs, Killian hit the slush and mud of the courtyard, rolling to his feet. “It’s the enemy! Close the gods-damned gate!”

His men were moving, but it seemed at a snail’s pace, the only soldier near enough to close the gate staring in horror at the corpse of his fallen comrade.

The cold air burned his face as Killian ran, closing the distance.

You aren’t going to make it.

He pulled his sword as the gate flew the rest of the way open, disguised Derin soldiers surging through, corrupted in their midst.

Killian carved into the first, nearly cutting the man in half before turning on the next, parrying twice before running the man through.

It was a blur of blood and steel, the air filled with screams and smoke, the stables aflame. Men and horses careened around the courtyard as Killian rallied his soldiers, but for every enemy he killed, another sprang up in his place.

The corrupted lost themselves in the madness, most bent over victims, stealing life, their faces wild with ecstasy.

But not all.

Three hemmed Killian in, swords in hand, backing him step by step against the twin portcullises that were all that held out the horde of enemy beyond the wall.

Exhaustion bit at Killian as he fought, blood running down his face, freezing in his hair. There was snow falling now, and it whirled and gusted as he twisted and parried, trying to take the corrupted down. Trying to get past them.

He pulled a knife and threw it, catching one in the chest, but the creature only plucked the blade out and laughed, not even feeling the pain. “You’ve lost,” it hissed, even as Killian gutted one of its companions, the thing shrieking as it tried to stuff its innards back inside the healing wound.

“I don’t lose,” Killian replied between his teeth.

But his men were.

One by one, they were dropping. And if they lost the gatehouse, it was over.

“Things change.” The corrupted leapt backward as Killian swung. “The Six grow weak. Their Marked Ones grow weak.” It lunged with preternatural speed, its blade slicing against Killian’s ribs, his chain mail all that kept him from being cut in two. “You grow weak.”

Fire enveloped the scaffolding that ran up the inside of the wall, building materials raining down as the wood gave way.

Killian coughed, trying to catch his breath, and then there was a sharp crack. Blocks of stone fell from the sky, one smashing the skull of the corrupted as Killian stumbled against the inner portcullis, the overhang all that saved him from the same fate.

Swiping at his stinging eyes, he blinked back tears from the smoke and heat, his vision clearing in time for him to see the last of the men defending the gatehouse fall and the enemy force their way inside. Behind him, the inner portcullis rattled upward.

“No!” Leaping over burning timber, Killian staggered as an arrow punched through his chain mail, embedding deep in his right shoulder. Switching sword hands, he ignored the hot flow of blood running down his back and broke into a run.

The broken door to the gatehouse fell aside with one blow of his boot. In the dim light, the Derin soldiers struggled with the ancient winch of the outer gate. He killed one and was about to turn on the other when a blow caught him in the side, his ribs cracking beneath the force.

Clenching his teeth against the pain, Killian rolled, then struggled to his feet. His sword was nowhere in sight.

“Looking for this, Lord Calorian?” A corrupted stood in the doorway, Killian’s sword held in her hand.

Fumbling, hands slick with blood, Killian searched for another knife. But they were all gone. All lost in the fight.

“Mudamora will fall,” the corrupted whispered through the smoke, her eyes burning with the Seventh god’s fire. “And it will only be the first.”

“The wall is not the kingdom.” Killian coughed. “And one battle is not the war.”

Then he lunged.

His shoulder took the corrupted in the stomach, and they rolled out of the gatehouse. He could feel her hands searching for exposed skin, and he pinned her against the ground, his body screaming with the effort.

She writhed and struggled, stronger than him but unskilled. Except his shoulder was giving out and his ribs burned.

With a snarl, she jerked her arm free of his grip, her bare hand slapping against his face, her eyes burning with triumph—

Right as the outer portcullis rattled skyward.

Derin soldiers surged through the opening, fighting with one another to get to the other side. They rolled over Killian and the corrupted like a wave, snowshoes twisting and tripping them up until it was nothing but a churn of bodies and limbs.

Then a hand caught hold of his wrist, dragging him out from under the surge of men. Killian looked up to see Bercola above him, the giantess’s face streaked with soot and blood. “We need to retreat!” she bellowed. “We’re overrun!”

On the wall, his surviving men were trying to flee, but they were caught in an ocean of enemy. There was no way out.

Bercola hauled him away, cracking skulls with her staff as she went, but Killian slipped her grip. Snatching up a fallen blade as he ran, he sliced at the burning scaffolding. Over and over, his body wavering and shaking with pain until the leg of the structure splintered and cracked.

In a roar of flame and ash, it collapsed over the gate, blocking the opening.

But not for long.

There were hundreds of enemy in the courtyard. As many on the wall. And a least a dozen corrupted were hunting both friend and foe.

“Retreat!” Killian’s scorched throat could barely get the word from his lips, but the men nearest to him heard. They picked up the call, the survivors fighting their way down the stairs, flinging themselves off the wall.

They rallied around him and Bercola, fighting toward the fortress gate and then out into the forest beyond where the horses circled in panic. Above them, strange shrieks filled the air. The sound of wings.

Catching hold of his horse’s mane, Killian hauled himself onto its bare back, the dozen men with him catching mounts to do the same. “Ride,” he gasped, dispatching them in opposite directions to warn the undefended towns.

“Killian!” Bercola shouted. “Let’s go!”

He needed to go back. Needed to fight. Needed to stop this.

But the giantess stepped between him and the fortress. “Going back will be suicide, even for you,” she said. “I haven’t watched your back all these years to stand aside now.”

“Let me go!”

She caught hold of his mount’s reins. “You’re no good to us if you’re dead.”

He’d been no good to them alive.

Shaking his head to clear it, Killian dug his heels into his horse’s side. “We ride for Mudaire.”

And when he returned it would be with an army at his back.

But as they fled toward the tree line, Killian couldn’t help a backward glance at the fortress. At the wall that had never fallen.

All he saw were flames.
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LYDIA


Lydia stared at the pages on her desk, the words blurring together no matter how hard she tried to focus.

The physician had come straightaway, attempting to dose her father for pain, but he’d only waved the man away. “It clouds my mind and my mind is all that I have left.” Then he’d motioned to Lydia. “Go see the rest of our guests out. Make my apologies for me.”

She’d gone but lingered in the hallway, listening.

Six months, Senator, the physician had said. Perhaps less. It would be well for you to ready your affairs.

Six months and then she’d lose him. Six months and she’d be alone. A singular hot tear dribbled down her cheek, and Lydia wiped it aside furiously, then shoved her spectacles back into place, intent on losing herself in her work despite her failure to do so over the last two hours.

Dipping her pen in the inkpot, she wrote a line pertaining to an issue with pestilence afflicting poultry. Then a loud voice made her jump. “You spelled chicken wrong. And your Bardenese grammar is shit.”

Indignation flooded her, and Lydia snapped, “It’s not—” before recognition hit her. Twisting in the chair, she grinned at the girl standing behind her with an expression of amusement on her dark-skinned face. “Teriana!”

They went down in a heap of arms and legs, hugging and shrieking in complete disregard of propriety. “I wasn’t expecting you,” Lydia finally said after their enthusiasm had settled, not mentioning that she’d feared Teriana had abandoned her for good.

“There’s a lot of that going around.” Teriana pulled off her boots, tossing them aside before crossing her legs, her toes glittering with a multitude of rings. Her countless waist-length braids with their wealth of ornaments clicked and rattled together as she moved, the sound as comforting as a song. “Your father keeps poor company tonight.”

Her father was supposed to be abed, not receiving guests. “Oh?”

“A young one who’s drunk on both righteous indignation and your father’s good wine. And the other…” A frown creased Teriana’s brow. “Older. Weak chin. Eyes like a pig. He seemed…” She trailed off and then gave a shrug. “Seemed not your father’s sort.”

Lydia scrunched up her face, unnerved. “The younger is my father’s nephew, Vibius.” Who was supposed to have departed with Ulpia.

“Mmm-hmm.” Teriana pulled a ring off Lydia’s finger, examining the gemstone. She was easily the prettiest girl Lydia had ever met with her rounded cheeks, arched eyebrows, and wide smile, her smooth black skin completely flawless. Half a head shorter than Lydia, Teriana was the perfect blend of muscle and curve, her long-fingered hands calloused from a lifetime of working on her mother’s ship. But it was Teriana’s eyes that captured the attention.

Like all Maarin, Teriana’s eyes appeared to be windows to the sea, the irises moving with waves and swells. And like the sea, they changed color with her temperament. Lydia had seen them shift from indigo to azure to emerald to graphite all in the space of a conversation.

Handing back the ring, Teriana asked, “Who was the other man?”

Lydia twisted the band around her finger. Once. Twice. Three times. “Lucius Cassius.”

Teriana lifted both dark eyebrows in surprise. The Maarin were well acquainted with the ins and outs of Cel politics, and Lucius’s reputation was far-reaching.

“Elections.” Lydia said the word as an explanation, though it wasn’t. Nothing explained why her father had that man in this house. “Let’s go out into the gardens. It’s cold in here.”

Taking Teriana by the hand, she led her friend out of the library and down the curving stairs, their bare feet making no noise on the tile. Except as she rounded the corner, Lydia found herself face-to-face with both her father and Vibius.

Vibius gave Teriana a scornful once-over and then turned his scowl on Lydia, eyes clouded with wine and distaste, as though a pair of rats had interrupted his evening stroll. Lydia instinctively recoiled.

Which was a mistake.

Teriana’s hand snapped to her knife hilt, and Lydia was certain that if she hadn’t grabbed hold of her friend’s wrist Teriana would’ve stuck the blade into Vibius’s guts.

Mercifully, Vibius didn’t seem to notice, and he swayed on his feet as he said, “As if you aren’t embarrassment enough, you have to fraternize with a sailor.” Then he wheeled on her father. “You indulge her.”

Her father straightened, anger seeming to wipe away the effects of his illness. “And I’ll continue to indulge her while it is within my power to do so.” Then he gave Lydia a warning nod that had her dragging Teriana around the corner before the situation could devolve further.

“That pompous prick,” Teriana snarled once they were outside. “He better watch his back, because I’m of a mind to cut off his—”

Lydia held up a hand, wary of Vibius still being in earshot. “While that’s a delightful visual, I really need you to curb your tongue in his presence.”

Teriana stared at her as though she was a stranger. “Not like you to be a shrinking violet.”

“Yes, well…” The situation felt too monumental to explain, a sudden weariness stealing over her. “He’s my father’s heir.”

Realization dawned on Teriana’s face, the color of her eyes shifting and darkening into stormy seas. “You’ll be his property when he inherits.”

Property. It was true, but Lydia hated the blasted word. Hated how it made her feel less than human.

“Any way around that?” her friend asked, though she had to know the answer.

“If I were to be married.”

Silence filled the space between them, telling Lydia exactly what her friend thought of such a solution.

Finally, Teriana said, “Surely there are men falling over themselves to gain a connection with your family?” Her voice was light, but the turbulent waves in her eyes belied her tone.

“Perhaps they would be if everyone didn’t know my father was ill. It would be a short-lived union.”

“What about someone who isn’t a patrician? A financial incentive might—”

“Enough, Teriana!”

Instantly she regretted the heat in her voice. Other than her father, Teriana was the only person who cared for her well-being, and she could hardly begrudge her friend for trying to find a solution to her problems. That she liked none of the solutions was not Teriana’s fault.

Taking a measured breath, Lydia said, “This conversation makes me feel like a broodmare. Let’s discuss something else.” She motioned to the servant waiting with a tray of refreshments to bring them forth. “Tell me of your travels. Where have you been? What have you seen? How is your family? How is Bait?”

Teriana’s jaw worked from side to side as though she was considering pressing the issue. Then she shrugged, falling back on one of the couches and pulling Lydia with her. “Bait’s probably in the Quincense’s galley crying into his cup to Polin about not being invited along with me. I swear he was half-hoping my mum wouldn’t let me visit tonight so that he’d have the chance to see you under the guise of sneaking me off the ship. In another hour or so, he’ll probably be filling the whole damned harbor with his sad poetry about your pretty face.”

Lydia’s cheeks flushed at the thought of Teriana’s very handsome crewmember doing any such thing, and she picked up a glass from the tray, trying and failing to hide her reaction. “You’re making that up. Bait would do no such thing.”

Teriana smirked, picking up the other glass and smelling the contents. “I never tell you anything but the unvarnished truth. And speaking of true stories, about a month ago we sailed into Madrascus’s harbor just ahead of a storm. Each drop of rain was large enough to drown a man.…”

Resting her head against Teriana’s shoulder, Lydia allowed herself to be swept away by her friend’s adventures on the high seas, losing herself in tales of the Quincence’s crew’s hijinks in provincial ports and the endless pranks that Teriana and Bait played in idle moments. Stories that made her forget the terror she’d felt when her father had collapsed and her helplessness over what was to come.

For hours, she and Teriana talked, and only when it was growing dangerously close to morning did they crawl into Lydia’s bed, nose to nose, the sheets pulled over their heads. But in the darkness Lydia’s fears reared their heads, and as though sensing her mood, Teriana asked, “How unwell is your father?”

A pair of tears escaped her eyes. “The physicians say his liver is failing.” The words stuck in her throat. “They have given him six months, if he’s lucky.”

“I’m so sorry.” Teriana pulled her close. “It’s not fair. It’s never the awful men who are taken before their time, and there is a great injustice to that.”

Lydia wiped her face with the sheet. “It felt like one day he was well and the next he was not, and I know his concern for me is only making it worse.”

Teriana’s grip on her tightened, silence falling over both of them. And then her friend asked, “Are you afraid?”

The air beneath the sheet turned stifling, and it was only when Teriana pushed it back that Lydia was able to let out a gusting exhale and say, “Yes. I think the day after my father passes, Vibius will sell me to the highest bidder. And if no one will pay, he’ll have me killed.”

“What if you left? What if you ran away?”

Lydia choked out a laugh, because it had been tried many times by many women. And always they were dragged back, broken and shamed, eventually married off to some minor patrician family living in the provinces. Somewhere out of sight. “To where? There is nowhere the Senate doesn’t control. Nowhere that its legions couldn’t find me.”

She heard Teriana inhale as though to speak, but then she seemed to hesitate. And with her hesitation, Lydia felt something she hadn’t expected surge in her chest: hope.

Hope that flared brightly when Teriana finally whispered, “There is.”

Lydia’s heart fluttered, and for a moment she couldn’t speak. “Where?” she finally breathed out.

“Across the Endless Seas.”

“What do you mean? There’s nothing but water.”

“There’s a whole other world.”

Her breath caught in her throat, for what Teriana spoke of was nothing more than myth. “Do you mean the Dark Shores? They exist?”

Lydia felt Teriana press her forehead against hers. Felt her slow nod in the darkness. “If you decide you want to leave or if you’re ever in desperate need to reach me, this is how it’s done.…”



Teriana left at dawn, leaving Lydia standing alone at the gates to the property, one hand resting against the stone wall to keep her balance. Necessary, because it felt as though the whole world had been tipped on its side.

The existence of the Dark Shores. Immortal guardians of ships. Gods, which the Maarin—and apparently whole other nations of people on the far side of the world—worshipped. All things that would cause serious trouble for the Maarin if they were ever to be discovered by the Empire, but that concerned Lydia far less than the sense that she didn’t know her best friend as well as she’d thought.

Walking slowly down the path past the pool full of koi, Lydia entered the house, accepting a glass of iced lemon water from the waiting servant before climbing the stairs to the library. Her fingers trailed along the spines of the carefully organized volumes as she made her way through the room to her desk.

Sitting down, she worked for a time, but her mind kept drifting. Eyes kept going to the globe of Reath sitting on the corner of her desk. Setting down her pen, Lydia pulled the globe in front of her, watching it rotate.

One half depicted the Empire in blues, greens, golds, and whites, but the other half was lacquered black. The Dark Shores. What would it be like, she wondered, to pull back the shadow and see what lay beneath?

What would it be like to escape?

Then a hand pressed down on the rotating globe, stopping it so that Lydia’s gaze was centered on Celendor itself.

“Lydia, some decisions have been made that you need to be aware of.”

A chill ran down her spine at the tone of her father’s voice, and she couldn’t find the courage to lift her face to meet his gaze. Because she knew.

She knew.

“Who will it be?” Her voice quivered, and she clenched her teeth, furious that she was losing her composure already.

“You know that this is a matter of blood. Of breeding. If you were my child in truth, Domitius himself would have been banging on our door begging for your hand for his son.”

But she wasn’t patrician. Wasn’t Cel at all. “Who?” she repeated.

“I know it’s no love match and never will be, but you’ll have status and wealth and he’ll treat you well. He has children from a prior marriage, so you need not worry yourself with those particular concerns. He’s already said that he’s happy for you to carry on with your studies, which is no small thing. And he’s running for consul; if he is victorious, you’ll be the most influential woman in—”

“Who?” Lydia shrieked, cutting him off. Because she knew.

Silence filled the room. Thick and sticky and choking.

“Lucius Cassius has offered to marry you,” her father finally answered, taking hold of her wrist and sliding a heavy bracelet over her hand. “And I’ve accepted on your behalf. You’ll be wed after the elections.”
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KILLIAN


Killian galloped through the night and into the morning, switching his stallion for a fresh mount at a farm he passed, a few gold coins and a promise ensuring he’d get his animal back.

It was there he left Bercola behind. To rest. And to deliver warnings.

As such, he was alone when he encountered the first of the Royal Army scouts.

“My lord!” The man’s eyes went wide at the sight of Killian’s injuries. “What’s happened?”

“Derin has invaded.” His borrowed horse bucked, sensing Killian’s agitation at the delay. “Have a pigeon sent to Mudaire warning them. I can’t delay—I need to reach my father.”

“But High Lord Calorian is here.” The scout gestured back in the direction he’d come from. “Resting the men at High Lord Damashere’s castle. He’d intended to travel to the wall to visit you, my lord.”

Killian’s stomach flipped, for while his father being close was a stroke of good fortune that might save the kingdom, Killian had thought he’d have another two days to figure out how he was going to break the news.

But apparently the gods had other plans.

Wincing at the pain in his shoulder, Killian dug in his heels, and galloped toward High Lord Damashere’s castle.



He found his father already in the process of organizing the Royal Army to march.

“We received a bird from Blackbriar less than an hour past,” High Lord Calorian said, not looking up from his map. “But I’d like to hear an explanation from you, Killian.”

Killian swallowed, wishing for a glass of something strong. Perhaps an entire bottle of something strong. As he considered his words, blood from his injuries dripped from his fingers.

Splat.

A droplet struck the floor and, finally, his father looked up. “Gods, Killian,” he snapped. “You could have seen the healers first.”

Striding to the door, he leaned out, muttering to the men standing guard, and a few moments later, two white-robed healers appeared.

“Take care not to overexpend yourselves,” Killian’s father warned. “That he’s standing doesn’t mean he’s not half dead.”

Killian said nothing as the pair struggled to remove his chainmail and the blood-soaked garments beneath, but as they began their work erasing the injuries, he said, “One of the corrupted approached the wall yesterday claiming she desired to assist us.”

High Lord Calorian stood in silence as Killian explained what had happened. Both healers were grey and faded when they finished, departing the room right as Killian completed his description of the enemy forces. “You’ll need to call in reinforcements from the North and South,” he said. “Rufina has at least ten thousand men, and her ranks are peppered with corrupted.”

“Stop. Talking.”

Killian’s teeth clicked shut.

“That wall,” his father growled, “hasn’t been breached since it was built a thousand years ago, and yet within three months of you taking command of the fortress defending it we have a Derin army marching across the kingdom. And not because they laid an impressive siege to it. Not because of their manpower. No, the wall fell because they caught you with your trousers down.”

“The fortress’s wall was well manned,” Killian replied, eyeing his father warily. “I’m not stupid enough to leave my rear undefended.”

“And yet the enemy walked in entirely uncontested.”

“It was a ruse.”

“A ruse that shouldn’t have worked! Not on you!” High Lord Calorian snarled the words in Killian’s face, dusky skin red with anger. “Were you drunk? In bed with some girl?”

“No!” Killian scrambled for words. “I was on the wall when—”

“I don’t need to hear it.” His father turned away, resting his hands on a table covered with maps, the indigo wool of his coat straining over his shoulders. Of all High Lord Calorian’s sons, Killian knew he favored his father the most. A head taller than most men and built for combat, the only differences between them that his father’s dark brown hair was laced with grey and his olive skin creased around his eyes.

“You were marked by Tremon himself, Killian.” His father’s voice was low. “Haven’t you realized by now that such a gift came with obligations? Doubly more so, given that you are my son. The god of war gave you the gifts needed to defend Mudamora, but what have you done but squander them?” He turned around. “Gambling, drinking, and chasing girls—those are the only things you use your talents for. This one time you had a chance to use your mark toward its intended purpose and you failed. And our people are dying as a result.” High Lord Calorian shook his head. “Tremon chose poorly when he chose you.”

The blood drained from Killian’s face, his father’s words cutting deeper than a sword. He’d been reprimanded countless times before, but this … this was different.

And perhaps not undeserved.

“You should’ve stayed on the wall and fought until the end,” his father spit. “You should’ve died defending that wall.”

The room felt cold and still. Killian’s pulse roared in his ears. “I’ll march with you, Father. I’ll fight. We’ll push them back—”

“You’ll go to Mudaire.” High Lord Calorian’s voice was frigid. “The King is there and you will hear his judgment on your actions. And in the meantime, I will march west, and you had best pray to all the gods that I’m able to rectify your mistakes.”

High Lord Calorian strode toward the door.

“Father, please!”

Fingers gripping the handle, his father turned, brown eyes fixing on Killian. “You were meant to be my greatest achievement. Instead, you’ve been my greatest disappointment.”
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