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NOBODY’S QUEST
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This book is for everyone like me who struggles with mental health.

To everyone who lives extraordinary lives through books, who dreams of epic quests and magic and saving the world, even when the reality we live in can be hard and gray and lonely.

It’s time we’re the heroes of the story. We deserve to lead adventures.

Let’s change the world together.
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Nobody’s Quest is a fast-paced, adventure-filled romantasy that celebrates the triumph of hope over fear. It also contains content that may be sensitive to some readers, including the portrayal of depression, negative self-talk that stems from depression, references to abuse in childhood, indentured servitude, death of a parent, and violent battle scenes. Nobody’s Quest also contains explicit consensual sex.
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Author’s Note

Everyone’s experience with mental health issues is different, personal, and valid. In Nobody’s Quest, the protagonist, Soli, experiences what we call depression, and what is known in her world as Gray Mind. While writing this book, I had to come to terms with the fact that Soli can’t be responsible for representing every different form of depression, or every person’s experience of depression—she can only do her best to live with her own.

I’ve battled chronic clinical depression since I was thirteen years old. I’ve been publicly open about it since 2014, in the hopes that the more we normalize talking about mental health, the more the stigma around depression, anxiety, and other mental illnesses will go away.

My two truths I hold on to when the days are really bleak:

Depression lies, and

Tomorrow has the potential for hope.

If you’re like me and Soli, or have any form of mental health issue, please remember that you are not alone, no matter what lies your illness may tell you. And also remember:

Storms pass.

Pain ends.

We will never quit.

An important note: I had concerns when writing this book that Soli might give a falsely ableist impression when she can come up out of her depression—Gray Mind—in the space of a few days, rather than the weeks or sometimes months it can actually take me to climb back out. Please forgive this shorthand I needed to take for the sake of the story. The fictional scope of Soli’s quest didn’t give me space for her to be incapacitated for weeks or months.

But when we survive and conquer a period of gray in real life, no matter how long it takes, please remember that we’re big damn heroes.

Soli would be proud of us.

Thank you.





Knowledge is godly.

—Precept of the Sisters of the Scrolls, Royal Library of Pyrrh, Fifth Age






CHAPTER ONE

I’m elbow-deep in cleaning mold off the bottom of a bookshelf when six of the king’s guards come for me. Five of them with swords drawn, which makes no sense.

Because I’m nobody.

I heard the tramp of boots, of course, but I ignored them. King Pallan often sends his guards to the royal library to demand scrolls from the Sisters. Not that he’s a scholar, from what I’ve heard in the kitchens, but it gives him pleasure to order people about as if he’s playing Spires with living pieces.

If you’re a king, I guess you always capture Triple Crowns—the winning hand.

I freeze and drop the sponge on the ragged hem of my skirt. Kneeling in the corner at the base of the marble staircase, I wait for them to pass by.

Except they don’t.

Instead, the lead guard, wiry in his crisp blue uniform, frowns at me. He curls his lip in distaste as he touches the point of his sword to my neck, forcing my head up.

“This? This can’t be what he wants.” His voice conveys enough contempt to fill the entire kingdom of Pyrrh. “How can the king expect—”

“Shut your mouth. All of you, put your swords away,” growls a voice like broken gravel.

Four swords immediately slam into sheaths. The fifth digs into my throat.

A thickset guard, her uniform bearing the silver chevron of rank against its royal blue, shoves past the first guard and slaps his sword down. “I said put it away. King Pallan wants what he wants, and it’s not for the ravens-begotten likes of you to question it. Or do you want to face the Inquisitors?”

He shrinks back. A tiny part of me I’d thought was long destroyed is viciously glad to see the fear in his face. But then the heat trickling down my neck tells me he cut me, and my defiance vanishes. I quash my instinct to slap a hand on the wound, because my hands are filthy. Instead, I swallow hard and look up at the officer.

Her square face is impassive, but I see a glimmer of pity when her gaze lands on my throat. She digs in a pocket and tosses me a small bit of white cotton.

“Hold that on your neck and get up, girl. We don’t have time to dally.”

“Thank you,” I whisper, staring at the cloth in disbelief. It has been a very long time since anybody in authority aimed even such a small kindness toward me.

A whore’s daughter doesn’t deserve pity.

Especially one who’s scarred and broken, like me.

I stand, my knees shaky after hours on the stone floor, and press the cloth to my neck. “Why … where are we going?”

Instead of answering, she glares at her soldiers. “Move back, you fools. Does this pathetic wisp of a girl look like a threat to us?”

Pathetic is not an unfamiliar word in the lexicon of descriptors thrown at me, so I barely notice it. Instead, I focus on the officer and ask again, “Where are we going?”

She bellows out a humorless laugh. “To see the king, girl. You’re a very important person today.”

I blink and then relax. This is all a mistake. They have the wrong person. “Oh. No. I’m sorry, but you’ve made a mistake. I’m not her. I mean, I’m not whoever you’re looking for.”

The officer, who’s already turned to leave, whips her head back to stare at me. “Are you Soli Graymind?”

“I … yes, but—”

“Then get your feet moving. The king doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

She marches off, confident that the rest of the guards and I will follow behind her. For a moment, I wonder what it would feel like to have that kind of confidence. But then the first guard, safe now that the officer’s eyes aren’t on him, punches me in the back so hard I have to scramble not to fall.

“She said get your feet moving,” he snarls.

“Flack!” the officer bellows. “Get your bony ass up here and open doors for me.”

As he scurries past me, Flack elbows me in the ribs and sneers when I gasp. “Just wait till I get you in the dungeon,” he hisses.

The dungeon?

“But why—”

“Best be quiet,” the guardsman next to me says quietly. “Flack’s a jumped-up bunghole, but he has connections. Let’s get you to the palace in one piece, hey?”

I nod and touch the tiny scraps of parchment twined into the thin braid hanging down the left side of my face. It occurs to me that my words today may have been prescient in some small way. Because tucked between strands of my braid are Courage and Endurance.

I’d picked them half in jest for the onerous task of cleaning the stacks. Now, though, realization sinks into the pit of my stomach that I may need large quantities of both to survive the day.

Or the dungeon.

We march up the seventy-seven stairs from the under-library to the main rotunda. I keep my head down, avoiding the avidly curious stares of the Sisters and servants we pass along the way. I can’t answer the questions in their eyes when I have no idea what is happening—or why. My mind races, trying to find a single reason I’d be called before anyone in the palace, let alone the king of all Pyrrh.

In the early days of my indenture, back when I was only four years old and crying for my mother—partly because I missed her, and partly because of the pain from the fall that ripped open my right hand to my wrist and the edge of my right cheek—I fashioned fairy-tale dreams of one day discovering that I was a princess. That the king and queen were searching for me, and soon they’d find me and take me to live in the castle with my mother.

My young brain didn’t think to wonder how the daughter of a whore could be a princess, until one day I innocently made the mistake of telling the tale at breakfast. The other servants’ cruel laughter shredded through me, sharp-edged like the cook’s knives. After that, I locked my dreams into a small, deep corner of my mind, to be taken out only rarely and always in the dark.

Life had already taught me a hard truth: Dreams are as fragile as moon glow on cobwebs, easily destroyed in the unforgiving light of day.

As the years went by, and I realized that a term of indentured servitude actually had no end for someone like me, I let reality erode my foolish childhood notions.

Palaces and princesses.

Not for a nobody.

Not for me.

Now, if I can believe these guards, I’m on my way to the palace. Not in a beautiful dress or riding in a carriage, but stumbling across the cobblestone streets, wearing rags and covered in mold and dirt. My filthy clothes and skin are as gray as the label the Inquisitors slapped on my mind.

The label they slapped on me.

Graymind.

In other circumstances, I’d be thrilled to be outside on a day like this. The crisp autumn air is filled with the cinnamon-spiced scent of cider, and red-cheeked children run around waving banners on sticks and stealing iced buns purposely left out for them by indulgent shopkeepers. In the distance, people gather to watch the sunset at the low wall that surrounds Pallanhold Keep.

I’ve stood at that wall before, looking out over the deep blue swells of the Thalassian Sea, where the waves crash into the Indigo Cliffs of Pyrrh. Wondering what lies on the other side of that impassable ocean.

Wondering if I’d ever see anyplace else but this city.

After that first time looking out at the water, I found a tome on geography and learned about the unique blue clay and stone that give the cliffs their name. I read about unsuccessful attempts to cross the Thalassian Sea as recounted by the few explorers who’d made it home after one or more catastrophes on those unforgiving waves.

“Here be Monsters,” the old maps say in curled and faded script on their edges. But no histories I’ve ever read describe them.

Maybe we’ve always been too busy with the monsters right here in Altarra to find out about those waiting beyond its borders.

When we reach the palace—the tallest structure at the highest point in the city, which rings out in concentric semicircles around it—the officer wheels sharply to the right and steps off the main road that enters the palace grounds. We follow her onto a neatly tended gravel path that wraps around the sweep of the shining white stone wall encircling the king’s domain. After thirty paces, she stops at a small gate. The rest of us halt behind her.

I clench my teeth together to keep from asking questions. I don’t want to draw any more attention to myself, especially from Flack and his “connections,” but a constant refrain of why why why why why reverberates inside me.

Two guards on the other side of the gate wear the unrelieved black of rank-and-file soldiers, rather than the royal blue of the king’s guards. They snap to attention and salute the officer. When they open the metal gate, it creaks with disuse.

Maybe it’s the special gate for the truly desperate criminals, my brain offers. I have to bite my lip to keep from letting any hint of hysterical laughter escape.

Me. Desperate.

Right.

I’m tall compared to other female Pyrrhans, but I’m so thin that even the oldest, weakest soldier in the army could take me down with one hand tied behind their back.

Deprivation is the key to a pure mind, the Sisters tell us. Rations are always scarce at the two meals a day we’re allotted. I’m at the lowest rung of the hierarchy, so I’m only allowed to put food on my plate when everyone else is done filling theirs.

And I’m lucky to get that much, I know, after being told so almost daily for most of my life. I’ll be one and twenty at Harvest Fest, the age at which indentured servants are formally freed from their bonds.

Except for people like me.

I’ll never be free. Grayminds never are.

When I hesitate at the gate, the guard next to me takes my arm and pulls me through. “No use being late to a place, even if you don’t want to go,” he says gruffly. Maybe it’s my imagination, but I think he gives my arm a reassuring squeeze.

I lift my chin and pretend the action gives me strength, but then one of the gate guards points at me and laughs.

“Another one? This one’s covered in dirt! Why are you bringing her to the palace? Do we give charity baths to paupers now?” So quickly I can’t duck, he snatches a twist of parchment out of my braid. “She even has paper stuck in her hair.”

He tosses it to the ground, and I can’t miss the symbolism when he crushes my Courage beneath one boot.

I quietly breathe in for four counts and then out for four more. I may have lost Courage, but I still have Endurance. Artemisen willing, that will be enough for whatever I’m about to face.

The guard next to me, the gentle one, whips around and punches the gate guard in the solar plexus, an anatomical point I learned about in Garethan’s Compilation of Bodily Humors and Healings two years after I taught myself to read.

The Sisters often proclaim that knowledge is godly. The sentiment is even carved into the stone lintel above the library’s front door.

I prefer to think that knowledge is power, and I hoard every hard-earned scrap of both.

The gate guard collapses to the ground, clutching his abdomen and hacking out a cough. I press my lips together against the smile trying to escape, lift my ragged, filthy skirts, and step over his feet.

When I turn toward my escort with some idea of thanking him, his warning glare dissuades me. “Don’t say anything to me, girl. I don’t want to get to know you right before you die.” So much for gentle.

My faint glimmer of satisfaction turns into terror and sinks like cold iron into the pit of my stomach.

Before I die?

What could I have done to deserve death?

As we march across the colorful palace gardens that I don’t have the heart to appreciate, I cast my mind back over the last few weeks. I didn’t offend any patrons, I’m sure of that, because I’m never allowed in the library during the hours it’s open to the public.

I haven’t seen the Sister Superior in months and, anyway, she metes out her own punishments. I’ve left her study more than once with my hands raw and bleeding from the weight of her edged stick. She’s good at only beating novice Sisters in places that won’t show, but doesn’t take any such care with her servants.

I refuse to think about the scars my clothes cover. Not now, when I need every ounce of courage I can muster.

My breathing quickens until I’m on the verge of hyperventilating, which Garethan calls the “unfortunate affliction of the weaker sex,” because Garethan is a misogynist fool. I realize I’m so scared that my brain is spouting trivial nonsense at me, but it’s now so hard to breathe that I wonder if I’ll drop dead right here and save the king the trouble of executing me.

The officer, still in the lead, reaches the palace wall and turns to face the rest of us, impatience stamped in the hard lines of her face.

“Hurry up, already,” she barks, and—just like that—something breaks inside me.

I yank my arm out of the guard’s grip and stop walking. Then I deliberately stare up and up and up at the shining white stone, sparkling glass windows, and crystal spires on the palace turrets and shrug, pretending a nonchalance I’m worlds away from feeling.

“Not a terrible place to die.”

The officer raises an eyebrow and quirks her lips but quickly schools her face into an emotionless mask. “We’ll see,” is all she says before making a sharp right turn into the palace.

I swallow the boulder lodged in my throat and follow her into what may be my very short future. To my surprise, we walk into a kitchen that doesn’t look much different from the one in the library, if you don’t count the fact that it’s four times the size and contains five times the workers, all of them busy at various tasks.

More fascinating than all that, though, is the food. This kitchen holds more food than I’ve ever seen in one place, stacked and displayed all around me in a fresh, colorful, fragrant bounty. The scents layer through the air like a symphony, with undertones of rich beef and pork, and lighter notes of herbed vegetables and spiced fruit, all topped with the sugary, buttery top notes of sweets for the king’s table.

My stomach suddenly growls so loudly that everyone around me hears it, surprising an almost grin out of my escort. I only had time for half a piece of stale bread this morning before the novices ordered me to get to work, and that was a long time ago. It’s nearly sunset now, an hour before I’m due for my second meal of the day.

“Not holding out hope I’ll be back in time for that,” I mutter, shoving my hands in my pockets to avoid reaching for any of the tempting baked goods within grabbing distance. I’ve been beaten for taking extra food in the library; I can’t imagine the punishment for stealing from the king.

Although, if he’s going to kill me anyway, how much worse could it get?

The cook, a plump woman in a starched white apron, her silver hair tied back in a knot, puts her hands on her hips and stops in the middle of the aisle, blocking our progress.

“Sergeant Neville, it’s bad enough you’re dragging that filthy child through my clean kitchens. Now I hear her stomach growling fit to scare a mountain bear?”

My guard ducks his head, his cheeks flushing a dull red, much to my astonishment. The man is the size of a small buffalo, all tough muscle and sinew. His close-cropped, gray hair frames a solidly square face with intelligent brown eyes. “Now, Maisie—”

“Don’t you ‘now, Maisie’ me, Garth Neville!” She shakes a finger at him. “I remember when you were her age and sneaking plum pies from this very kitchen.”

Maisie grabs a steaming turnover from a platter, wraps it in a white cloth, and holds it out to me. “Now, take care when you bite into it. It’s fresh out of the oven, and you’ll burn your tongue. But you can take this to wherever they’re rushing you off to. No offense, but hopefully to a bath, young lady.”

I stare at her, afraid to take what she offers. What if it’s a trick? But her eyes are kind, and she must see my fear. She steps closer and presses the cloth-wrapped pie into my hand.

The scent of sugar and plum and spice stuns me into silence, but I drag the words out. “Thank you, lady. May Artemisen bless you when she is restored.”

Maisie tuts. “I’m no lady—not but a cook. A fine one, mind you, but a cook. And we’ll see what we see about Artemisen, won’t we? May the sun and moon keep her.”

Sergeant Neville puts his hand back on my arm, but gentler this time, mindful of Maisie’s sharp gaze. “Let’s go, girl. Eat quick. We’ll be in the king’s throne room sooner than you’d like.”

I take a bite of the pastry, which both burns my tongue and tastes like bliss … until the impact of his warning smashes into me. When the pie turns to ash in my mouth, I put the remainder in my pocket, hoping beyond hope I’ll be alive long enough to eat it.

Three staircases and four twisting corridors later, I stumble to a stop just in time to keep from running into Flack’s back. He snakes his head around to scowl at me, and I’d laugh in his face if my stomach wasn’t about to cannibalize itself from pure terror. I’m immune to scowls after so many years of indenture, but threats of my impending murder are entirely different.

“Over-Lieutenant Rackness to see King Pallan with the requested … person,” the officer barks.

Two guards stand outside enormous, carved wooden doors. They snap to attention and give the officer—Rackness—simultaneous salutes, then pull open the doors.

My first impression: this is not what I expected at my execution.

First, music soars out of the room, the silvery notes of a flute twining with the slightly deeper, rounder tones of a lyra harp. The sounds dance together on a wave of harmony to support the purest singing voice I’ve ever heard.

Second, the room is full of brilliantly dressed courtiers in silks and satins and lace. Jewels sparkle in the combined illumination from candlelight, sun through the many windows, and reflections in the mirrored walls. The hum of conversation glitters as brightly as the finery worn by those who speak. When I pass through the doorway, though, everything on the periphery fades away, because the person on the throne demands all my attention. It’s Pallan.

King of all Pyrrh.

And he’s staring straight at me.


Nobody can defeat the goddess of war and death.

—Recorded Conversations of the Oracles: Ninth, Twelfth, Seventeenth, and Twenty-Third Cycles






CHAPTER TWO

“It’s about fucking time.”

The king’s voice slices through the room like an arrow, leaving silence and the faltering notes of musical instruments in its wake. His stare leaves no doubt who he’s addressing. My bones suddenly ache and turn brittle, shards of ice poking at the delicate underside of my skin. Is it simply terror spreading from my brain to my flesh, like plague? Or do the whispered rumors that King Pallan wields forbidden magic carry even a tiny bit of truth?

Beneath my breath, I whisper the mantra from my favorite character in my favorite series of novels. In her darkest moments of despair, Captain Wynona Wavedancer reminds herself:

Storms pass.

Pain ends.

I will never quit.

The words have propped up my faltering courage so many times over the years, no matter the pain or blood or bruising I’ve endured. But now, as I whisper the last word through teeth chattering so hard I have to clench my jaw shut, I realize that the pain a king can inflict might never end.

And I’ve never endured a storm like this before.

The king projects a sense of power and dominance. His deep blue eyes are exactly the color of his rich velvet coat and—funny coincidence—the uniforms of his guard. A king with ego issues, apparently.

Shocking.

The guards around me all bow deeply to the king. I drop into a curtsy, made awkward by Flack reaching over to yank viciously at my braid and knock me off balance.

The king finally turns to Over-Lieutenant Rackness. “Are you sure this is the one?”

“She certainly looks like a nobody,” a silken voice drawls. From behind the throng loosely gathered in front of the throne steps the most beautiful man I have ever seen. Despite the crowd, an open space surrounds him. Courtiers seem to flinch away, as if they’re afraid of him.

Or afraid to be seen near him. I’ve never much understood court politics. But all this flits through my mind in the space of a heartbeat, because this man is so magnificent that I almost forget my terror and the king and my possible impending execution.

He’s … perfect.

Perfect even beyond the perfection of the male courtesans in my mother’s Guild. If the goddess Artemisen herself designed a man, he would certainly look like this.

He’s tall enough to tower over the surrounding courtiers, making me wonder why I didn’t see him the moment I walked through the doors. Even in his loose-fitting scarlet jacket, I can tell he has broad shoulders. But it’s his face that startles me out of focus on my imminent death. Framed by waves of black hair that shine like silk, his face is a portrait of golden-brown beauty.

But it’s the dangerous beauty I associate with the pirate who pursues Captain Wavedancer around the world.

The villain.

He has a strong, straight nose and high cheekbones. The way his black pants fit his muscular thighs must give a lot of people around here some very sleepless nights.

When I dare to meet his gaze, I’m startled to see that his eyes are the unusual dark purple of the finest Valourian wines—if wine were made of solid ice.

I’ve never seen eyes so incredibly cold in my entire life. When I flinch and drop my gaze to the twist of his sensual lips, I realize he’s scowling.

At me.

When he takes a step toward me, taking in my ragged, filthy dress before looking back to my face, something I can’t decipher crosses behind his eyes. Then his expression hardens, and he glances over at the king.

“Is this really the best we can do? Yet another refugee from the pig barns? How can someone this weak possibly be the one?”

Humiliation and rage rush through me in a torrent of heat. My skin burns from the top of my head to my chest. For the first time since this nightmare began, I’m grateful for the grime that covers me. At least this arrogant prince won’t be able to see my shame paint itself in vivid colors on the sun-starved, sallow canvas of my skin.

I stare at the ground, clenching my hands into fists in the folds of my skirt, and try to put my mortification into perspective. I’ve been mocked, belittled, and shamed by connoisseurs of the art of condescension. In comparison, this man all but saying I smell like a pig barn is nothing.

Of course, I’ve never been shamed by a man who looks like a god … in a room filled with courtiers … in front of the king of Pyrrh, who may or may not want to kill me.

Perspective is overrated.

I take a deep breath, trying to find calm, and that’s when his final words finally penetrate my shame. The one? The one … what?

He steps closer, but I’m no longer overwhelmed by his presence. I learned from Aislinn Carrolynne’s Flora and Fauna of the Desert Region that the deadliest asps in Altarra, native to the Desert of Sharnon, use their beauty to hypnotize their prey into submission.

But guess what, pretty boy?

I’m. Not. Prey.

Flack’s hand shoots out, and his bony fingers dig into my arm so deeply I know I’ll be bruised. “Bow to the prince, fool,” he hisses, yanking me down so my knees smash into the marble floor. I bite my lip but can’t suppress the slight sound of pain that escapes.

The prince, who must be Prince Kaelen, formerly of Valourian—even I’ve heard of him—takes one long stride toward me. His fist moves so fast I barely see it. The next instant, Flack flies backward and crashes into the nearest candelabra. The hateful guard flails his arms but can’t catch his balance, and he goes down in a sprawl of arms, legs, and burning candle wax, shrieking when the wax splatters his face. The thunk of his head hitting the floor reminds me of a cleaver striking an overripe melon, and I can’t help but wince in misplaced sympathy.

When I look up at the prince in shock, the ice in his gaze is gone, replaced with purple fire. He bows mockingly and holds out a hand, but I flinch away. I’ve endured enough pain to know I can survive being hit, but this man knocked Flack across the room with a single blow. The same force would splinter me like kindling.

Huddled on the floor, I stare at his boots and wait almost numbly for what will happen next.

Storms pass. They pass, and this one will, too, I try to convince myself.

Slow clapping draws my gaze up to the king, who sardonically applauds the prince.

“So gallant, Kaelen. Hopefully, you haven’t damaged my guard, or you may be forced to take his shift tonight.”

Prince Kaelen’s smile is a challenge of bared teeth and narrowed eyes. “I hate bullies. Maybe you should keep such incompetent wastrels off your guard roster and put them to work more suited for their … skills, Your Majesty,” he drawls, bowing in the king’s direction. “Perhaps cleaning the middens?”

The king stands and walks toward us. “If I needed your help to direct my people, Kaelen, I would have asked you for it.” He doesn’t hide the sarcasm dripping from his clipped words.

Since I’m already on the floor, I bow my head as deeply as I can but stop short of pressing my forehead to the marble. If I’m going to die anyway, I’ll be goddess-damned before I grovel to this man, king or not.

“Elianna!”

A crackle of whispers floats around the edges of the room after the king bellows the name, but nothing happens. I dare to peek up at him and find him staring down at me, scowling.

Does he think my name is Elianna?

But no. The officer knew my name. Elianna must be someone else who’s incurred the king’s rage.

The click of delicate heels approaches from behind me, but I don’t look around. My brief surge of defiance is already gone, sinking into the grayness building at the edges of my mind. I shudder and fight the feeling. I can’t afford to fall over the edge into the abyss.

Not now, not now, not now, please.

I know from hard experience that I can exist in a state of heightened emotional or physical pain for only so long. When fear, injury, or hunger becomes too much for me to endure, my mind protects me by sinking into a fog of gray nothingness, where no sharp edges can touch me. Where I don’t hurt or hunger or feel sorrow …

Where I feel nothing at all.

The problem, of course, is that sometimes I don’t come back from the abyss for days.

Or weeks.

Or, during the worst of it—the period that earned me the Inquisitors’ judgment—multiple weeks.

I glance down at my wrist, where my dirty sleeve covers the GM Gray Mind mark. The visceral memory of that burning iron branding my flesh jolts me out of the fog trying to suck me down into it. I force myself to focus on the new arrival, looking up from her silver slippers to the white-and-silver robe that marks her as one of the Air Touched.

A bizarre thought pops into my mind—one of my friend Trick’s rude jokes. I have to bite my lip against the grin that, unbelievably, tries to surface.

A king, a prince, and a sorcerer walk into a throne room …

“This can’t be what you meant,” the king says, disbelief underscoring every word. He reaches out one black boot to touch my knee, and I flinch back. “How could the oracles mean to put the fate of Altarra in the hands of the ones already in the dungeon, or this?”

The sorcerer doesn’t cower, but I can tell by the slight tremble in her fingers that it’s a near thing. She clasps her hands together in front of the silver links of her belt and bows her head deeply. It’s not quite a bow, not a curtsy, but nonetheless conveys respect.

“I didn’t say it had to be her. Your Majesty, you told me that the Sister Superior herself recommended this person, which is why you wanted to see her now.” Her golden-eyed gaze touches on me and skitters away. “It could be the thief or the apprentice pig keeper. It could be one of the criminals your guards are retrieving in the city as we speak.”

The Sister Superior knew about this? She even recommended me for whatever this is? The sour taste of betrayal fills my mouth, though I should know better after years of servitude beneath her monstrous rule.

I do know better … so why does it still hurt?

I guess it’s because even monsters can feel like family after they keep you in their cages for long enough.

“Thieves and pig keepers and criminals,” the king scoffs. “I must be mad to go along with your ridiculous plan.”

“I’d try the thief,” the prince drawls in a voice that turns my stomach.

I risk a glance up to see him raise one eyebrow at Flack, who was struggling to sit up but wilts beneath Kaelen’s gaze. Nobody moves to help the fallen guard, so maybe I’m not the only one who detests him.

“Why the thief?”

“Because I’d like to have a single damn chance, minuscule as it may be, to actually succeed,” Kaelen rasps, his voice almost but not quite a snarl. “Your Majesty.”

He points to me, his beautiful face twisted in a grimace. “We’d be lucky if she could survive even a day of hard travel, much less a journey across the continent.”

The king looks around and suddenly seems to notice that the room is filled with staring courtiers. He waves a hand toward the door. “I’m sure you all have something to do.”

Nobody moves.

“Somewhere else.” His voice lashes out, and the room empties in moments.

Now I’m alone on the floor in the throne room with King Pallan, Elianna the Air Touched, and Prince Kaelen of Valourian staring down at me. Even the guards, but for Rackness, have disappeared, two of them dragging Flack between them.

When the doors close behind them, I decide that enough is enough. I won’t sit on the floor like a helpless supplicant. I’m going to face my fate on my feet. I scoot back far enough that I won’t bang my head into the prince’s jaw when I stand, then scramble up off the floor. I smooth my skirts down and resolutely ignore the drying dirt that showers down from my clothes, but I can’t prevent my cheeks from heating again.

“It’s not up to us,” the king finally says, shrugging. “The goddess will decide.”

The goddess?

What in Altarra is going on here? I don’t ask, of course. I’m too cowed by the day, the company, the setting.

I really wish I had the courage to ask, though.

All three of them stare at me.

Nobody says anything.

Finally, I blow out a shaky breath and drop into another curtsy, this one far more graceful than before. I learned to curtsy almost before I could walk—after all, grace is the coin of the courtesan’s purse, and my mother was among the best. When I raise my head, I see the prince staring at me, his head slightly tilted to one side, as if I’ve suddenly done something interesting.

“Your Majesty, I—” My voice shakes. I take a breath, willing myself to appear calm. “Your Majesty, I am afraid there has been a terrible mistake. If—”

“You’re accusing your king of making a mistake?” King Pallan demands.

“No! No, Your Maj—No. I … somebody, somebody not you, clearly, made a mistake,” I babble. So much for calm. “I don’t know what’s happening, but it can’t be me Your Majesty was looking for.”

“Why is that?” The prince asks this with what seems to be sincere interest in a voice like liquid steel—hard but shockingly sensual. It’s a drastic change from his earlier contempt. This pings an awareness inside me that makes me nervous yet fascinated all at the same time.

When his lips quirk, I realize I’m staring at his mouth. Right. He asked me why it was a mistake that I’m here. I look at him with disbelief and gesture down at myself, knowing what he sees.

What they all see.

A plague-thin person in ragged clothes, covered with filth and shivering with cold and fear. The scar on my face and the one on my wrist from the accident that took my mother when I was only four.

The brand on my wrist.

I shake my head. “I could never have anything to do with the fate of the entire continent. Just ask the Sister Superior. I can’t even be trusted to assist the patrons in the royal library!”

“Why not?” the sorcerer demands, as the storms of her calling swirl in her golden eyes. Her short fall of dark-brown hair swings around her chin when she turns her head.

I can’t believe I have to answer this. Isn’t it obvious?

“Because … because I’m nobody.”

The sorcerer turns a triumphant smile to the king. “You see? Even she admits it. She’s nobody, so—”

“So, she’s exactly the kind of person we need,” the king says, his gaze speculative.

Prince Kaelen’s focus on my face sharpens, almost as if he’s searching for answers to questions I don’t understand, but then he shakes his head dismissively. “When I volunteered to lead this quest—”

“Volunteered?” The king’s voice is melted butter over poison. “I must be misremembering the meeting during which I assigned you this task. Or do you forget so easily the consequences to your sister if you fail?”

Kaelen is facing me, so nobody else sees the furious rage that flashes over his expression, then vanishes so fast it could have been a figment of my imagination. He dons his bland courtier expression like a festivalgoer might a domino at a masquerade, leaving me wary of what hides beneath such studied indifference. “As you say, Your Majesty.”

I don’t understand the obvious hostility, but sparks of it crackle through the air between them. Fascinating as this rivalry may be, it has nothing to do with me. I realize I need to try again to enter the fray, despite my fear of being caught in the crossfire.

“Begging your pardon, Your … Majesties. But how could I possibly be the person you need?”

The king shoves a hand through his hair and scowls. “Because, if Elianna is right, what we need is a nobody.”

It makes no sense, but if they need me, then … I can’t help the words that burst out of me. “You’re not going to kill me?”

The pity I see on the sorcerer’s face is every bit as terrifying as the king’s sneer.

“I won’t kill you,” the king of all Pyrrh tells me. “But you might prefer it if I did.”


Nobody may touch the Amulet of Artemisen and live.

—Recorded Conversations of the Oracles: Fifth, Fifteenth, and Twenty-Fifth Cycles






CHAPTER THREE

Over-Lieutenant Rackness takes my arm in a firm grip, guides me to a small door behind the throne, and escorts me inside. “Someone will bring you wash water.” Her gaze whips over me, and I feel another dull rush of shame. “And a clean dress. You can’t meet the goddess like that.”

“What?” I all but shriek the word. “Meet who?”

But she shakes her head and departs, leaving me alone in a tiny, bare, windowless room. Two sconces allow me to see that there’s another door opposite the one I entered through, but that one is barred and locked with a heavy chain.

Only a few minutes pass of me frantically trying to interpret what “meet the goddess” could mean before two servants bring in a small table, a basin of water, cloths for washing, and a green dress. “Best hurry, lass,” the man murmurs, but the woman with him just clucks her tongue and rushes back out of the room.

They close the door behind them, and I’m alone, so I take a deep breath and do as I was told. I quickly exchange my filthy dress for the green one, which is plain but well-made and easily the finest dress I’ve ever worn. Then I scrub dirt off my hands, arms, and face. I even use a clean corner of one towel to wipe dirt off my hair as best I can. Then I unbraid my hair but for the single plait next to my face, clench my hands together, and try to remember if I’ve ever read a book where a prisoner uses a towel to escape a locked room.

This futile train of thought doesn’t distract me for more than a minute or two, and then the door opens again. A snarling guard pushes a girl into the room and shoves her so hard she falls to her knees.

Then he pulls the door partially shut behind him and points at me. “I’m a friend of Flack’s. He asked me to give you a little thank-you.”

Before I can fumble through an answer, he strides across the room and backhands me so hard I smash into the wall behind me.

“Here’s hoping we get to see a bonfire,” he says, sneering. Then he studies both of us for a moment before walking out of the room.

Laughing.

My mouth is on fire. He split my lip; I can feel the blood running down my face and know my mouth will swell up in minutes. The bruising will be bad, too. With my fair skin, I always bruise when they hit me in the face.

I sigh, grimly resigned, and grab one of the cloths to wipe my face again. I’m gentle, but still wince at the pressure. Out of habit, I start to wash the blood out of the towel in the basin but then defiantly throw it on the floor. I’m not going to clean up after they beat me this time.

Not here.

The girl is still on the floor, and she’s crying, despite not being hurt much. When I glance at her tear-stained face, though, I immediately lose any impatience.

She can’t be more than ten and six.

She’s clean and looks well-fed, unlike me. I don’t see any scars or old bruises on the skin that’s showing, though I know that can be deceiving.

Some abusers are expert at only leaving marks where they won’t be seen.

“Are you okay? Here, let’s get you up off the floor.”

“Why would he do that to us?” She lets me help her up, then wraps her arms around herself and whimpers. “Why are we here? What’s happening? Do you know?”

“I don’t actually know,” I have to admit, the words meet the goddess still reverberating in my mind. “I’m Soli.” This unleashes a wild storm of sobbing and a jumbled explanation of who she is. I can’t understand much beyond her name, Lil.

I retrieve the only clean cloth left and hand it to her to wipe her face, which calms her down somewhat. “I was giving the pigs their tea-time mash—they don’t get tea, of course, but we call it that because we feed them that meal just before our tea—and two guards came to get me. Two guards!” She sits back and scrubs her face with her hands. “My da said I must have done something terrible for them to send guards, but I didn’t! Not ever! I mean, I kissed a boy I wasn’t betrothed to yet at Harvest Fest. But we’re close! He’s saving for our very own cottage. Anyway, they don’t send the king’s guards for that, do they?”

She yanks at her long, thick blond braid and stares at me with pale blue eyes. “Do they?”

“No. No, they don’t, Lil. I’m afraid we’re caught up in some plot of kings and sorcerers, through no fault of our own.”

The door opens again, and Sergeant Neville enters, his face grave. There’s a young guard with him, and this one’s reddish-brown hair, blue eyes, and freckles make him look as young as Lil.

When she catches sight of him, she jumps up and cries out. The guard—with a quick glance at Neville, who nods—crosses the room and puts an arm around her.

“Oh, Bern, why am I here? Is it because we—” The guard, who I’d bet ten silver pieces has been saving for a cottage, presses a kiss to her lips before she can finish her sentence. “Why did that man hurt Soli?” She’s sobbing again, and the guard does his best to comfort and shush her at the same time.

All eyes turn to me, and I swallow hard. “I’m fine. He—”

“You’re not fine,” Neville growls, his eyes on my mouth.

I touch my lip and flinch. When I bring my hand away, my fingers are stained red. “I’m well enough. A friend of Flack’s had a … message … for me.”

Neville whips a handkerchief out of his pocket and hands it to me. “Should we call the healers?”

“No. I just want to go home.” I realize I just called the library home, but compared to this, my pallet would feel like a warm hug. Maybe I can even get there in time to scavenge a few bites of what’s left of dinner.

“There’s no going home, lass. It’s time,” he says heavily. The sorrow in his eyes sends an icy spike of terror down my spine. “The king wants you in the throne room. Now. He’s having the Amulet of Artemisen brought to him.”

Lil wraps her arms around herself and shivers. “But isn’t that the gemstone that’s supposed to unlock the goddess’s crystal tomb? The gem that sets people on fire if they touch it?”

I, who have read every Cycle of the Oracles, feel the room spin around me and hear my voice as if it’s coming from far, far away.

“Yes, Lil. That’s the one.”

Of all the ways I never want to die, burning alive just soared to the top of the list.

[image: ]
Guards line the perimeter of the cavernous room, and Prince Kaelen stands a few paces in front of the throne, his face set in grim lines. When his gaze snaps to mine, I dare to nod a hello. His eyes widen as he takes in my appearance. He’s probably shocked to see me clean.

Cleaner.

My waist-length hair at least looks red now, instead of dirt-gray, and the single braid near my face shines purple. My blue eyes are the same, but my skin, while still desperately pale, is at least clean.

But his body language changes. One moment, he’s all graceful elegance. The next, every muscle in his body tenses, beginning with those in his jaw. His purple eyes flare hot, and I realize his gaze is locked on my mouth. He straightens so quickly, hand on the ceremonial sword sheathed at his side, that I freeze like the prey I swore to myself I wouldn’t be. Because I instantly know with complete certainty that there’s a deadly predator in this room, and he’s heading straight toward me.

In three fast strides, Kaelen is so close I can feel his breath on my face.

“Who hurt you?” His voice is a low growl, shocking me. Where is this protectiveness coming from?

He stands so close to me that I’m forced to inhale his deliciously subtle scent of sandalwood and cedar.

Forced. I scoff inside the privacy of my broken mind. Oh, no, don’t force me to smell this delightful aroma on my way to a horrible death.

Sergeant Neville, with a speculative look on his face, bows to the prince. “A friend of the horse’s ass who … fell into the candles, my lord. Believe me, he’s being dealt with.”

Kaelen turns that flashing purple gaze away from me to the sergeant, and I inexplicably feel a sense of loss. “Bad form, sergeant,” he snaps.

Sergeant Neville tightens his lips but nods. “You’re not wrong. He’ll pay for it.”

“I’m fine. Thanks for your concern,” I say, daring to touch his arm.

Kaelen stares at my hand, and I flush, trying to yank it back. But he wraps his fingers around my wrist with steady pressure, preventing me from moving.

“What is wrong with you?” I hiss, uncaring of the protocol.

A dull flush rises in his cheeks. “I wish I knew,” he mutters, releasing me.

I don’t know how to take that. I guess he’s never met a commoner bold enough to touch him before.

But when the king calls Elianna’s name, the prince steps closer to me instead of backing away.

“Should I call a healer?” His voice is a murmur, oddly intimate in the crowd, and I’m sure only I hear him, since everyone else is listening to the sorcerer respond to Pallan.

“It’s not that serious,” I whisper. “I’ve had far worse.”

Kaelen starts to reply, but the king’s voice lashes out.

“Stand ready,” Pallan orders.

The soldiers step back, revealing a line of water-filled wooden buckets.

“The amulet,” I whisper through desert-dry lips. “No. He can’t mean to make us touch it.”

“He won’t, if I have anything to do with it,” the prince says. “The vilest of the criminals—or at least the strongest—should be the ones.”

The strongest? I remember what he said about me not surviving a journey and flinch. Whatever Kaelen’s motivation is right now, I seriously doubt protecting me has anything to do with it.

Neville, hand on his sword, steps over to stand next to Kaelen. “You won’t have anything to say about it, son. You or me, either,” he mutters.

Neither seems to realize that a mere soldier just called the crown prince of Valourian son. We’re bound up in far more important matters than etiquette now.

“Bring up the rest of the nobodies,” the king calls out.

Bern leads a still-sobbing Lil to stand next to me, and I hear others filing into the throne room from the main door behind us. I also hear the clink of chains, but I don’t turn to look. I don’t want to see the faces of anybody else in danger of dying.

At least they spared Lil and me the chains.

I force myself to smile at her. “They could have given us dinner first.”

I’m filled with sudden, painful regret about leaving the plum pie in the pocket of my dress, now lying on the floor in that anteroom. It may be the last pie I ever had the chance to eat.

Lil is beyond my pitiful attempt to lighten her spirits. As she stares at the king, she stops making any noise, but tears still stream down her face. Bern looks almost as young and scared as she is. He can’t be over ten and eight himself.

“The box, please,” the sorcerer says, her voice cracking with strain. She’s changed into formal robes and a silver diadem, a sign of her magical rank. She glances over at me, and the sorrow in her eyes somehow makes everything more real.

I’m really here in the throne room of the king of Pyrrh.

I’m really standing next to a prince who seems to care what happens to me.

I’m really about to die.

But the next voice I hear can’t possibly be real, because it’s Trick, and he’s calling my name.

I whirl around and see my only friend in the world standing behind me.

And he’s in chains.

His brown eyes are wide with fear, his tawny hair a tangle around his face. He stands in the center of a chained line of men and women, all wearing expressions of bewilderment and terror on their faces.

“Soli? I thought that was you. Why are you here?”

“What? No!” I lunge toward him, but Kaelen has an iron grip on my arm.

“Stop,” the prince says.

Neville moves subtly to block my view of Trick and cuts his gaze toward the king. I’m horrified to realize I forgot about Pallan, the amulet, Lil, and everything else when I saw my friend. I slowly turn back toward the king, wondering if my breach of etiquette is enough to earn me the execution I feared mere minutes ago.

Wondering if it’s possible for my heart to beat so fast that it kills me before the king has a chance.

“Bring it over,” the king orders. Four guards enter from a side door, carrying a sturdy wooden table. A carved wooden box sits in its exact center, and the soldiers’ faces strain with the effort of keeping the surface perfectly balanced. When one side of the table dips slightly and the box slides a bit toward one guard, the man’s face is a study in terror.

They quickly right the balance, though, and oh-so-carefully place the table on the marble floor in the center of the room, a good five paces from the king. Then, bowing and almost shaking with relief, the four of them withdraw to stand with their fellow guards.

The Air Touched, her hands clasped before her so tightly her knuckles are white, resolutely walks over to stand next to the box. She stares at it for a long moment, glances at me, then turns to the king.

“This was my idea, so I bear responsibility and witness,” she says in a clear voice that carries through the room. The whispers and clinking noises stop.

“First, a story we all know, but must hear anew to begin this quest. A little less than a century ago, Corvynne, the goddess of war and death, defeated her sister, Artemisen, the goddess of nature and balance, in hand-to-hand combat. The skies rang with their battle for seven days and six nights, and on the seventh and final night, Artemisen fell.”

“May she be restored,” I murmur, as do many others.

“From that day until this one, the goddess of war has kept her sister imprisoned in a crystal tomb, beginning Altarra’s slow, inexorable descent into darkness. One of Artemisen’s Sylvan warriors gave his life to escape with an amulet—the key that will unlock the tomb—and this key ultimately came to Pyrrh.”

The Air Touched pauses, closes her eyes, and takes a deep breath before she continues. “Since then, nature’s balance has skewed more and more every year. The seedlings for crucial crops are withering in the ground. The snowfall has lessened year by year, causing drought, and we don’t know if it will snow at all this winter. As everyone knows, the stars themselves have disappeared from the night sky.”

Murmurs begin around the room. We all know this, but it’s somehow more terrifying to hear it set forth so plainly.

“The Oracles have told us, over and over and over, that nobody can defeat Corvynne. That nobody can touch the amulet, even though we know it will unlock the prison.”

“But you think you know better, despite the rest of your Guild’s disagreement,” the king interrupts, his voice harsh yet sardonic.

“I pray I know different,” she gently corrects him. “I’ve spent the past eight years of my life studying every historical scroll I could get my hands on. Every recorded word the Oracles have ever spoken. And I’ve come to this conclusion: Many times, the Oracles—although they see and predict the future, often in mysterious ways—are entirely literal.”

She looks directly at me. “Many times, the words themselves contain exactly and entirely their meaning. They do not require analysis, or interpretation, or translation. The very words, exactly as spoken, must be taken at face value.”

“Nobody can defeat Corvynne,” I say slowly.

“Nobody can touch the amulet,” she repeats, still staring into my eyes.

“And so, you searched for nobodies.” I can barely get the words out past my numbness; I feel like I’m in shock. Bizarrely, a quick burst of laughter escapes my lips. “I’ve been a nobody since I was four years old. I guess you succeeded.”

Kaelen’s hand on my arm tightens for a moment before he releases me and gracefully drops to one knee, bowing his head. “Your Majesty, bring the criminals, by all means. You know that every person, no matter how heroic, who has touched that amulet has died. You can’t ask innocent people to do this. Please, Your Majesty.”

Earlier, his concerns were for my strength. Now he’s worried about my innocence. I wonder what will matter to him next, and if I’ll be alive to find out.

I also wonder if I’m the only one who can hear how the prince said “please” through gritted teeth, but it doesn’t matter.

The king’s expression is merciless. “Prince Kaelen, how will you lead this quest if you can’t stomach the sacrifices required to complete it?”

Kaelen says nothing, but his hands fist at his sides.

Pallan sneers. “As I thought. You will be silent, or you will be removed from the room. Guards.”

Neville makes a hand gesture, and five guards form a ring around Kaelen.

“Quiet, or we’ll put you out of the room, lad,” Neville says. With fury snapping in his violet eyes, Kaelen rises to stand, but he doesn’t speak again. I wish I could thank him for standing up for me, when nobody else has since my mother died.

But all I can do is stand here and prepare to die.

The sorcerer holds her hands over the box and looks around the room, capturing each one of us in her anguished gaze. “Without nature and balance, Corvynne’s forces will conquer all of Altarra. They’ll continue to torture and rule over everyone they don’t kill. Already, the warriors of the Dawn are no more. The Valourian capital was overthrown, and that land’s legendary giant snow leopards are extinct. The Desert of Sharnon is devolving into the ruined, sand-blasted lands known as the Degradation. Nobody has heard from the Freeholders’ Territory in years. We are truly desperate. Our children and our children’s children will grow up in chains if we do not free the goddess.”

I know reciting all this causes the sorcerer pain. I can see it on her face. But I can’t help noticing the irony of her warning when there are people in chains right here in this room. Lil and I are unchained but still prisoners, just as surely as if we, too, wore cold iron. Armed men threaten the prince for daring to speak against this plan.

Ultimately, though, none of that matters.

Because the Air Touched touches the box.

Everyone in the room holds their breath for a heartbeat, but when nothing explodes and the sorcerer fails to catch on fire, I hear long, shaky exhalations.

“Enough speeches,” the king barks. “Bring one of the nobodies.” Still in that almost out-of-body state of numbness, I stumble forward one tiny step, but Neville pulls me to a stop. The king isn’t looking at me.

He’s pointing at Lil. “That one.”

“No,” I cry out, but my voice is lost in Lil’s frantic shrieks.

It takes several guards to drag Bern away from Lil, and he still knocks two of them to the ground before a dagger hilt to his skull puts him down. The five guards around Kaelen and another five who rush to help unsheathe their swords, because the prince is fighting to get to the girl, too. It takes a blade to Kaelen’s throat to make him stop.

“No!” I shout again, struggling to get to Lil, but Neville’s arms are steel bands around my waist. He puts a hand over my mouth.

“Shut it, lass, or he’ll have you killed before you ever touch the ravens-begotten amulet.” His voice is implacable but not unkind.

My weak struggles have no chance against him, so I reluctantly nod and subside, my entire body shaking like a victim of the bleeding fever. I glare at the sorcerer, who has tears standing in her eyes.

I want to spit on her.

She made this happen.

These deaths will be on her head as much as the king’s.

“Be silent, Soli, goddess damn you,” Trick hisses from behind me. Shock sweeps through me when I realize I somehow, unbelievably, forgot he was in the room. “It’s a sadness, but it’s only luck that it’s not you.”

Neville’s face is too close to mine for me to miss his twist of disgust at Trick’s words. I can’t believe he said it, either, but for a different reason. Trick Jovann, one of the highest-ranking Guild thieves in Pallanhold, always says luck is for losers.

But wait. Why is Trick in chains? Yet another thing the king got wrong, unless he considers all criminals to be nobodies.

Lil shrieks again, and I realize my mind has been filling my head with irrelevant nonsense to protect me from the scene before me. The guards are dragging the sobbing girl closer to the box.

The sorcerer waits there, her head held high but her eyes stark pools of despair. She also holds one hand over her abdomen, as if she’s in pain.

I hope she’s in pain. I hope she never lives a day—a moment—without pain again.

“It’s all right, Lil,” she says, and I recognize the lie as soon as she speaks it. The Air Touched doesn’t think that any of this is all right, but she’s still going forward with her horrific plan.

Lil, desperate to believe anything that means she won’t die, grabs onto the sorcerer’s hand with both of hers. “Do you promise?”

Her childish voice, high and sweet and terrified, shatters something in me, and I lurch away from Neville and bend over, clutching my head to keep it from exploding into a thousand pieces. I don’t want to see this.

I don’t want to see this.

But I force myself to look up, although it’s one of the hardest things I’ve ever done.
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