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CHAPTER ONE

NEEKO

 

Neeko watched with a grimace as Steffen sank to his hands and knees and licked a yellow flower.

“You don’t often see a man go straight to licking,” Neeko commented. “Most people at least sniff first.”

Steffen, not seeming to hear him, formed a twisted grin as the taste of the flower appeared to come to his senses. “It’s a goldbellow, as I suspected.” He plucked the flower out of the surrounding grass. “These are rare where I come from.” He folded the stem and carefully placed the flower inside the leather pouch on his belt. Then he flashed a quick smile at Neeko. “Now I just need some queensblood and I’ll have the ingredients for my fire potion.”

“Queen’s blood?”

“Ah.” Steffen chuckled. “I’ve called it that for so long, the words have lost their meaning. It’s the name of another flower. I’m not sure what you call it here. It’s red like a rose but with thin streaks of white. There are two rows of petals that—”

Neeko put up his hand to stop Steffen. “I wouldn’t know its name even if I’d seen it before.”

“I’m going to look around for other ingredients.”

“Steffen, stay.” Neeko realized that he was talking to the chemist as if he were a dog, but this seemed to be the only way of getting through. “You were the one who said we shouldn’t separate.”

“I have to look, Neeko. I’ve learned that the people here in Sumar aren’t aware of all the potions we know of in Ovira. That means plants that are rare where I come from could be bountiful here. We have a lot of traveling to do and I won’t always have time to search, so I need to take advantage when I can. Come with me.” He tilted his head as he waited for affirmation.

“Fine.”

Steffen grinned. “You’ll be glad when a situation calls for one of my potions.”

The other two members of their party, Shara and Cedri, were taking the day to purchase supplies in Antilith for their trip to the Southern kingdom. Neeko would have to spend many hours with Steffen as they waited in the forest surrounding the city. He’d hoped to nap while Steffen acted as lookout, but that didn’t seem like it would be the case.

They’d decided the women would be better off in the city after Steffen claimed he didn’t have the ability to fairith with the merchants in Antilith. And Neeko certainly couldn’t go, being a wanted criminal now.

Neeko wondered if it was really possible for the four of them to reach the South without him ever stepping foot in a city. Nonetheless, this was the plan until it proved to be impossible.

“We’ve given Cedri enough time since Charlotte’s murder,” Steffen said as he crouched over some plants. “Please demand to know the details of my friend’s death when Cedri returns.”

“I will ask, not demand.”

“She should’ve told us already,” Steffen grumbled. “How hard can it be just to tell us what happened?”

“Perhaps she doesn’t want to remember because it’s gruesome.”

Steffen ripped out a handful of leafy plants and started sorting through them. “I don’t care. I need to know.”

“You should give her more time. She’s grieving.”

“She’s not the only one.” He looked up and Neeko saw the pain in his eyes.

Neeko lowered his head. “Sorry.”

“I’m not certain Cedri wasn’t the one who did it,” Steffen said coldly.

A chill ran down Neeko’s back. So that’s why Steffen and Cedri have been uncomfortable around each other in the days since we left Norret. He suspects her of killing his friend, and she can sense that with psyche.

“You didn’t seem worried when you broke her out of prison.”

“Because I didn’t have time to think,” Steffen said. He stopped walking. “And maybe she was using psyche to persuade us.” He glanced at Neeko, showing alarm. “She could’ve been using psyche this whole time to ease my doubts, which is why I’m only starting to feel these doubts so strongly after she left! She has us going after Darri to throw off our suspicions.”

Neeko put up his hands. “She didn’t murder Charlotte.” And we need her.

“You can’t know that for certain. She tells us she wants to kill Darri, but for all we know she could have plans to murder the army commander instead. You need to interrogate her when she returns with Shara.”

Neeko took a long breath, giving himself time to think. Cedri didn’t murder Charlotte, her mentor and friend. She wasn’t a spy of the South. That was Darri.

After hours of watching the foreign chemist sniff, pluck, and lick plants all over the forest, Neeko noticed the sun was starting to set. Cold winds twisted through the trees, rustling their cloaks.

“It’s time to go back to our meeting point,” Neeko said. “We don’t want the women wandering off looking for us.”

Steffen squinted as he glanced between the treetops. “Oh, it’s gotten late.”

Halfway to their meeting point, Neeko caught sight of someone in the distance. Shock made his heart jump as he grabbed Steffen’s shirtsleeve and pulled him behind the nearest tree.

“What?”

“I saw someone,” Neeko whispered.

“An army man?”

“I didn’t get a good look.”

Steffen showed Neeko an amused look. “Are you going to hide from every person we see?”

“If I can.”

“You can’t.”

“When I can,” Neeko corrected himself.

“It’s more suspicious if you’re ducking behind trees than if you just continue on your path.”

Neeko peered out. The man was no longer in view. “Let’s go.”

While those in King Quince’s army would be easy to recognize because of their blue uniforms, Neeko couldn’t possibly recognize members of the Pyforial Council of Quosae until they attacked.

“I found enough goldbellows and queensbloods to make my fire potion, as well as some other choice mixtures,” Steffen said. “It was a good day.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

“And if Cedri killed Charlotte, I’m going to use one to burn her face from her skull.”

Neeko’s stomach pinched from uneasiness. “Just let me do the questioning.”

“Fine.”

They sat on their designated rock and waited for Shara and Cedri to return. It wasn’t long before the two young women came through the forest, each carrying a bag and a weapon. Shara had a bow slung over her shoulder while wearing a proud grin. Cedri held a sword. They passed both off to Steffen.

Instead of thanking them, he told Cedri, “You’re going to tell us what happened to Charlotte now.”

“Steffen,” Shara and Neeko chided, while Cedri pressed her lips together.

“It’s been long enough,” Steffen demanded.

“If it’ll get you to trust me, then I will,” she said meekly. “I’m sick of the way you look at me.”

“Good evening, Neeko and Steffen!” Shara mocked. “We didn’t find Terren in Antilith, but thank you for asking.”

Steffen looked at her for the first time since they’d returned. “I’m sorry, Shara. But I just keep thinking about how Charlotte’s dead.”

Cedri scowled. “And you think her murderer is standing right here.”

“Why else wouldn’t you tell us what happened?” Steffen questioned.

“I already told you she was stabbed and Darri did it. I know because he lied when questioned. There isn’t anything else to tell.”

“Of course there is! How could he—”

Neeko put his hand on Steffen’s back and interrupted. “We just need to hear the details, Cedri. Where was Charlotte killed? How were you framed? Tell us everything you can remember.”

Silence followed as they waited. Shara slid her arm around the blonde woman’s slender shoulders, a pained look on both of their faces. “I’m sorry,” Shara said. “But we do have to know, and it’s been two days now.”

Cedri sighed. “Guards came into my room while I was asleep. They woke me and searched everywhere while one told me that Charlotte was stabbed in her sleep.” Her gaze fell to the dirt at her feet. “I was still in shock from the news when they found a bloody dagger wrapped in a cloth hidden at the bottom of one of my drawers. I can’t describe what it felt like to go from learning my closest friend was murdered to being arrested for it moments later.”

“What happened at the trial?” Steffen asked coarsely.

“There was no trial…which I was about to say.” Anger made her blue eyes look piercing. “I can tell that you feel responsible, probably because she came from Ovira with you, but she was my friend as well, and I blame myself just as much as you blame yourself. If my imprisonment would bring her back, then I’d gladly spend the rest of my life in prison. I’ll never match her strength with psyche, which is why she was targeted and not me. It’s hard enough to deal with losing her without you accusing me of murder.”

Steffen’s expression softened. “I’m sorry.”

It became awkwardly silent as Cedri seemed to be holding in tears.

“I don’t know what else to say.” Steffen lowered his head. “I don’t believe you yet, but I want to.”

“Sometimes there’s nothing to say,” Neeko offered in hopes of making the situation more bearable.

Cedri drew a shaky breath. “The reason there couldn’t be a trial was because nearly everyone had to leave in the morning to march south. The guards brought me to King Quince for questioning. By then, I’d gathered my wits and realized it was probably Darri who killed Charlotte. He was always skirting to the other side of the hall to avoid us. Charlotte had sensed he had a secret, and she assumed it involved her. I told this to the king.”

Quince probably didn’t believe her. Neeko remembered to glance around, making sure they weren’t being watched.

“Quince called in the next three strongest psychics to his quarters,” Cedri continued. “Then he called in Darri. The king questioned me in front of the other psychics, confronting me about the murder and the bloody knife found in my room. I told the truth—that I had nothing to do with either and someone must’ve planted the weapon to frame me. The psychics thought I was telling the truth, but none of them were certain because they aren’t skilled enough in psyche. Quince asked Darri the same questions, and he lied when he said he was in his room all night. He also lied when asked if he had any reason to kill Charlotte. One other psychic besides me told Quince that Darri might be lying, but he wasn’t certain.”

“Why would he put you in prison and not Darri?” Neeko asked.

“Darri was to fight with the army, and there wasn’t a knife covered with Charlotte’s blood in his room like there was in mine.”

Steffen scoffed. “So Quince just let him go?”

“Not exactly,” Cedri said. “He sent a psychic with our army, a man who showed the most promise. That psychic is to continue training as he travels south with the rest of them. Once he’s strong enough to detect lies, Darri will be questioned again.”

This seemed like good news to Neeko. “So we don’t have to risk killing Darri ourselves.”

“But we do,” Cedri said quickly. “Without Charlotte training that dolt of a psychic, he has little chance of improving enough to be certain when a lie is told. They’ll be in the Southern kingdom in a month from now so there isn’t enough time. We don’t know what Darri has planned.”

Neeko knew that Cedri was just eager for revenge like Steffen; she would give almost anything to get herself in front of Darri. Probably give a lot more to get herself behind him.

 “I’m sure we’ll pass the army on the way,” Neeko said. “Then we’ll devise a plan depending on what we see.”

Shara pushed out her palms. “Promise me now you’re not going to be part of that plan, Neeko. Whatever it may be.”

He opened his mouth but didn’t speak.

“They have orders to kill you on sight!” Shara squeaked. “Promise me.”

“I promise,” he said with reluctance. Something unfortunate came to mind. “And Cedri shouldn’t be seen, either. News of her escape might’ve reached them by the time we cross paths.”

“If that’s the case,” Steffen said, “then they wouldn’t be happy to see me, either. I was part of the party that broke her out.”

“About that,” Neeko said, turning to face Cedri. “If Quince charged you with murder, then why didn’t he execute you?”

“He was waiting for one of his remaining psychics to become strong enough to detect lies. I think he believed I was telling the truth, which is why he never locked me in prison.”

“What?” Neeko blurted, looking to Steffen for confirmation. He’d always assumed that’s where she’d been.

“It’s true,” Steffen said. “She was in her room when we arrived. She told us everything then and there, and we left with her. We never saw your king.”

“I mentioned prison several times around you,” Neeko said.

Steffen shrugged. “It didn’t seem worth the trouble of correcting you. It makes no difference.”

“It makes an enormous difference! Quince wouldn’t let her stay in her room if he didn’t trust her.”

“I don’t care if your king trusts her. I don’t. Therefore, it makes no difference.”

Neeko looked at Shara. “You’re unusually quiet.”

Her brow furrowed. “I’m thinking.” She turned to Cedri. “Why didn’t you leave earlier if you weren’t being held against your will?”

“Quince said I would be deemed guilty if I left, but I still thought about it every moment of every day. Darri was getting farther and farther away from me. I didn’t have the confidence, though. I didn’t believe I could catch up to the army and kill him on my own. They were holding my money until I was deemed innocent, preventing me from purchasing a horse.”

Shara clapped her hands twice to draw everyone’s attention. She spoke in a rhythmic tone. “I have decided what we’re going to do. Steffen, pay attention because this involves you. We can’t succeed without trust, and working together is a must. You will believe Cedri’s word—she does not lie. Or your return home is no longer deferred—you’re no longer an ally. We can use your help, so I hope you stay. But I won’t complain, if you decide to go away.” Her voice came back to normal. “Neeko, do you support me in this decision?”

He noticed the three of them looking at him, waiting. Am I the leader of this group? “Yes, we can’t do this if we don’t trust each other, and I believe Cedri.”

Everyone’s gaze fell on Steffen.

“I can’t just choose to trust you,” he told Cedri.

Neeko sighed in disappointment. “Then you should go back to Ovira.”

“No.” Steffen shook his head vigorously. “I’m not going back until Charlotte’s murderer is dead and you’re ready to come with me, Neeko.” He shook his fist as his face pinched. “And Terren! I forgot about Terren for the moment, but I won’t again. I’m not going back! Everything is just beginning.”

“You’re not going with us until you trust me.” Cedri’s tone was as cautious as the look she gave him from the corner of her eye.

“How am I supposed to trust someone who I don’t trust?” Steffen’s voice rose. “I can’t change my mind on a whim.”

Cedri came at Steffen, causing Neeko to reach out. But Cedri got her arms around Steffen before Neeko had a chance to stop her. It was just a hug, an intimate one at that, her hands squeezing tightly at the base of his back as if he might try to pry her off.

“What are you doing?” Steffen asked, refusing to return the embrace.

“Steffen, I didn’t kill her. She was my closest friend.” Her voice was desperate and painful to hear. “Please believe me.”

Tension seemed to come out of Steffen with his next breath. His arms came around her shoulders, his hands locking against her back.

“I believe you.”

Neeko feared Cedri had just used psyche to sway Steffen’s emotions, but he would never mention it.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

NEEKO

 

Cedri and Shara said they’d asked about Terren around Antilith, but no one knew of him. They rode between the trees in pairs, Shara and Steffen behind Neeko and Cedri. They’d settled into this pattern since leaving Norret because of the discomfort between Steffen and Cedri, and since then, Shara and Steffen seemed to have become friends.

They chatted often, a stark contrast to the silence between Neeko and Cedri in front of them. Listening to the two of them talk about potions was like hearing another language. The only names of plants Neeko could recognize were those repeated over and over.

One was a flower called caregelow, which was the same one used on Shara’s face to reduce her swelling and bruising after her abduction. The flower itself gave off a faint glow, making it easy to find, Steffen explained, and thus rendering it nearly extinct in Ovira.

Its effects on the human body were nothing short of miraculous, fighting against any illness, including infection. He told Shara stories from his homeland, tales of war and love among his friends, and sickening betrayal. Upon first meeting Steffen, Neeko wouldn’t have guessed he’d been through more than most have in their entire lives.

While Steffen was candid and colorful, Cedri was nearly the opposite. She was reserved and even utterly uncaring at times, as if she didn’t feel they would be successful in taking down King Marteph of the South and she was just waiting for them to fail. Neeko hoped it was because she was still grieving and that her attitude would change in time.

Not only had she lost her closest friend, but her sister, too, not long before that.

“Do you have any family?” Neeko asked her. The only reason he felt the right to pose the question was because she already knew he didn’t have any family left.

“A mother,” she answered curtly.

Not even “my” mother, Neeko realized.

As he wondered whether to pry, Neeko overheard Shara ask Steffen, “Would Terren go around Talmor Desert or through it?”

“Around it. I was the one watching for patterns that would indicate a hidden terrislak last time we crossed, and there were enough of us to fight against one of the creatures if I made a mistake.”

“Are we certain he doesn’t know the terrislaks are gone?” Neeko asked.

Steffen turned around on his mount to show him a bewildered look.

“Neeko killed them all,” Shara said.

Steffen’s expression didn’t change.

Shara spoke again. “They’re all dead.”

Steffen just looked more confused.

“He slayed them all.” Shara sounded a bit perplexed herself. “They’re gone, deceased, defunct, destroyed. How else can I say it?”

“I understand what you’re saying,” Steffen said. “But I don’t get the joke.”

“It’s not a joke,” Neeko assured him.

“Cedri, is he telling the truth?” Steffen asked.

She perked up a bit at his request. “Yes.”

“Well, bastial hell! Tell me how!”

With night upon them, they made camp as Neeko described the attack on the villages.

By the time he was done, they’d eaten a light meal while sitting by the fire. It felt good to share the tale after having heard about everything Steffen had done. The young chemist, having recently had his eighteenth birthday, was two years older than Neeko, but his stories made him seem much older.

“We’re going to be happy to have you in Ovira when this is over,” Steffen said. He knelt down beside the cage filled with the four plants he’d brought and carefully ripped a blue leaf from one. He cupped his hands around it and squeezed them together, his face showing strain. Then he lifted his hands over the fire and tilted them. A liquid dripped out. He wiped his hands clean, getting all the residue he could into the fire before wiping the rest on his pants.

“What did you just do?” Neeko asked.

“Was that the first potion you’ve seen me make?” Steffen seemed slightly excited at the possibility.

“Yes.”

“I pushed hot bastial energy through my hands to melt and mix with the kispree leaf. The liquid it created is the actual potion, something we call ‘blue flame’ in Ovira.” Steffen held up his hand to gesture at the fire. Then he snapped and streaks of blue fire danced around the middle of the flame.

“How?” Shara uttered.

Steffen formed a sly grin. “I’ve used blue flame enough times to know when it’s going to start working. I like to make a show of it.”

Neeko asked, “What does it actually do besides add a tint of blue?”

“The fire will burn an extra hour or two for each leaf used. It’s nothing extraordinary, but it helps.”

Everyone began settling around the fire, wrapping themselves in their blankets. Neeko met eyes with Shara, and she came to lie beside him. They shared a kiss.

Neeko glanced over to find Cedri scowling. “I don’t want to listen to you two kissing all night,” she groused.

Neeko frowned.

Cedri leaned down and put a hand over her brow. “I’m sorry.” Her lips pressed together while her eyes shut tightly, making her appear to be in excruciating pain.

Shara ran over and put her arm around the petite psychic just as she began to cry.

“I’m sorry,” Cedri repeated, her voice wavering from sobs. “I’m sorry.” She leaned onto Shara’s lap.

Neeko figured it was a fit of sharp grief, but it still confused him how it could’ve struck her so suddenly.

“It’s fine,” Shara said, rubbing Cedri’s back yet looking up at Neeko and Steffen with a confused shrug.

Neeko shrugged back, bewildered how witnessing a kiss could do this to her. But Steffen seemed to know what to do, dropping his blanket and walking over to sit on Cedri’s other side.

“I know what you’re feeling.” His voice was as soft as the crackle of the blue and yellow fire. “Sometimes the pain comes out of nowhere.”

A chill came over Neeko as he realized it had nothing to do with the kiss. The loss of his mother, his father, and his friend came on suddenly.

“It won’t be long before we reach the army,” Neeko assured her. “We’ll kill Darri for what he did. He won’t hurt anyone else.”

With Steffen holding her hand and Shara rubbing her back, Cedri managed to calm herself quickly. She took a couple slow breaths. “I’m sorry,” she said again. “But I also meant what I said about your kissing. It sounds like two fat-mouthed children trying to suck on thin icicles.”

Steffen laughed. “It does sound like that.” He made an exaggerated imitation, sucking in air so it rippled the inside of his cheeks.

Cedri laughed even harder than he did.

Neeko scowled. “I’m glad to see the two of you getting along better,” he said bitterly.

 

 

*****

 

 

He let his gaze rest on Shara as the four of them rode the next day, the beauty of her dark eyes always a comfort to his heavy heart. He didn’t quite mind the curve of her hips, either.

She wore leather riding pants with a matching jerkin laced tightly around her torso, her black cascade of curls bouncing down her back. Whenever the dangers of their mission had come to mind, he’d given her another chance to leave their party and stay safe. He’d given her so many chances that eventually she’d grabbed his shoulders and shaken him.

“I’m coming with you all the way to the capital!” The anger of her voice was fresh in his memory. “So stop telling me not to!”

It was somewhat of a relief. As strongly as he wanted her out of this, the thought of separating was far more painful.

Shara explained they should ride through Talmor Desert for two reasons: It increased their chances of catching up to Terren and of encountering the Northern army. Having served on the king’s council, Shara knew the army’s route well.

Neeko didn’t know what their chances were of ever finding Terren, but seeing King Quince’s marching army of eight thousand was almost a guarantee. They traveled at the speed of their slowest soldier, and because the army had one horse for every hundred men, that was the speed of a walk.

After a light midday meal, Neeko’s party came to the peak of a hill and stopped to survey the land before them. They spotted the Northern army. It seemed to happen too soon, making Neeko feel unprepared for what was next.

Hills covered with grass ran south, creating a wide valley for the next twenty miles. It was Commander Jaymes’ chosen path to Talmor Desert, which was where the grass ended and the hills flattened.

“Gods, some good luck,” Shara said. “We can use the hills to get close without being seen.” She led them southeast toward the next hill.

Cedri hurried to have her mount catch up. “I’ll be the one who kills Darri.”

“How can you know whether or not word of your escape has reached them yet?” Neeko questioned. “It’s too risky.”

Cedri pointed at Steffen. “If I’m a wanted criminal, then he’s in the same position for taking me out of the castle.”

“Not necessarily,” Steffen said. “I only took you out of your room. I could claim I didn’t know any better. In fact, no one specifically demanded that I stop.” He gave her an accusatory look. So apparently he’d changed his mind and he didn’t fully trust her. Or she’d used psyche previously and the spell had worn off.

“That’s because the only people who saw us were servants,” Cedri argued. “Guards would’ve come after us and the rest of your party from Ovira. I’m sure Quince sent some after he found out.”

“That’s another thing,” Steffen said. “They’re less likely to kill me, being that they wouldn’t want to do anything to upset my king.”

Shara pulled on her reins to halt her mount. “Be quiet, both of you,” she snapped. The rest of them barely stopped their horses from running into hers. “We all already know who’s going into the midst of the army to kill Darri, and it’s me.”

“No,” Neeko said. He didn’t care how much she pleaded. “Certainly not.”

She looked offended. “I’m the only one who has no chance of being shot on sight by archers.”

Steffen grumbled. “I’d argue the chances of that happening to me are nearly none. Let me go with her.” He looked imploringly at Neeko.

The wrong plan was developing too fast. Neeko put up his hands. “Cedri and Steffen will go,” he told Shara. “They’ll speak to Jaymes about Darri, and they’ll give Laney a message from me.” He turned his focus to the both of them. “Will you tell her—”

“That’s not what’s going to happen,” Shara interrupted.

“I agree with Shara,” Steffen said. “It should be the two of us. We have the smallest chance of being in danger.”

Cedri jumped off her mount, completely enraged for reasons Neeko couldn’t determine. “But will you actually kill him?” she shouted. “I don’t trust the task to anyone but myself!”

“Then I’ll stay hidden on the hills, watching with my seescope,” Neeko began, “while all three of you—”

“Certainly not!” Shara interrupted. “The only thing we’ve all agreed upon so far is that we should stay in pairs if we need to separate, and that’s not about to change.”

“Then we’re going to vote,” Neeko said, frustrated and impatient. “I can’t be seen by anyone in the army, so I’m obviously staying.”

Shara raised her hand. “Shara and Steffen.”

Cedri raised her hand. “Cedri and Steffen.”

The two women looked back and forth between Neeko and Steffen. Neeko still wasn’t sure which option was worse. Shara wasn’t at risk of being shot or captured like Cedri, but how was she supposed to kill Darri among eight thousand soldiers?

“I vote for myself to go,” Steffen said, “and I’ll be the one to kill Darri. You decide who goes with me, Neeko. You know these women better than I do.”

Their glares bore into him.

“Well?” Cedri prodded.

“Horse piss,” Neeko muttered. “Shara, you’re going with Steffen.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

SHARA

 

After much discussion, the four of them finally agreed upon a plan. As desperately as Neeko wanted Shara to speak with Laney to see how she was fairing, Shara came to realize it couldn’t be done in addition to killing Darri.

“You have to choose one or the other,” she insisted.

“Kill Darri,” Cedri and Steffen answered at the same time.

Neeko nodded. 

The need for vengeance didn’t drive Shara as it did the others in her party. It wasn’t that she doubted Darri was the one who’d stabbed Charlotte; she just had trouble picturing him carrying out the heinous act. And without being able to imagine him doing it, she couldn’t evoke the same anger.

He’d seemed gentle and considerate during their talks in the great hall. She sighed at herself. Trusting people too much was one of her foibles.

She rode beside Steffen. What does he want most from all of this? He certainly wanted to kill Darri, find Terren, and bring Neeko back to Ovira. But how much did he want each of those things? What would he do to get them? Did he even care about Sumar’s war like Charlotte had?

Neeko rode up to her other side, his face stuck in a look of concern for the past few hours. She already knew what he was going to say, so she said it first.

“I will be careful.”

He finally smiled, his dimples drawing her gaze. “I wasn’t going to say that.”

“Oh really?” she mocked.

“All right, I was. But I was also going to tell you to meet us in Aylinhall if something prevents you and Steffen from returning to the hills.”

“Do know how to get there?” Shara asked.

“More than just how to get there, Shara. I read every book you brought me in the castle.” He spoke proudly. “I know Aylinhall’s history.”

“If you know Aylinhall so well, where in the town should we meet?”

His mouth became a straight line. “I have no idea.”

“I don’t know, either,” Shara admitted. “Because, like you, I’ve never been there.”

Cedri called from behind them, “Grodger’s Inn.”

Shara turned and looked at her, waiting for her to expound. When Cedri just stared back, Shara had to hold in a scoff. She’d never understood why some people were curt. Talking couldn’t possibly be as troublesome as Cedri made it seem.

“So you’ve been to Aylinhall before,” Shara said.

“Yes.”

“Are you going to at least tell us where Grodger’s Inn is located?”

“It’s in the exact center of town. It’s the largest inn of Aylinhall, so it should be easy to find.”

Shara felt contrition for her earlier thoughts as she noticed how weary Cedri looked. Hasn’t she been sleeping?

“Did you hear that, Steffen?” Neeko called out.

“No. Did someone say something?”

Shara understood Steffen’s distraction. If she would soon be driving a dagger into Darri’s chest, she would have trouble focusing on anything else as well.

“We’re meeting in Aylinhall if we can’t return to Neeko and Cedri in the hills,” she told him. “At the center of town—Grodger’s Inn, the largest one there.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

 

 

*****

 

 

By the time night came, they were in position to carry out their plan. Shara flattened her hand to examine it. She was shaking. Neeko’s hands came around it.

“You don’t have to do this,” he whispered so the others couldn’t hear. “Cedri wishes to go.”

“No, it should be me.”

They embraced.

“Let’s go, Shara,” Steffen said before she felt ready to part from Neeko.

She didn’t know what to tell Cedri as she came out of Neeko’s arms. A simple goodbye wouldn’t suffice. Perhaps a rhyme?

Seeing Cedri’s expression of dread gave Shara the answer she needed, and it wasn’t a rhyme.

“We will get it done,” she assured her. “I promise he will be taken care of.”

Cedri nodded in approval.

Shara and Steffen left their horses and started down the hill. Unless mages of the Northern army cast light upon them, they wouldn’t be seen until they were close.

They’d already learned which tent belonged to Darri. They’d watched with seescopes as the army made camp. Shara closed her eyes and saw the tent in her mind. It was light gray and deep among thousands of others. A campfire burned between two brown tents north of it.

Darri’s tent was larger than the other tents around it, and from what they’d seen while spying, there were two others staying with him. Shara figured one was the psychic responsible for determining whether Darri was telling the truth about his innocence. The other man, she had no idea.

Both men certainly would wake when Steffen plunged his dagger into Darri’s heart, which she brought to his attention, but he convinced her that a smoke potion could cover their escape. She’d never heard of such a thing, but it was easy to believe the chemist from Ovira after everything else he’d taught her.

It was long into the heart of the night when they finally reached the outer tents. The few soldiers who were still awake were sitting by dying fires, lost in their own thoughts.

No one paid attention as Shara and Steffen came closer to the center, and she didn’t see any reason why anyone would assume they weren’t part of the army. Still, she was dreadfully nervous. Surely her hands were shaking vigorously if she were to check.

Steffen surprised her by never hesitating, never choosing the wrong direction as they twisted around tents. As long as I’m not seen by someone who would recognize me, we should be fine. She longed to speak with Laney. The one-armed mage must’ve been scared without her or Neeko by her side. But as much as Shara cared for Laney, that reunion wasn’t a necessity like killing Darri. A spy in an army marching to battle was like rotting wood in a carriage. At any point, it could ruin the entire trip.

“We should be close,” Steffen whispered.

Shara was just thinking the same thing. “You’re certain you can do this?” she asked.

“I’m eager. He attacked Charlotte while she slept, and I’m going to do the same to him.”

Shara noticed a man walking away from them. She stopped Steffen. They waited until he was out of sight and far from Darri’s tent.

In just another moment, they came to it. Shara took her spot near the dying fire. Thirty tents surrounded her with inhabitants close enough to hear a sneeze. When Darri screamed, they would be on Steffen like dogs chasing after a stick.

Steffen entered the tent.

Shara was prepared to shoot anyone who grabbed them. She would send her fireball at their legs, only maiming, but the thought already filled her with guilt.

Her chest tightened. Her breathing strained.

Any moment now, she thought as she waited for the scream.

Surprise came when she noticed Steffen emerging from the tent. He hurried to her and grabbed her hand, then pulled her away.

“He wasn’t there,” Steffen whispered. “Just two others who didn’t wake.”

Shara lowered her head in thought. “Where could he be?”

“Anywhere.”

“Did you see an empty bed?”

“Yes, I know it was his tent.”

“Then, could it have been Darri who we saw walking away from this tent?”

With shocking speed, Steffen grabbed her hand. “Yes, come on, before he gets too far.”

He sounded so certain, she felt the need to remind him, “It might not be him, you know.”

“No, it was him. I can feel it.”

They hurried in the direction he’d gone, Shara feeling like her hand was in the grasp of a wild animal.

Soon they caught sight of him again. There was no way to keep him in sight without risking being spotted, but Steffen boldly stayed behind, so close that Shara couldn’t even whisper her worries loudly enough without their quarry hearing. She tugged on Steffen’s hand instead.

He turned to show her a quick look of fury and jerked his hand out of her grasp.

“Don’t follow so close,” she risked whispering. “It might not even be him.”

Steffen didn’t even take the time to reply, turning his back on her and continuing to follow the silhouette of a man a few yards ahead. Suddenly their quarry stopped. Shara pulled Steffen behind a tent as it looked like the shadowed figure had begun to turn.

Besides the faint chorus of snoring around them, she distinctly heard their quarry’s footsteps coming toward them. They waited, Shara’s hand shaking in Steffen’s grasp as the footsteps came closer.

She strained her ears but heard no more footsteps.

Then they came alive once more, hurrying away from Shara and Steffen. The two of them came out and followed again, staying farther back this time.

As Darri took them deeper into the campsite, Steffen seemed to be continuously fighting against the urge to break into a sprint and tackle the suspected murderer.

Soon Shara felt like she was riding an overeager horse, constantly tugging on Steffen’s hand or sometimes his shirt as his speed increased. They ducked behind three more tents when they suspected Darri would turn around, but the man’s slow walk allowed them to keep track of him easily.

Finally, Darri came to a tent four times the size of those around it. A flag of the North jutted out from its top and a guard seemed to be asleep beside its entrance. Darri paused and glanced at the guard, then walked straight in.

“My gods,” she whispered. “That must be the commander’s tent.”

“Wait a moment.”

Shara fell silent as she thought. Why wait? Jaymes could be killed. She imagined the situation unfolding. She and Steffen would be questioned. Darri would lie. The psychic would get involved, but he’d be unable to tell who was speaking the truth.

“We’ve waited enough,” she said, pulling him to the sleeping guard. “Darri snuck past you,” she whispered as Steffen hurried into the tent without warning. It froze her for a moment.

“Who are you?” The guard didn’t yet seem completely awake.

“Get up!” she uttered as her wits returned. “Darri’s inside, I think to kill the commander.”

“Commander Jaymes!” the guard yelled as he ran in.

When Shara entered the enormous tent, she sent light through her wand with a constant push of bastial energy from her body. Darri had his hands up while Steffen aimed an arrow at his chest.

“Easy, Steffen.” Darri’s voice was steady. “Put down the bow.”

Jaymes hopped off his bed wearing just a silken pair of pants. “What is this?” He grabbed his sword from the ground while the guard just stood there, nonplussed.

 “Steffen put down the bow right now!” Jaymes’ voice was loud enough to wake those nearby.

“He’s a spy,” Steffen said, not taking his eyes away from his target.

“Lower your weapon this instance or you’ll be shot.”

Shara heard men shuffling in behind her. Two of them had bows. They quickly aimed arrows at Steffen’s back. He didn’t even bother to notice.

Shara was confident the stubborn chemist was calculating his chances of proving Darri was a spy. If they were too low, he might just shoot.

“Steffen, put it down,” Shara urged. “We can convince them of the truth.”

Steffen finally lowered his weapon.

“What in the two hells is this!” Jaymes screamed. He looked to his guards for answers.

“I’m not sure, sir. I dozed for just a moment, then the woman woke me and the other two were already inside.”

“We followed Darri from his tent,” Steffen told Jaymes. “He came here to kill you because he’s a spy.”

Darri laughed. “That’s ridiculous.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

SHARA

 

“Explain yourself,” Jaymes demanded.

Darri looked somewhat entertained. “I felt restless, so I was walking around the camp. I noticed your only guard was asleep, so I came inside to make sure you were safe. I was on my way out when Steffen came in with his bow.”

“That’s a lie,” Steffen said, turning to Jaymes. “And I can prove it.”

Darri chuckled. “My gods. What are you and Shara even doing here? Last I heard, Shara hadn’t returned to the castle, and Neeko went out to look for her against the king’s orders.” Darri’s eyes went wide. “Neeko must be involved in this somehow, and he’s a wanted criminal now.”

“Neeko has nothing to do with this,” Shara said. “You killed Charlotte because you’re a spy, and now you—”

“How did you come to believe that lie?” Darri interrupted. “Is Cedri involved in this as well? What are you doing here!” he yelled, anger crossing his face. “Jaymes, they must’ve been following us. If anyone is a danger to you, it’s Neeko, Cedri, and their supporters. They’re probably the spies!”

Men kept coming in behind Shara. One of them stepped around her to face Jaymes. She’d seen him before and knew he was an officer of high rank.

“Sir,” he began.

Jaymes held up his hand, telling him to wait. Fear came over Shara as the commander rounded on her with a menacing look in his eyes.

“Where’s Neeko?”

“I don’t know,” Shara lied.

“Of course she knows,” Darri said.

Jaymes ignored him. “What are you doing here?” he asked Shara.

Steffen spoke. “If you would just let me search these quarters, you’ll see this line of questioning is pointless.”

The commander stared at Steffen long enough to make a chill go down Shara’s back.

Finally, he turned to his officer. “Send two thousand out to search for Neeko. He should be nearby.”

Shara felt her face flush. Two thousand!

“Yes, sir.” The officer marched out of the tent.

Jaymes rounded on Steffen. “Drop your bow and your sword.” He obliged. “Now what would you look for in this room?”

“Signs of a trap or poison.”

“Then do it.”

“Sir,” Darri complained, “if anyone came here to poison you, it was them.”

Jaymes didn’t reply.

Steffen hurried to the other corner, testing the lock on a chest that Shara guessed to be filled with weapons. Steffen gave up and checked around it. Finding nothing, he asked, “Where is your water so I can test it?”

Jaymes grumbled and fetched a water skin from one of the bags close to the tent’s entrance. The water skin was right on top.

Other mages had come in, helping Shara provide light. She watched Darri’s expression as the commander handed the water skin to Steffen. His anger had diminished, but there was no worry evident in his eyes.

Steffen took the water skin, removed the top, and had a deep sniff. “No odor, but that doesn’t mean anything.”

“This is completely absurd,” Darri said, offering a laugh.

“Quiet,” Jaymes said.

Steffen looked around the tent. “I need something I can pour the water onto so it can be seen, a parchment perhaps.”

Jaymes handed Steffen a scroll. He unraveled it on the floor of the tent. Shara and the other mages directed their light upon it as Steffen poured from the water skin until a small puddle formed.

The water had a green tint as if from a murky lake.

A few people gasped. Steffen raised an eyebrow at Jaymes. “I don’t suppose the water was this color when you filled the pouch.”

“No,” Jaymes answered, shifting his gaze to Darri, who became panicked, pushing out his hands.

“I don’t know what that is! I didn’t do anything to your water.”

“I don’t know what it is, either,” Steffen admitted. “But I’d assume it’s poison.”

Jaymes pointed at Darri. “Search him.”

Four men immediately surrounded Darri while Jaymes watched intently.

“This is madness!” Darri exclaimed. “I’m loyal to this army. I wouldn’t think of poisoning my commander.” He spat out the words as if they disgusted him.

The men searching him found a pouch in his pocket. Everyone stopped as one man peered inside.

“Just some ruffs,” Darri said.

Another man found a dagger around Darri’s ankle. Jaymes didn’t appreciate the sight of it, showing so with a tilt of his head.

“I always have that on me just in case,” Darri said.

“Something’s here.” This man was crouched over the ground a few feet from Darri. He picked up a pouch that was half open.

“I don’t know what that is,” Darri said.

The man who found the pouch started to untie the loose string when Steffen stopped him.

“I wouldn’t do that,” Steffen said, putting on a pair of gloves from his pocket. Then he held out his protected hand. “May I?”

After the man received an approving nod from Jaymes, he handed the pouch over. Steffen held it at arm’s length as he carefully opened it.

“Sir,” Darri said, “you must believe I’ve never seen that before.”

Jaymes refused to acknowledge him.

Steffen set the open pouch on the ground and peered down from above it, keeping as much distance as he could.

“It contains green dust of some kind,” he announced.

Steffen then asked for and received a fresh water skin and another parchment. He placed the new parchment beside the old and poured from the fresh water skin, creating a small puddle like before. This water was clear.

With slow yet steady hands, Steffen poured a trickle of the powder into the water. It dissolved instantly and the puddle turned green to match the other beside it.

“I’ve been set up!” Darri yelled. “Steffen must’ve put the poison in your water and then discarded the pouch near me!”

“Why would Steffen go through so much trouble?” Jaymes asked dubiously.

“He wants me dead because he thinks I killed Charlotte. I didn’t do it, Steffen. I wouldn’t kill anyone helping our army.”

Jaymes stroked his chin, holding the silence of the tent quite comfortably. “Let me understand what you’re saying. Steffen came here with a pouch of poison because he knew you would come into my tent while I slept. Then he poisoned my water and threw the pouch near you to make it seem like you did it.”

“Yes, sir. I was checking on you and didn’t see or hear him come in.”

“Shall I fetch the psychic, sir?” one man asked.

“He’s useless until he can be certain when a lie is told. I’ll decide who’s telling the truth.” Jaymes held his sword fiercely, keeping his gaze on Steffen.

Tension filled the air. Shara found herself realizing she believed Darri was innocent.

But Steffen couldn’t have framed him. He would’ve mentioned if he had some sort of poison. Unless this was his plan from the start.

There was no more time to think. With sudden speed, the commander came at Darri with his sword high.

“No, no!” Darri fell backward as the commander’s sword came down, plunging into Darri’s thigh. He let out a gruesome scream—then another as Jaymes pulled his weapon free. Blood gushed out of the enormous wound. Shara felt herself sickening at the sight, but she couldn’t look away.

Jaymes pointed his sword at Darri’s face. “You are charged with being a spy, committing murder, and attempting to poison a commander. Your penalty is death.” He lifted his blade to strike.

“I’ve done none of those things!” Darri yelled.

“Wait!” Steffen shouted.

Darri looked hopeful.

“What?” Jaymes spat out over his shoulder.

“Let me be the one to do it, sir,” Steffen requested. “He killed a member of my party from Ovira.”

“Fine.”

Darri slowly crawled away. “Steffen, I swear on my life that I didn’t kill Charlotte!”

Steffen calmly loaded an arrow onto his bow. This seemed so wrong. Shara tried to say something, but no words came.

Steffen aimed his arrow as Darri continued to plead.

Shara turned away, closing her eyes and plugging her ears, but she could still hear Darri screaming.

“Please you have to listen to me! Steffen, I—”

For what seemed like an eternity, there was silence. Cracking open an eye as she turned, she saw an arrow through Darri’s forehead, his eyes stuck open in a look of terror.

At one point she’d considered him her ally, her friend. She couldn’t tell if she’d ever stopped thinking of him in that way.

She started to leave the tent so she could be sick.

“Wait, Shara,” Jaymes called out. “You’re staying with me until Neeko’s found.”

She fell to her knees right there and spewed.

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

SHARA

 

Jaymes came to the truth early in his questioning—that Shara and Steffen were there to kill Darri. It became impossible to deny, so Shara simply admitted it.

Jaymes told them they were fortunate Darri turned out to be the spy instead of Cedri. If they’d encroached with intentions of killing a valued member of his army, he would’ve seen to executing them himself. Shara had spoken with the commander many times in the castle but had never seen this side of him before. He was as protective as a mother bear and certainly just as dangerous.

He forced them to admit they were traveling with Neeko. Yet afterward, Jaymes seemed less menacing. He questioned them about Neeko’s whereabouts, but he issued no threats when they refused to answer. He simply said they would stay with him until Neeko was caught or they told him where Neeko was hiding.

At one point he asked Shara what had happened in Antilith’s forest that caused her to go missing. She explained being captured, brought to Swenn, tortured, and then held captive to bait Neeko into coming and dying at the hands of a pyforial mage of the PCQ. She also informed the commander of her terrible guilt for revealing to Swenn that there were spies in the forest, some of whom were found and killed. Finally, she told him about Henry’s death and his disrespected carcass strewn on top of the cave.

It all made her dizzy just to remember vividly again, making her realize how tired she was.

Jaymes apologized that more soldiers hadn’t been sent to look for her. His words surprised Shara, and she assured him she held no ill will toward him or the king.

Two men pulling horses came to Jaymes. Shara recognized the horse she’d purchased from Norret. Sometimes she wondered about Whitspur, the horse that had carried her from Cessri to Glaine. The animal probably was in the castle’s stables, most likely in capable hands.

The man with Steffen’s horse was carrying his plant cage. Shara checked behind them but saw no signs of Neeko or Cedri. Good, they got away. Must be heading toward Aylinhall now.

“Found these horses tied up along the eastern hills but no signs of the py mage.”

“Those are ours,” Shara said.

“Return the plants to the chemist,” Jaymes ordered. “The horses stay with us until these two cooperate.”

It was near morning by the time Jaymes finally left them alone.

Shara no longer felt nervous, but her hands were still shaking. She took her blanket from her bag and put it over her shoulders as she sat beside Steffen. They were surrounded by the waking Northern army.

“Why didn’t you mention what Swenn did to you?” Steffen asked.

“Because I’d rather not talk about it.” She wondered if she’d ever get the memories of being tortured out of her mind. She’d never known her body was capable of feeling such pain. The worst part was how Swenn seemed to enjoy it, as if he wanted her to refuse to cooperate. She squeezed the fingernails on her right hand, recalling too vividly how it felt when he stuck needles beneath them.

Thoughts of Neeko helped distract her. “Neeko and Cedri must’ve seen soldiers coming and left,” she whispered.

“Yes, we’ll meet them in Aylinhall once we find a way to escape this army.”

“I believe Jaymes doesn’t truly want to capture and kill Neeko. He just needs to show his troops he’s obliging the king’s order. If we give him a plausible lie as to Neeko’s location, he should let us go.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I want to speak with Laney before then.”

“Good luck finding her,” Steffen said.

“You’re going to help me.”

He grumbled. Shara knew they both were tired, having missed an entire night of sleep, but she still expected his assistance.

“What do you want with her?” Steffen asked.

More than anything, Shara just wanted to see her face. So much had changed since the last time Laney had smiled at her.

“I would like to see how she’s faring.”

“Unimportant.”

“And Neeko asked me to speak to her,” Shara added in an acrid tone. “You got what you wanted. Darri is dead. So why are you surly?”

“Because I don’t feel any better,” he muttered. “I wish I’d killed him before he stabbed Charlotte, but I didn’t know he was a traitor then.”

They fell silent. If Darri really was a traitor, Steffen will feel better later.

While it made her feel somewhat sick to think about, she was glad Swenn was dead. A chill ran through her body. She advocated murder now. Not just Swenn, but the king of the South and his priests. She couldn’t figure out what she was feeling, so she let words come out in rhyme.

“I’ve killed as well, and now there’s a feeling I cannot quell. I don’t know what it’s called, and it changes all the time. I feel caged, enwalled…and like I’m covered in grime. My enemy has died, but there’s too many left still. Waiting for me is my pride, and for some sick reason it gives me a thrill. But these are lives we’re taking. I should be shaking.”

“You want this war to end,” Steffen interrupted. “There’s nothing more to comprehend.”

“I feel like I’m running downhill, unable to halt. I’m eager to kill, to attack, to assault.” Her voice rose. “I suppose you’re right. I want this to end. This war is blight. But there’s so much more to comprehend.”

“There’s no meaning to war, Shara. The victor isn’t right, and the loser isn’t wrong. We fight because every other solution has failed, except for running, which is still an option for you. Now that Darri is dead, I can take you and Neeko to Ovira once we find him and Terren.” She could feel Steffen looking at her as she gazed at the ground in thought. “If that’s what you want.”

She did want that; at least part of her did. But abandoning Sumar would be a thousand times worse than leaving a rhyme unfinished. The deaths of three scouts, possibly more, were on her conscience. Every time she remembered, she would feel a wrench to her heart.

“I don’t want to go to Ovira until we’re done here.”

“Then I’ll stay, but you should remember there are no rules to what we’re doing.” Steffen glanced around in a way that made it seem like he was about to divulge a secret. “Which leads me to something I think I have to tell you.”

Shara huddled closer. No matter the situation, she couldn’t help herself. She loved secrets. But then she noticed him showing reserve, leaning back.

“You can tell me,” Shara encouraged.

A familiar voice came from behind her. “Steffen?”

Shara turned to find Laney approaching. The one-armed woman, two years her elder, gasped at the sight of her, and a burst of excitement went through Shara’s body.

“My gods, Shara!”

“It’s wonderful to see you, Laney!” Shara hugged her friend, painfully realizing she didn’t have many in her life who would let her squeeze them as tightly as she squeezed Laney.

She was glowing with a beatific smile when they ended their embrace. With kempt hair cut straight at her shoulders and clad in a blue army uniform, Laney finally gave off the appearance of strength.

“I thought you’d been killed,” Laney said. “What happened?”

Shara frowned as she realized she’d have to retell the same story she’d told Jaymes. It wasn’t that she didn’t enjoy Neeko coming to her rescue. It was remembering the weeks she’d spent alone with Swenn and Jonen, the constant worry of pain and rape churning her stomach. Even worse was the fear that Neeko would arrive and be killed.

Sometimes as she thought about Neeko, she felt a small shock to her heart and she yearned to see him, to touch him, to kiss him. She knew they would see each other again, but she didn’t know when.

While Jaymes had stayed stolid during Shara’s tale, Laney appeared on the verge of tears. Shara eventually finished and shared another embrace with her friend.

“Where’s Neeko now?” Laney asked.

“It’s complicated. We need to meet with him and Cedri, but Jaymes won’t let us go until we tell him where Neeko is.”

“When I heard about the king’s order to kill Neeko, I asked others if they would kill him,” Laney said. “Because I would never!”

“I know you wouldn’t.”

“But those I asked said they would follow any order. It made me so mad I screamed at them. Then I screamed at Jaymes.” She looked down, embarrassed. “And I cried. I know I’m not supposed to.”

“We all cry sometimes.” Shara had spent every night during her capture shedding tears. She would never tell Neeko, though. He thought she was strong. “Has Jaymes been difficult?”

“No, no!” Laney shook her head vigorously. “He speaks with me every day as we walk. He talks to me about battle.” She paused for a breath. “He called me heroic…once.”

Shara smiled. “You are heroic.”

Laney grinned back. Suddenly, her eyes bulged. “My gods, Darri! We haven’t spoken about that rat!”

Shara glanced at Steffen, who answered for her.

“He’s dead.”

“What?” Laney whispered in disbelief.

“That’s why we’re here, Laney,” Shara explained. “And to see you, of course,” she quickly added. “Neeko told me to tell you he intends to keep his promise of being at your side when you need him.”

Laney blinked for a moment. “Well I don’t see how that’s possible anymore, but I appreciate the intention.”

They spent the morning walking with the army and telling Laney about the incident with Darri during the night. Shara let Steffen explain, for she still didn’t feel convinced Darri had done everything he’d died for and she didn’t want Steffen to realize her suspicions. Then they explained their mission to take down King Marteph and his two most revered priests.

By the end of it, Shara had plotted out what she was going to tell Jaymes so that she and Steffen could leave. It would mean lying to the army commander, though.

She asked Laney, “What does Jaymes do to people he catches in a lie?”

“No one lies to him,” she answered. “Except Darri…and you already know what happened to him.”

Shara rubbed her brow, a headache setting in. Eventually she recalled that Steffen was about to tell her a secret before Laney came. She asked him about it after Jaymes came by and took Laney from them.

“I forgot,” Steffen said.

Shara knew it was a lie; this man didn’t forget anything. She was already having trouble trusting him, and this just made it worse.

The Southern capital was hundreds of miles away. Steffen obviously wouldn’t go all that way if he could help it. Once they found Terren, he’d attempt to convince Neeko to give up this difficult mission.

Shara couldn’t let that happen. She needed to finish what they’d started.
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Darri’s body was placed upon a pyre. An officer commanded three mages to light the heap of wood. They didn’t wait for the fire to burn away all traces of his existence, as Jaymes gave the order to march moments after the flames roared loud and high. No one said a word for the accused traitor.

Shara spent the day walking with the army while surrounded by men in armor, rarely spotting a woman. Shara knew the army employed no female swordsmen, so they had to be mages. If any of them saw her and Steffen attempting to escape, a well-placed fireball could mean their end. The archers were even more frightening. There must’ve been nearly a thousand of them.

It wasn’t until midday when the army stopped for a rest. It was Shara’s opportunity to speak with Steffen without being overheard. They sat close together and murmured, keeping watch for eavesdroppers.

“We have to lie to Commander Jaymes,” Shara said. “It’s our only option.”

“Lying is one of my worst talents.”

Shara frowned. “I’m not skilled at it, either, but I believe I can be convincing enough. If he asks you anything, all you know is that we were supposed to kill Darri and then meet Neeko in the hills, where we left him. You know nothing else about where he might be.”

“I won’t mention Aylinhall.”

Laney was approaching, using her teeth to rip off some jerky.

“Jaymes told me to fetch you.” She spoke with a full mouth.

Shara and Steffen rose and walked with Laney. It appeared she was leading them toward the front of the army.

“Did he mention anything else to you?” Shara asked, hoping for a better sense of Jaymes’ mood.

“No, and he wouldn’t answer any of my questions about you or Neeko.”

“What did you ask?”

“If he would kill you under any circumstance.”

Kill me? Shara swallowed a gulp of air. Laney had always been brusque about death—mentioning Shara’s poisoning many times with too much detail.

“You should at least say, ‘order our deaths,’ ” Shara advised her.

“Oh, I will next time.”

Hopefully we won’t talk about my death a next time.

Steffen asked, “What sense did you get of his thoughts?”

“None! No sense! His mouth never moves except to talk.”

Laney rambled on about being bored and forced to walk beside the commander. At least she didn’t seem nervous about heading into battle. She was still focused on getting her first kiss, clearly undeterred by the king’s rule against it.

Soon Shara came to realize that Laney, like a child, didn’t quite understand the extent of marching to the South. It was no wonder that Jaymes kept her by his side each day, preparing her for battle. With her current maturity, the sight of an enemy army might make her knees collapse in fear.

Shara saw Commander Jaymes just ahead, conferring with an officer. “Laney.”

Her thin eyebrows went up.

Shara wanted to offer her the chance to come with them. A battlefield was no place for this woman, just like Shara knew it was no place for herself. Laney didn’t want to fight among thousands of men, hundreds dying all around her. She just wanted to live, and eat, and laugh, and love someone.

Shara felt herself filling with empathy as she took Laney’s single hand. It was painful not to offer the woman a way out, but as much as Shara cared for her, she couldn’t risk entrusting Laney with her plan of escape. Perhaps one day they could come back for her.

“Has Jaymes said what they’re going to do with you once the war is won?” Shara asked instead.

“I’ve been scared to ask.”

“Shara!” Jaymes called, beckoning them.

“What do you think?” Laney whispered as they walked.

Shara looked at Steffen, hoping he would offer to take Laney to Ovira, but he seemed not to understand.

“I don’t know,” Shara lied. She believed prison would be Laney’s fate if no one interfered. And she knew Laney well enough to know what that would mean.

Suicide.

Jaymes dismissed his officer and showed Shara a cold stare. “I’ve given you enough time, Shara. Tell me where Neeko is.”

“I don’t know.”

“Where were you to meet him?”

“Among the hills, where you found our horses.”

“I know this already.” Irritation hardened his voice. “Where were you to meet him if you became separated?”

Shara felt her heart speeding up as she prepared the lie. “We never discussed it, but I believe he went to Cessri.”

“Why Cessri?”

“It’s the nearest town where both of us have been together before.”

He seemed to believe her, his even stare unchanging. “Where would he go in Cessri?”

“Either the house of his late aunt or Pig Belly’s Inn, where I worked briefly.”

“You’ll stay with us until we get there.” It was an order, but spoken so calmly it sounded closer to a suggestion. He strode off and yelled for his officers to announce the end of lunch.

Laney leaned into Shara and gave her as firm a squeeze as she could with one arm. “That was a lie, right?” she whispered.

Shara held back a tear as she lied to her good-hearted friend. “No. It was the truth.”

“You’re going to let them kill Neeko?” Laney was in disbelief.

“Cessri isn’t on their path to the South. I’m hoping Jaymes will only send a few men and Neeko can escape.”

“But then you won’t ever see him again.”

I will see him again. She would do anything to make sure it happened. “I’m sure we’ll find a way.”

“I would like to see him again as well…alive.”

 

 

*****

 

 

By sunset, Shara was so fatigued her body felt as if it weighed twice as much. She and Steffen had some food left, but they needed to ration it. Jaymes had only offered them water. It didn’t help that they hadn’t had a wink of sleep the night before.

Jaymes gave them no tent to sleep in, instead leading them to a spot on the ground in the center of camp. Shara sat, fighting back her weariness so she could strategize with Steffen.

“Escaping is our only option,” he said. “I’m not marching all the way with them into battle when they don’t find Neeko.”

Their horses were held with the other animals, guarded by vigilant bowmen. “Well, we won’t be riding out of here.”

“Then we’ll sneak out.”

She relaxed her sore neck to let her face fall into her hands. She took a few breaths, pushing away the urge to lie down and sleep. Then she looked up at the gray sky.

“Hopefully these rain clouds will prove for a dark night.” And hopefully Jaymes won’t have us killed if we’re caught, which almost certainly will happen.

Hours later, the fires began burning out as every soldier retired to his or her tent; the women paired with each other. Shara hoped Laney’s partner was a caring woman. She would be hurt that Shara had lied and left, but it was too much of a risk to fetch her.

“Something’s wrong,” Steffen whispered as he glanced around. “No one is staying out here to watch us.”

“It’s either a trap or a blessing,” Shara observed. 

They walked east as leisurely as they could, taking paths that put them behind tents when they had the chance. The farther they went, the less likely their lie of wanting a stroll would work.

Soon the only tents in their way were short enough for Steffen to see over. “It looks clear,” he whispered.

Another hundred yards and they would be at the edge of camp. There were no fires left, hardly enough light to see the ground. Filled with adrenaline, Shara had to resist the impulse to run, for she certainly would trip.

At twenty yards from the edge of camp, they broke into an unplanned sprint. They sped past the last tents, Shara ready to hold back a shriek in case her foot slammed into a rock. But nothing hindered them, and soon the army was at their backs.

They ran without pause until the muscles in Shara’s legs burned as if filled with embers. “I need to slow,” she huffed out.

Steffen panted as well. “Doesn’t look like they’re following us.”

They found a copse of trees and took a rest. “I think Jaymes let us go,” Shara said.

But getting to Aylinhall wouldn’t be as easy, she realized. They didn’t have much food. Luckily, Jaymes had allowed them to fill their water skins. However, without horses, it probably would take them four days to reach the town.

Don’t leave, Neeko. We’re going to be late, but we’re coming.

Her longing to see him was so intense it was as if they’d been parted for weeks.

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

NEEKO

 

A pain unlike any Neeko had experienced split his skull. It felt like a dagger tearing through his scalp. He fell to his knees, clapping his hands over his temples. It did no good. A scream ripped out of his throat. And just as suddenly as the agony began, it stopped.

“Try to refrain from yelling.” Cedri spoke in a cold, remorseless tone. “We don’t want to draw attention to our room. If you can’t endure it, just say so.”

“You said you were going to start off light,” Neeko complained. “The scream was out of surprise.”

“That was light. It was far less than what I’m capable of. The pain you felt in your head—I can make you feel it in your whole body.” Neeko climbed up from his knees, using his bed for support as she continued to chide him. “And you said you could handle anything without screaming.”

“I wasn’t expecting that. My gods, Cedri. Do you know what it feels like?”

“Charlotte did it to me many times. Part of my psyche training was learning to resist.”

Neeko cringed at the thought of feeling that kind of pain more than once.

He’d agreed to help Cedri when she told him she needed to train if she was going to improve. It had been two days since they’d left Shara and Steffen, and now they had a room at Grodger’s Inn. They would stay at Aylinhall until Shara and Steffen arrived. However long that may be.

“You have to train by hurting me?” Neeko asked rhetorically, knowing there must be another way.

“Yes,” she said, surprising him. “I mostly improve at what I practice. If I detect or sway your emotions, I won’t get much better at causing pain.”

“Then let me get some food in my stomach first.”

With hard eyes and lowered, blonde eyebrows, Cedri had a face that showed irritation quite plainly whenever she felt it. “That means I must go out and get it.”

Unfortunately, this was true.

Neeko had learned much about Aylinhall before arriving, all from books Shara had recommended during their time in the castle. Aylinhall was the last of the Northern cities to be formed, created after the terrislaks destroyed Talmor Forest, turning it into Talmor Desert. People going around the desert used the land that became Aylinhall to rest and trade with other travelers. Eventually people settled there, selling goods to those passing by. Farmers took to the fertile soil around it as a town formed.

These days, travelers still used the town for a place to rest and restock. But Neeko had no idea that all the travelers would bring news to Aylinhall so quickly. Everyone they met mentioned a sixteen-year-old who used pyforial energy to slay hundreds of terrislaks in western Rhalon. Some even knew Neeko’s name and that he had short, dark blond hair.

One of those people was the innkeeper at Grodger’s, who’d asked if either of them had heard of Neeko, the pyforial mage.

To anyone who asked, Neeko was known as Jon, the name of his father and the one that came to his mind the first time he was questioned. He feared what would happen when Shara and Steffen arrived. They would need to speak with the innkeeper to find the right room. He imagined many different conversations that all resulted in the innkeeper figuring out he was Neeko.

He wouldn’t mind the fame if there weren’t hundreds, possibly thousands of pyforial mages all over Sumar, in hiding, who were looking for him. Of course there was also the entire Northern army. Jaymes had sent out thousands, forcing him and Cedri to ride to Aylinhall. So the commander certainly was taking King Quince’s decree seriously.

Cedri didn’t speak much to him during their trip. If she feared for Shara and Steffen like he did, he couldn’t tell.

Jaymes wouldn’t have sent out men to look for him without first encountering Shara and Steffen. The best case Neeko could imagine was that the commander had seen Shara after they’d already killed Darri. But even then, Jaymes at least would be suspicious they’d committed the act. He would question them. What would he do if he thought they were guilty?

Cedri held out her hand. “I need some money for food.”

Neeko gave her a ruff, more than enough.

But she looked at the coin with disappointment. “It’s about a ruff per meal at this inn.”

“That’s absurd. Could you go somewhere else nearby? There was a bakery we passed on the way here. I think it was—”

“I know where it is, along with most of the shops in the city.”

“You’ve been here before?”

“I was born here.”

Neeko felt his jaw drop. “Two days we ride in near silence and you just now mention this?”

“Because I don’t want to talk about it.” She left their room.

I miss Shara.

Grodger’s Inn was just as extravagant as it was large. They paid for the smallest and cheapest room, but at two ruffs a night, it was still extremely expensive. He was thankful he and Shara had so much money, especially given that a substantial portion of it had been taken from Swenn’s corpse. He liked the thought of spending Swenn’s money.

Neeko had heard from Steffen that the same currency wasn’t used in Ovira. So anything left over after King Marteph fell would be donated to help those most in need, or it would go to waste after he and Shara left Sumar.

The room in Grodger’s had an antechamber bigger than any room in Neeko’s old house, and his bedroom here rivaled his quarters within the castle. But the size of it just made Neeko feel more alone as he waited in hunger for Cedri to return with his food. 

More than an hour passed. He read to distract himself, but he couldn’t get a saying out of his head: A hungry man waiting to eat is the most miserable kind of man.

Another hour passed. He searched through his bag for anything he might’ve missed. It turned out he was right the first time and he’d eaten everything they’d bought in Antilith. What was taking Cedri this long? The bakery he’d mentioned was near the inn.

Worry mixed with the sharp pain of hunger. Another hour and I’ll go look for her.

He could hear someone coming down the hall. A key entered the lock. Without even realizing he was doing it, he gathered pyforial energy.

Cedri came in and closed the door behind her. Neeko let out his breath.

“Where—?”

“Here’s your food,” she interrupted. She brought a plate to the table in the antechamber between their bedrooms. The plate was covered with a cloth that she left for him to remove. He did so as she set down a fork and plopped into an empty seat with a sigh.

It was braised fish, glistening and still warm. Golden potatoes shined, their steam reaching his nostrils and making his mouth water.

“This was recently made,” he realized, stuffing his mouth. The fish was so good he nearly swallowed a bone in his haste.

Cedri sat there watching him eat, arms folded.

“What took you hours?” he asked, stabbing the air with his fork in punctuation.

“I went to many different taverns and inns, but none of them trusted me to return their plates and silverware, even with psyche. ‘Skeptical’ doesn’t begin to describe the people I met.”

“Once they serve enough beer and wine they learn not to believe the promises of their patrons. So you had to go far to find the right place. Why didn’t you just go to the bakery I mentioned?”

“Firstly, I didn’t have to go far to get that fish for you. It came from the tavern next door.”

“But then—”

“Secondly, I didn’t go to the bakery because we could be here for days, waiting. Do you want to eat only bread?”

“That was surprisingly thoughtful. Didn’t think you cared.”

The fold of her arms tightened to show her offense.

Neeko took a moment to stuff his mouth once again, then picked out the bones sloppily. Cedri didn’t seem to be the kind of woman who would mind.

She leaned forward. “Aren’t you going to ask me why I didn’t try the tavern next door first instead of walking around town?”

But Neeko had figured that out. “As you said, we could be here for days. You thought it was better to find a place you can visit regularly that wasn’t so close. Then it would be less likely for a mage of the PCQ to figure out where I’m staying if one becomes wise to us.”

She looked impressed.

“Which reminds me,” Neeko added, “what did you say to the tavern keeper?”

“I had to use your false name of Jon. The innkeeper and the tavern keeper talk…another reason I wanted to go somewhere else.”

“I’m sure it’s fine. Even if there are members of the PCQ here, they won’t find me before Shara and Steffen arrive.”

She bit down on the inside of her cheek. “Are you always this expectant of luck?”

Her stern attitude reminded him of her sister, Callyn. He chuckled at the thought of them interacting with each other, two severe women who never smiled.

“What am I sensing from you?” She squinted. “What has made you laugh?”

Reminding her of her deceased sister was the last thing both of them would want. “A private thought.”

“Of…?”

Does this woman not know the meaning of the word ‘private’? Then it occurred to him that he was stuck in this room with her. Until Shara and Steffen came, he would only be leaving to use the bathhouse. 

“Now you’re feeling dread,” Cedri said, raising an eyebrow. “What is going on in your mind?”

Oh my gods, I’m in one of the two hells.

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

CEDRI

 

Cedri had told Neeko it could be days before Shara and Steffen met them in Aylinhall, but she never anticipated what the wait would feel like. It had been four days since she and Neeko had to leave after seeing soldiers approaching the hills in the night. That meant two days in her hometown of Aylinhall, two days of getting Neeko food, two days of listening to his complaints as she trained with psyche on him, two days of wondering whether Darri was dead. If he wasn’t, then Shara and Steffen probably were.

Cedri would say none of this to Neeko, though it was on her mind every passing moment. Neeko had stopped trying to speak with her after the first day. She knew he found her reticence annoying, but it was better than him knowing her thoughts.

Cedri had never felt this lost before. Even when her elder sister of five years, Callyn, had joined the army and left Cedri alone with their furious mother, Cedri at least had felt some purpose to her life. When she reached fourteen, she would join the army like her sister.

When the time had come to leave, her mother had disowned her, just as she’d done to Callyn, but at least Cedri wasn’t stuck in Aylinhall any longer.

Yet here I am again.

Neeko came to stand in the doorway to her room. “Are you hungry?” he asked, meaning he was hungry.

“I’ll get our supper.” She walked past him.

“You can wait if you wish.”

“It’s fine.”

“Cedri.” She turned to find his brow crinkled with concern. “You would tell me if you noticed anything suspicious while you were out there, wouldn’t you?”

“Yes,” she lied.

Neeko couldn’t do anything about the lingering looks she’d begun to notice while she waited for their food, so there was no point in telling him. They were probably nothing, anyway. She felt some curiosity from those watching her, but nothing more than that. It was still enough for her to leave the key to their room with Neeko, though.

He stopped her again as she reached for the doorknob. “If Shara and Steffen don’t come tomorrow, we should go to Cessri.”

She spun around and folded her arms. “Why Cessri?”

“I think it’s where Shara would go if she can’t come here.”

Cedri could feel his longing for Shara. The emotion was raw and vulnerable, and it made her uncomfortable.

“It’s the next closest town to this one,” Neeko continued. “We’ve been there before together.”

“And how long will we wait in that town?”

Neeko bristled. “You wanted to come with us. Have you changed your mind? Because you can leave if that’s what you want.”

It was moments like these that she didn’t relish her ability with psyche, when she could see the anger in his stiff shoulders and slits for eyes, and she didn’t want to feel it invading her body.

“Calm yourself,” she admonished. “I want the same things you do. I’m staying until we’ve won the war, but you need to think about what we’re going to do if we never see Shara and Steffen again.”

“They’re not dead.” She could feel rage within him, though he kept it from showing. “We will see them again. If they don’t meet us in Cessri, then we’ll decide what to do after a few days.”

“If you say so.” She left to get their food.

When the four of them had been together, she’d noticed that the others looked to Neeko as their leader. She figured it was easier to treat him that way even when it was just the two of them. He listened to suggestions, so she didn’t mind taking a subservient role.

The door to the tavern was closed. Quite unusual, with it being evening, but it wasn’t locked. She went inside to find another surprise. The place was empty save the tavern keeper.

“Cedri,” he called. “Two suppers, as usual?”

“Why is no one here?” Cautious, she remained by the door.

“Must we shout?” he called from behind the bar. “Come here and I’ll tell you.”

She didn’t move, taking a few moments to see what she could feel from psyche. It was the same as closing her eyes to listen, though instead of using her ears, she opened her mind. She felt some apprehension from the tavern keeper. Focusing harder, she picked up something else, something closer.

What is that? It felt as faint as a single raindrop, no emotion attached to it. She picked up another feeling just like it somewhere near.

She risked a few steps into the tavern, seeing what else she could learn from the tavern keeper. She felt he was holding something in that he desperately wanted out.

That was enough for her. She turned and started for the exit, thankful she’d left the door open behind her. The tavern keeper couldn’t be trusted, and he knew which room was hers because of his friendship with the innkeeper. She would hurry back and tell Neeko they needed to leave.

“Wait,” the man called.

There were two others in the room. She could feel them as clearly as the sound of a hammer striking, aggression attached to the sensation. She’d sensed their presence earlier but didn’t know what it was until now.

She ran toward the exit as she noticed men stepping out from behind girders on either side of her. Fortunately, they were too far to grab her.

But the door slammed shut on its own just as she got there. The wind? She couldn’t stop her momentum in time, running into it. Cedri got her hand around the handle as something wrapped around her right leg and tugged her away from the door.

She fought back, but the hold on her leg was too strong, pulling her off her feet. She started to scream, but something invisible came over her mouth to muffle her. She felt it extending to her cheeks, squeezing tightly.

“You said you wouldn’t hurt her!” she heard the tavern keeper yell.

Two men loomed over her, both looking old enough to be her father. Clean shaven, they had short brown hair and were of average weight and height. Nothing about them would stand out in a crowd.

They glanced at her indifferently. She was too afraid to be able to read their emotions, her own fear overwhelming everything else.

“We’re just going to ask you some questions,” one said, and the cover around her mouth was lifted.

Pyforial energy, she realized. PCQ asses.

She hadn’t been careful enough. The tavern keeper had betrayed her. Her leg was still in a bind. The energy felt softer than a hand yet twice as strong. She sat up and noticed the one who’d spoken was taller than the other.

“Scream and you’ll regret it,” he said. She could tell he meant his words. The shorter one went to lock the door.

She took the role of an innocent woman, letting her natural fear widen her eyes. “What is this around my leg?”

“Pyforial energy,” the tall one said. There was little skepticism that she sensed. Perhaps she could get away with claiming she knew nothing about Neeko or the Pyforial Council of Quosae.

“Just do as they say, Cedri.” The tavern keeper had come out from behind the bar, standing some distance behind them now.

The shorter of the two pyforial mages lifted his arm and the tavern keeper made a choking sound. His grabbed the energy around his throat as he tried to run. But his neck was held firmly in place. He fell to his knees.

Cedri finally swallowed her fear and put all of her focus into causing the short mage’s body to sting with pain. He collapsed, grunting. A scream tore out of his throat as she didn’t let up.

“Run!” she yelled at the gasping tavern keeper as she felt the pyforial energy slip off her leg. But the tavern keeper fell again.

“What’s wrong!” the tall mage shouted at the shorter one, his arm now extended toward the tavern keeper.

“Don’t…know!” he grunted between restrained screams.

The tavern keeper yelled for help, until suddenly he stopped, grabbing at his throat once again.

Cedri barreled her petite body into the taller man’s back, the impact sending him stumbling and overturning two chairs before crashing onto the ground.

She’d lost her focus paining the other. He gingerly got to a knee and pushed out his hand at the tavern keeper. Cedri floored him with more pain before he could move pyforial energy, and the tavern keeper made it out the front door.

It remained open, beckoning for her escape next.

The tall mage was back on his feet, malice in his eyes. “What in two hells are you?” Pyforial energy wrapped around her throat as he spoke, his hand reaching out and clutching the air. She tried to fight back with psyche, but all he did was cringe from her spell of pain.

She let out a scream, only to realize she couldn’t make a sound. Fear invaded her. She lost her focus completely as both mages cast murderous looks.

A fire set in her chest as she tried to pry the vice off her neck. Her vision started to blur. Weakness set in. Her knees gave out. The py kept her upright, the sting of pain sharp in her throat.

 

 

*****

 

 

She was in a chair. Her hands were bound behind the back of it.

I passed out, she realized. It felt like she’d swallowed a fireball, her throat searing.

She caught sight of the two mages conversing. She lowered her head and closed her eyes, pretending to remain unconscious as she listened.

“Did you find the tavern keeper?”

“No.”

“He’ll fetch the guards. We don’t have long.”

“Then we need to get the information out of her quickly.”

Cedri would send both men to their knees through psyche. But how would she get out? She tested the hold on her hands. It was firm. She tried to move her legs. They were bound as well.

She could hear them coming. One slapped her cheek. “Wake up.”

Cedri feigned confusion as she looked around.

“We don’t know what you are, but we’ll let you live so long as you tell us what room Neeko is in.”

It was a lie.

With a jerk of her head, all of her energy went into storming their minds with pain. Both of their bodies tightened as they fell to their knees. She struggled to break free from the chair as she held them in a state of agony.

All she managed to do was fall over sideways—the rope was too strong. The taller of the two mages came back to his feet. He took a step toward her, but she put all of her focus into stopping him with another spell, twisting the natural bastial energy of his body into a shape that would induce terrible pain. He puddled to the floor with a grunt.

But the other was loose. He ran at Cedri and kicked her in the forehead. The agony of the blow overwhelmed her entire body. An instinct came over her to do anything they wanted so long as that didn’t happen again, but she squelched it, clinging to her need to fight.

“Do that once more and you’ll get kicked even harder!” Anger tinged the smaller man’s voice.

She was ready to inflict more pain, but it would be pointless, she began to realize, for she couldn’t get out of the chair.

The taller one set her chair upright with ease. “Tell us which room!” he demanded.

The sound of the door handle turning caused them to whirl around. She was about to scream when pyforial energy came over her mouth. She tried to yell through it to no avail.

“Guards?” the smaller man whispered.

The other didn’t reply. No other sounds came from the door.

Whoever it was had left.

The taller man stepped forward and swatted her in the cheek with the back of his hand. Pain set her face aflame.

“Which room?”

He hit her again on the same cheek when she didn’t answer. This blow forced tears from her eyes.

“Which room!” He cocked his arm back. She flinched.

“Wait! I’ll tell you.” He stopped for the moment. She knew causing them pain was more likely to get her killed than anything else. But they didn’t know she was a psychic; perhaps she could get away with calming them.

She tried to ignore the agonizing throbs in her forehead and cheek as she reached out with her mind to feel for their bastial energy. There was so much panic. It would take a lot of manipulation, but she’d practiced this many times.

The silence wouldn’t do. They would notice the sudden change. So she spoke to them while she worked to manipulate the energy. “I’ll tell you my room as soon as you tell me how you found out about Neeko.”

She wrung out their tension like wet rags, shifting their energy to mimic that of a person who feels relief. She couldn’t get the shape of their energy all the way to where she wanted it, but she knew that the closer she got, the more they would feel at ease.

The tall one spoke with haste. “We heard of you bringing meals to someone at Grodger’s Inn. The tavern keeper gave us his false name of Jon. We checked with the innkeeper to see whether Jon matched the description of our ‘friend,’ giving Neeko’s description. He did, though the innkeeper wouldn’t tell us the room number. We know he’s there, so there’s no point in lying.”

“Why would you want to kill the tavern keeper?”

She felt a spark of tension within both of them. She pushed it out of their energy as best she could, but it kept coming back like a hungry dog sniffing around a slaughterhouse.

The tall mage drew a dagger. He grabbed her cheeks and pointed the weapon beneath her eye. “I’m about to cut this pretty blue thing out of your eye socket. Which room?”

“I’m about to tell you! Just tell me why you would kill the tavern keeper.”

Tears clouded her vision, running down her cheeks and onto his fingers. She squelched the fear threatening to overwhelm her so she could focus on what Charlotte had taught her, twisting their urgency into tranquility.

The shorter man answered, “We weren’t planning to kill him until you made us use py energy to stop you. We can’t let our identities be known.”

“That’s what I figured…so how do I know you won’t kill me as soon as I tell you what you want to know?”

The taller man pulled his dagger free and slammed its hilt into her temple, next to her left eye. Her eyelid quivered as she reeled from the pain.

“Just tell us now!” he demanded.

She felt something wrap around her first finger. She looked down at it; swelling or tears had made her vision blurry. It must be pyforial energy. It pulled her finger back toward her wrist. Pain came on sharply.

“I’m going to break your fingers one by one so severely they’ll never heal. Then I’m going to cut out both your eyes,” said the taller one.

And they’re going to kill me when they’re done. Her heart beat like a drum. Her inhales were shallow and painful coming down her throat. She couldn’t stop her tears.

The energy pried back her finger farther, the agony forcing a sharp scream out of her tender throat. Suddenly her mouth was muffled by more energy and the prying stopped.

“Last warning,” the taller mage said. He let the energy off her mouth.

“I just need your promise that I won’t be killed!” She wept uncontrollably, ashamed that her fear had won out.

They glanced at each other, irritated and worried.

“You won’t be killed,” the smaller one said.

“I can tell you’re lying. In the same way I can cause pain, I know your intentions. There’s no reason”—a sob interrupted her—“to kill me. I have no one to tell about your identity. I don’t even know your names.” Damn, she sounded so frail. She was ashamed and terrified…and worthless.

Why haven’t the guards come! She’d stalled as long as she could.

If they would kill her mercifully, she would let them do it. But she couldn’t endure having her fingers broken and her eyes cut out. The thought made her feel even more pathetic.

The taller mage put his dagger back in the ankle holster. “We know Grodger’s Inn very well,” he warned. “If you lie to us about which room he’s in, you will die. If you tell us the truth, you’ll live.”

She could sense his honesty. She glanced at the shorter one. “I just need you to say the same thing.”

“Tell us his room without lying and we’ll let you live.”

He was honest like the first. Damn guards. They should be here.

“Now tell us,” the taller one said with an eerie calm, knowing they’d won.

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

NEEKO

 

There was a rap at the door. Cedri had returned with his food more quickly than usual. Perhaps she hadn’t stayed to eat but had brought her meal with his.

Neeko set down his book, waiting for the rest of their secret knock.

There were two more quick knocks. It wasn’t her.

Excitement fluttered in his chest at the thought of it being Steffen and Shara. “Who’s there?” he called.

“It’s me, Neeko.”

Was that Steffen’s voice? It didn’t quite sound like him.

“Who’s me?” Neeko asked.

There was no reply. It wasn’t Steffen and Shara. Neeko’s heart sank. Dread followed. Who in two hells would know his name?

Then the answer came—no one he wanted to see.

Panic took over as he hurried to his bedroom for his bag. A boot, or perhaps a shoulder, slammed into the door. He cursed as he threw his bag over his back. The door broke open with the next blow. Not taking the time to attach the sheaths holding his swords to his belt, he ran to the window and threw open its wooden shutters. Being on the third story meant he wouldn’t be jumping out, but if he had enough time to get py beneath his arms—too late. Something shoved him away from the window, a gust of py, he realized. Another gust came, pulling his legs out from under him.

He fell with his back still to his attacker. He couldn’t get to his knees before a blanket of energy pushed him back down.

He had the thought to protect his neck, and just in time. A force tightened around his throat, but the space his hand created left him able to breathe.

He finally got a look at his attacker. Damn, there were two! A tall and a short mage, certainly members of the PCQ. The tall one knelt to retrieve a dagger from a sheath attached to his ankle. Neeko used the py he’d gathered to knock the man over.

The energy around his neck fell to his chest and shoved him against the wall, remaining there to dig into his sternum. The shorter mage was powerful, possibly even more than Neeko was, and there were damned two of them!

Neeko grabbed the energy with his hands, using both his mind and his might to shove it off him. It broke apart, and he could breathe again. But the tall mage had py around a floating dagger. Neeko ducked as the man shot out his arm and the blade followed his command. Neeko rolled beneath his bed, looking behind him to locate his enemy’s dagger after it bounced off the wall. He got py around its hilt, then rolled back out and jumped up to find both mages crouched, peering beneath the bed.

There was no hesitation as he sent the dagger through the air. It impaled the tall one in the shoulder, and he fell backward with a scream while the other reached out. Py squeezed around Neeko’s throat.

A surge of panic made him grab it in a hopeless attempt to pry it off. He quickly ignored his instincts and tried to get his own ring of py around the mage’s neck. But the man lifted his hand to prevent being choked.

Running out of air, Neeko noticed his swords in scabbards on his bed. In a blink, he had energy around the handle of one of them and ripped it free. Neeko sent the sword flying, but the short mage dropped to the floor. It sailed over him and into the common room, too far to retrieve with energy.

The mage had kept his focus while ducking and it felt like someone was standing on Neeko’s throat. His neck couldn’t hold the weight much longer, feeling as if it was about to collapse in on itself. His panic was nearly too much for him to get py around his second sword.

This one had to hit, and quickly. The tall mage had gotten up and was pulling the dagger from his shoulder.

Neeko made his sword hover, and both men ducked and then rolled. Neeko waited, aiming. They shuffled back and forth, holding their arms in front of them.

“Get his energy!” yelled the short one—the man Neeko needed to stab so he could breathe again.

Before the tall one could grab hold of Neeko’s py around the hilt, he forced the weapon forward blade first. It caught the small mage in his right arm, and the py instantly came loose around Neeko’s neck.

Gasping for air and acutely aware of the tall mage getting py around the bloody dagger he’d ripped from his shoulder, Neeko ran for the window. He didn’t have time to do more than gather a small cluster of py before he dove out.

He fell like a sack of rocks, the ground coming at him faster than he ever could’ve imagined. Being aware of his imminent death made time slow to a near halt. He split his concentration, using half of his mind to pull the trailing cluster of py in front of him while using the other half to gather more energy.

He forced the clusters together, putting the sphere of energy directly below him. By his next breath, he would slam into the energy and then the ground. It was just enough time to spread the clear energy into a sheet. He caught onto it like a cat would, digging his hands deep into the cushiony energy while using his mind to keep it from plummeting into the dirt path a few feet away.

The force of his body was too much for his arms and legs—his chest and knees crashing into the sheet of py. The energy bent but held together, making him feel as if he’d fallen onto a mattress. He used all his willpower to demand the energy upward, but as hard as he tried, he couldn’t seem to conquer his momentum.

The ground approached, his speed fast enough to kill him. Neeko put everything he had into one last heave of his mind. It felt like he was trying to pull a charging horse to a stop.

Somehow he managed it, coming to a halt close enough to the ground for him to reach out and touch the dry dirt if the energy wasn’t in his way. He leaned back, tilting the energy with him, and slid off.

Taking a look over his shoulder, he found both mages gawking out his window, one with a bloody shoulder, the other with a bloody arm. He looked around and found the same gaping stare on no less than fifty people all around him.

Then he saw the guards—a mob of them. Those with bows were on horseback. Why in two hells are there so many of them?

A man in common clothing came out from between them. “He’s not one who tried to kill me. They could still be in my tavern.”

So this was the tavern keeper Cedri had been visiting. Neeko hoped she was all right but didn’t have time for more than a passing thought about her. He glanced up at his window, prepared to direct the guards at the two other py mages, but they had ducked back inside.

“Doesn’t matter, he’s a py mage,” the guardsman in front told the tavern keeper. Then he called out to Neeko, “Give up or be shot!” The three archers on horses behind him loaded arrows.

Neeko threw up his hands. “I give up.”

A crowd was amassing, blocking his view…and standing in his path to the stables on his right. He considered flying over them, but the stables were too close for him to retrieve his horse without getting an arrow in his back.

“We’re coming to detain you now,” the lead man warned Neeko. “If you move or use pyforial energy, we’ll kill you.”

There was no more time to plan. He moved pyforial energy beneath his arms and sprung up, then soared faster than he could run over the throng of gasping people.

“Shoot him!”

Strings snapped. Arrows shot past him and the fletching of one brushed his shoe. Horses broke into a gallop, and the guards shouted for people to move.

Neeko took a turn around the inn in the air. Then another, ending up going the opposite direction.

To his dismay, one guard had gone around the building. “He’s here!” Luckily the man was without a horse and bow. Neeko soared over him.

He couldn’t fly for long at this speed. He would need a horse. He looked back to find guards coming around the inn, kicking their speeding horses.

Neeko remembered seeing a horse seller on the way to Grodger’s Inn. No, too far. It’s a mile away.

There weren’t any buildings tall enough ahead to conceal his flight path, so he came down in front of a tailor’s shop that had at least two entrances he could see.

The owner hadn’t seen him land and treated him like any other patron. “Good evening.”

Neeko stopped for an instant, finding four exits. Good. He ignored the owner and ran straight for the exit to his right. His pursuers would have to guess which one he’d take. He used py to grab a black jerkin from the nearby wall and willed it into his hands.

“Thief! Pyforial thief!” There was some amazement mixed into the tailor’s shock.

If Neeko was already a thief, he figured taking a black hat with a wide brim wouldn’t make it any worse.

“Stop! Guards, guards!” The tailor ran toward the opposite door, most certainly looking for help.

Neeko didn’t have time to unlace the jerkin in order to wear it. So he got a good hold on it and his new hat as he moved py beneath his arms.

The beat of horse hooves drummed, slowing as they neared the shop. He heard the tailor shouting about him as he lifted himself from the ground.

He soared over five buildings, staying low so as not to be seen by the guards on horseback. Then he came down between two houses and began madly picking at the laces of his new jerkin, his hands fumbling. All his life, Neeko had avoided coats with laces because he hated untying them. “Should’ve grabbed a damn tunic,” he muttered to himself.

At least he heard no horses. They probably would separate in hopes of locating him.

As he got his arms through the sleeveless leather, he noticed a child watching him from an open window not ten feet away. He looked about Rao’s age, nine or ten, and formed a guilty countenance at having been caught spying.

Probably saw me land. Neeko flipped on his hat and pulled a ruff from his pocket, letting it catch the light of the low sun.

“Where’s the nearest place I can buy a horse?” he asked.

The boy nervously pointed north, away from the guards, thankfully.

“How far?”

“Just down that road, sir.”

Neeko would let himself be amused about being called “sir” later. He thought he heard hooves. He flicked the ruff from his thumb into the open window. The boy caught it against his chest with both hands.

A woman’s shrill voice came from behind him. “You still haven’t set the plates! Get in here right now!”

Neeko fought against carrying himself into the air. The guards were too close; he would be seen. Instead, he kept his head down and walked calmly along the dirt path.

His new attire concealed his identity about as well as fresh clothes can conceal a man who hasn’t had a bath in a week, but it would be enough to trick any guard riding past him in a hurry.

He heard shouting behind him. “I’m looking for a pyforial mage!”

Neeko dared not turn around.

“A young man, light hair, about eighteen.”

It was two years older than Neeko’s actual age but still close enough for him to be identified by anyone after a quick look at his face. He noticed those around him looking at the guard and shaking their heads. Neeko was the only one who wasn’t turning around. It wasn’t worth the risk, though. He picked up his pace.

The guard’s horse came galloping past him…then stopped. It turned to block his path.

“Have you seen the pyforial mage I described?”

“No, sir.”

The guard glanced around. Finding nothing, he drove his heel against his horse’s side.

Just as Neeko let out a relieved breath, the man halted his mount again. He turned to face Neeko.

“Take off your hat.”

“Why?”

With one hand around a bow, the guard let go of the reins to reach for an arrow as he spoke. “You do not ask why. I am a guard of Aylinhall demanding that—”

He was interrupted by his own startled yelp as Neeko wrapped a thick belt of py around his stomach and shoved him off his animal. He fell onto his rear, too surprised to do anything but grunt. Neeko leapt onto the saddle and pushed the guard flat onto his back with py as he got his hands on the reins.

He’d already made it past the horse seller by the time the guard was yelling about the pyforial mage.

The road took Neeko north, but as soon as he was out of view, he turned right and rode east for a good half-mile. Then he turned again, going south.

He slowed so his speed wouldn’t continue to draw attention from all the men on the street coming home to their wives and children, some of whom might realize later they’d seen the pyforial mage who’d jumped out of the third-story window at Grodger’s Inn. Some might even make the connection that he was Neeko, the same mage who’d killed hundreds of terrislaks. Maybe word would reach Cedri that he’d left the city to the south.

That gave him an idea. He changed his mind about his speed, thumping his heel against the animal’s sturdy side. If Cedri, Shara, and Steffen still drew breath, he would do everything in his power to reunite with them in Cessri.

He rode out of the city like a comet burning through the sky, pulling the gazes of everyone he passed. It increased the chances of him being spotted by guards or members of the PCQ, but he would risk more than that to help Shara and the others find him.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

NEEKO

 

The grass was lush, so Neeko’s new mount wouldn’t go hungry. But Neeko had left without supper, and his bag only contained a seescope, a half-full water skin, his clothes, and his blanket.

Even worse, a woman seemed to be following him on horseback.

He wondered many things about this woman, who stayed a few hundred yards back. She seemed older than him yet still young. Was she simply leaving at the same time and in the same direction? He doubted it.

Before all this began—before Cedri’s sister killed his father, before the Southern army destroyed his house, before the redemption scroll—Neeko wouldn’t have considered that this woman could be following him. Perhaps he would’ve even offered to escort her.

But now Neeko couldn’t afford to trust.

She didn’t follow him directly, taking a more eastern route southward, keeping to the hills so she wouldn’t lose track of him. Or perhaps it was just his imagination.

Still, he had to make sure. The sun was setting, and he would have enough trouble sleeping with his worries about Shara keeping him awake. Cedri’s well-being weighed even more heavily on his mind. Something must’ve happened to her for two pyforial mages to have found him. So the last thing he needed was to wonder if this stranger would attempt to kill him while he slept.

He turned southwest, riding away from the woman until he went up and over a long incline of land, giving her no line of view. If she didn’t want to lose him, she would have to come to the same hill because night was fast approaching.

He rode down the western side of the hill and then turned sharply to the north and forced his mount into a swift gallop, steering him into a bosk a good distance from where the woman would be approaching. Hidden among the trees, Neeko tied his mount and rose above the canopy.

He saw that she had followed him. He was behind her now, carrying himself with py toward her as she dismounted. She started up the hill, walking quickly with the deft crouch of a person who’s been taught to sneak.

Neeko launched himself at her, descending as hard as a falling boulder onto her shoulders. They fell together against the grassy hill, Neeko grabbing her hair as he put a knee into her back.

“Who are you and what—”

“I’m with child! Get off me!”

The desperation of her words fought through reason, forcing Neeko off her without a single thought about defending himself. He almost apologized as she rolled over and clutched her distended stomach. Neeko knew enough about pregnancy to realize this woman was nearing the middle of her nine childbearing months.

Something about her was painfully familiar, the thought alarming him as he couldn’t decide whether to ready himself for combat or grovel for forgiveness. Her long hair of dusty brown hung in a tight braid. She was certainly older than him, but not by many years.

It was her face that screamed to be remembered. She had deep-set eyes that seemed capable of terrible fury. Along with her pointed nose, they were too familiar for Neeko to believe he was imagining it.

“Why are you following me?” he demanded.

“Please believe me—I’m just going to Cessri. If I was following you, it was only by coincidence.”

“I might believe you if you hadn’t gone out of your way to come to this hill.”

Both of her hands covered her stomach in a protective gesture. “I noticed you earlier.” Her eyes lifted to his face as he stood formidably over her. “I was curious where you went.” She looked around for something, appearing confused. “How did you jump down on top of me? There are no trees.”

Gods, could she really be innocent? Neeko didn’t want to believe he’d tackled a pregnant woman who didn’t mean to do him harm.

He wished he had a knife he could point at her, but all he could do was use pyforial energy, and that would reveal too much. He noticed her bag on the ground. He must’ve knocked it off her back in tackling her.

“I need to look through your bag.” He started toward it.

She snatched it and clenched it as if it meant more to her than her baby. Then one of her hands slid down over her stomach. “Please, leave me.”

“I need to know who you are. I’m not going to steal from you.” Though the thought was tempting given his hunger and the long trip ahead.

“What do you mean, who I am?”

“You might be someone wanting to harm me.”

“I’m not. I’m just trying to get to Cessri.” Her eyes glistened as her voice shook. “Are you going to kill me and my unborn child?”

My gods, this woman. He looked around to make sure they weren’t being watched. The land was clear.

Neeko sighed and shook his head, realizing he couldn’t do anything to her and her unborn child. 

“There’s no need to be dramatic. I’m not going to hurt you. Just let me look through your bag.”

She took her hand from her stomach to wipe her eyes. Neeko held out his hand, but her grip tightened around the bag as she glared at him. 

Neeko gestured with his open hand. “The bag.”

She pressed her lips together and released her grip as Neeko took it from her. 

“Stay on the ground,” he told her, undoing the lace. Water and baked bread cut into thin squares were on top. Her clothes were wadded beneath. He took everything out and saw the bag was now empty, no hidden compartments.

Then he noticed scrolls rolled together. They’d come out with her clothes. He gauged her expression as he undid the string keeping them together. She wore a fixed stare, unreadable.

Neeko glanced at the first scroll. The penmanship was neat, but he recognized none of the words. Noticing the woman sitting up, he pointed at her.

“Don’t move.”

She frowned but obeyed. He looked at some of the other scrolls, soon realizing they were all identical:

“Na amaebush sis ot ebd stes ni asstine uofretss. Meted ata asstines laek foer ufrthreds uniestruction. Leaev aoens daey aftred erceivigns theis ucseroll. Rieds abuetd noet wieths uhaset. Od anoetds ocnfre wieth tohesrs yoeu seed ogeings teh saem uidrectinos. Tehd aapsscoed ots eb psokne upeonds raerival si niappropriaets ewathre foerd as usweim.”

“What are these scrolls?” 

“Why does this matter to you?” she retorted.

“Because the same message is on each one, so you must be delivering them to multiple people. Now tell me what it is.”

“It’s a language I speak with my family.” Her voice came out surprisingly loud and annoyed, making Neeko think she was lying, especially considering many of the words looked impossible to pronounce. “The scrolls are for my cousins.”

Neeko handed one to her. “Then read the message to me in this language of yours.”

She squinted. “Na amay-bush sees aught…eb…um.” She began to stammer. “Eb-duh suh-tes ni ass-tine…u-e-frey…tess.” She sounded like a child trying to read.

“Stop.” Neeko took the scroll from her. “This is clearly a code, and the second word looks to be ‘ambush.’ ” He peered closer at the words. “The third sentence is definitely ‘Leave one day after receiving this scroll.’ Tell me what I’m really reading.”

A tight ring of energy pushed against his throat. He couldn’t get his hand within it before it began to squeeze. Pyforial mage! She was already on the ground, so he couldn’t throw her anywhere with energy of his own. Nor could he reach her with his hands or feet.

As his pain and panic increased, he thought of pushing py down onto her most vulnerable spot, her stomach. He wanted to threaten her first to avoid injuring her baby, but his words came out as clicks of his tongue. She looked strangely fearful as she choked him, deep lines in her brow.

He wrapped py around her outstretched arm and willed it toward him. Then he grabbed it at the wrist and began to twist.

She let out a short scream before she clenched her teeth shut. She wouldn’t let go, even as he twisted harder. He started feeling faint as he came close to breaking her arm, but she still wouldn’t stop.

He cocked his free arm, motioning to strike her stomach.

“Stop!” she yelled, the ring of py coming free from his neck.

She stumbled backward out of his grasp, holding her stomach as Neeko fell to his knees and gasped. She grabbed her bag with one hand, the scrolls with the other, and ran for her horse.

Neeko barely managed to stand. Knowing he had no chance of chasing her, he pushed an open ring of py out at her. He couldn’t see it in the fading light of the sun, so he was forced to guess how far it needed to go.

His aim was perfect, the py locking around her thighs. She thrashed against it, her resistance feeling nearly the same as if his arms were around her, but he held her long enough to find his strength and trudge over. He got his arm around her shoulders and pulled her to a seated position. He went down with her, swinging his legs around her hips while keeping his arms around her shoulders and collar. She wasn’t going anywhere.

“Help!” she screamed.

“Quiet,” he urged, his voice a fiery whisper, his throat stinging. “I won’t hurt you if you stop struggling.”

She continued to yell for help. He had no limbs left to silence her. Gods, this would look awful to anyone who caught sight. He willed py over her face, muffling her screams, though inadvertently preventing her from breathing.

“Stop yelling,” he told her, giving her one quick shake out of anger. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if you yell.”

The muffled noise ended. He removed his py.

“When you began to choke me,” he explained, “I could’ve crushed your stomach with py, but I chose not to. I wasn’t going to punch your stomach either unless it was to save my own life. But now, if you try something else, I won’t hesitate again.”

She was silent.

“Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“Yes. Will you let go of me?”

Instead, Neeko got to his feet, lifting her with him. “I’m checking you for weapons.” Should’ve done so from the start. Won’t ever trust a damned pregnant woman again. He spread her arms. “Leave them like that.”

He patted her arms first, feeling for any straps that might be holding a hidden knife. His hands ran down her sides next, her gray tunic tightly formed to the curve of her body, the fabric pulled by her protruded stomach.

He felt her legs, then her ankles—her tall boots came up to conceal them. He found a small knife strapped to her shin after removing her left boot. Feeling as if he could use a blade of some kind, he pocketed it without the slightest guilt. It wasn’t one of the short swords he’d left behind, but it made him feel safer already.

Turning her around, he could read the defeat in her familiar eyes.

“Tell me the truth,” he said, “and I’ll let you go. You are of the PCQ.”

“Yes.”

“You followed me after you saw me in Aylinhall.”

“Yes.”

“With intentions to kill me.”

Fright flooded her eyes as she shook her head. “No.”

“Then explain your actions.”

“I figured you were Neeko Aquin but I wasn’t certain. I was on my way to Cessri anyway, so I took it as my obligation to keep my eyes on you to see where in the city you went.”

“Why do you sound so reluctant to kill me? I know every person in the PCQ has orders to kill me, so stop lying. You were going to do it while I slept.”

She tilted her head, looking surprised. “My task has never been to kill. There are many like me in the PCQ who do other things besides chasing after quarries. Most have no idea what you look like or even who you are.”

“These people like you, what are their tasks?”

She squinted at him curiously. She’s trying to determine if I would actually hurt her if she doesn’t answer. He drew the knife and used his most threatening voice. “Answer quickly and honestly.”

“We have members all over Sumar. Many of us are tasked with strategizing, holding meetings, keeping up rituals, and completing deliveries.”

“Like those messages.” Neeko pointed his chin at her bag.

“Yes.”

“Do all of your members have control over pyforial energy?”

“No. Many of them are born to parents of PCQ members and never learn. They’re still members, nonetheless.”

The scope of the Pyforial Council of Quosae increased in Neeko’s mind to ten times what it had been before. There were probably thousands of them, an army of their own.

As she stared at him, her features called to be recognized, to be remembered.

“What is your name?”

Her eyebrows arched. “Why?”

“I feel as if I’ve seen you before.”

She looked away while offering her admission in a cold tone. “Jessila. Jonen is my brother.”

The realization shot through him. Her eyes and nose were just like Jonen’s, the pyforial mage who’d held Shara captive with Swenn and nearly killed Neeko.

Her arms folded. “I’ve said enough.”

But Neeko wasn’t even close to finished with her. How many people were in the PCQ? How many would attempt to kill him? What did they have planned in this war?

Before she became more irritated, Neeko asked the most important question that came to mind.

“Is Jonen in Cessri?”

“No.”

“Then who are you delivering the scrolls to?”

“No one you know.”

“Tell me the message on the scrolls,” he demanded.

“I won’t say.”

He pointed the knife, sick of getting nothing from her. “Tell me.”

“I won’t.”

“Then you’re going to die.”

“You’re not going to kill me.” Her confidence stunned him. Unfortunately, she was right, but she couldn’t truly know that.

He took a step back, then wrapped a rope of py around her throat. She didn’t startle, her hands clenched at her sides.

So he squeezed.

Her eyes widened, but as a reaction, not out of fear.

He squeezed harder. “Are you going to tell me?”

By the shake of her shoulders, she seemed to be saying no.

He knew the hold around her throat was tight enough for no air to slip by. As her cheeks went from crimson to blue, Neeko began to worry. But then he felt some relief as she grabbed the py around her neck, finally succumbing to her body’s urge to fight.

“Tell me.” He spoke with as much confidence as his concerned voice would allow. “Or you will die.”

She shook her shoulders again.

Damn this woman.

Neeko realized he could keep going. He could kill her. He just had to keep squeezing. She was an enemy after all.

After another moment her arms went limp and her knees buckled. Her eyes rolled back. Her body wanted to fall, the weight of it pulling on the ring of py.

How could a message be worth her life and her child’s?

He jumped forward and caught her as she fell, letting the py disperse. He gently set her on her back. She was still breathing, thank the gods.

Neeko hadn’t noticed his galloping heart until he collapsed beside her, out of breath.

“Stubborn as a mule,” he muttered, taking the scrolls and putting them in his bag. If she wouldn’t tell him what they said, he would figure it out. Or at least he would prevent them from being delivered.

Life came back into her eyes. She grimaced, touching her throat tenderly as she sat up, showing him a smug smile through it all.

“I knew you w—” Her teeth clenched from the pain of speaking. “Wouldn’t kill me.”

“I can see you won’t say anything about the scrolls, but I’m not above hurting you if you don’t answer some easier questions.”

She nodded.

“Are you and the other members of the PCQ working directly with the Southern army?”

“No.” She coughed. “They have our assistance in some sense of the word, but they don’t know anything more about us than the North does.”

“I understand you side with them because they fight for recommencing the sacrifices, but I find it hard to believe that all of you can be so sure the sacrifices are necessary. The rain stopped without them. This proved the gods—if they exist—don’t care about the sacrifices.”

“The rain stopped because there have been other offerings by the PCQ and the Southerners. The gods are appeased by this, but we cannot keep it up. The sacrifices are necessary. If you’d gone with Jonen, you would’ve come to believe the same eventually.”

Neeko realized he was wasting his time. Night was approaching and he still needed to distance himself from her.

“Will you ever let me be?”

“I will, I promise.”

“What about the rest of the PCQ?”

She paused, looking as if she didn’t want to say it.

“Just give me the truth.”

“You aren’t safe on this continent.”

“What about Shara?”

“She is to be questioned as to your whereabouts. If she doesn’t pose an immediate threat, she will live.” Her look became intent. “But she may be tortured for answers.”

Neeko cringed at the thought of any more pain coming to Shara. “I’ll leave you now,” he said. “I took the scrolls, and you’re not getting them back.”

She nodded.

“You are to sleep around here. I’ll continue riding before settling. If I see you again, you should be ready to fight, because I’ll take your presence as a direct threat to my life, and I will kill you.” His voice held no doubt.

She gave one more nod as her hands moved protectively over her stomach.

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CEDRI

 

Her tears finally stopped, and still no one had come. She’d given up trying to free her arms and legs from the chair, figuring the guards would be here any moment, but she was beginning to reconsider. Too much time had passed since the pyforial mages had left to kill Neeko. Something was wrong. What could’ve stopped the tavern keeper from getting to the guards?

Her left eye had swollen closed. Blood dripped from her throbbing forehead. Even her throat still burned from the choking.

At least she still had her fingers and eyes, but it was nothing to celebrate until she found out if Neeko had escaped. They’d beaten her even after she told them the correct room number, demanding to hear the truth. She’d wept and pleaded for them to stop, asserting that it was the truth. Eventually, they’d believed her and left.

That was at least half an hour ago. Please be alive, Neeko. She couldn’t bear the thought of him dying instead of her, especially when her life had such little purpose while he might go on to end the war. She could feel herself falling into a pit of sadness, the walls of the pit still low for now, ascendable. But depending on what she found out next, she might never get out.

Finally the door opened. The tavern keeper walked in hesitantly, no guards behind him. He found Cedri and cursed, running to her.

“Thank the gods you’re alive.” He stopped suddenly and glanced around the room, his nerves evident. “Are they still here?”

“No.”

He knelt and started working on the ropes around her leg. “I’m so thankful they didn’t kill you.”

“Because I gave them what they wanted.” Cedri could feel tears returning.

“What did they want?”

“Someone else.”

He couldn’t seem to untie the rope. He tried the other, the extended silence getting heavier.

“I’m so sorry, Cedri. I didn’t know they would do this, and I was scared to disobey them.”

She couldn’t possibly be angry with him. He’d given her up, but she’d done the same to Neeko.

“I forgive you.”

He smiled up at her, a sad smile. “I’m going to need a knife to get these ropes undone.”

As he stood to fetch one, she asked, “Why didn’t you get the guards?”

“I did.” He grabbed a knife from behind the tavern’s bar and started back to her. “But when I reported two pyforial mages, they had to gather more guards before coming.” He cut her legs free. “I ran around Aylinhall with them until we’d amassed enough bowmen and swordsmen.”

Finally her arms were cut free. She wished to stand but feared she might pass out.

“What happened?” she asked.

“We returned moments ago, but passing by Grodger’s Inn we saw another pyforial mage. He jumped out of a window on the third floor and caught himself with energy. It was incredible. The guards tried to detain him, but he flew off somehow, so they chased him.”

Was it Neeko? Hope stirred in her chest.

“I yelled for them to go after the two in my tavern, but none listened. On the way here, they were speculating that the mages had left already. I see they were right.” He blinked at her for a moment, at a loss for words. “I'm terribly sorry for what they did to you. Let me fix you a hard drink. That should help.”

“Just water,” she called out as he walked toward the bar. “Did you get a look at the mage who jumped out of the window?"

“He was young like you. Light hair, somewhere between blond and brown. Strong shoulders and chest. A kind face.”

It was Neeko! Joy took away all her pain.

“Didn’t look like a dangerous pyforial mage, if you ask me,” the tavern keeper rambled on. “A whole throng of people were there, and none of them wanted to see him captured. Some claimed he was the same mage who killed all those terrislaks.”

Dread took over. “Will he be captured?”

“I doubt it. He flew off like a bird—an unbelievable sight. I came in here soon after.”

Tears fell down her cheeks. She could feel a fighting spirit pulling her out of the pit of despair. She would find Neeko and finish what they started.

She stood, but her pain returned with such sudden force that dizziness overcame her. She fell back into the chair, embarrassed as the tavern keeper ran over with such haste that he spilled her water.

“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” She would be, eventually. But she wouldn’t be riding to Cessri tonight—the city Neeko must’ve chosen given what he’d told her earlier about meeting Shara there.

 “If you wouldn’t mind fixing me some food and water, I would appreciate it,” she told the tavern keeper. “I’m afraid I don’t have any money, though. They took what I had on me.” And it’s unlikely there’s any left in our room at the inn.

“Of course.”

Someone opened the door and poked his head inside. “Are you open?”

“Closed, sorry,” the tavern keeper called back. He went to lock the door. Turning to Cedri, he put on a smile for her. “I don’t believe either of us would wish to deal with a boisterous crowd this evening.”

He couldn’t be more right.

 

 

*****

 

 

Cedri left after she ate. There was no hiding her battered face from those she passed, many giving looks of condolence, some asking if she needed help. She declined politely.

The innkeeper gasped when he saw her enter the lobby. “Heavens and hells, who did this to you? Hold here, I’ll fetch the guards.”

“Please.” She reached out her mind and grabbed hold of the bastial energy emanating from him, then bent it to mimic what she remembered calm to be like. “I’m fine. I don’t wish to speak to the guards.”

His lips pressed together, showing concern. “If you’re certain you’re all right, then let me have a word with you.” He gestured for her to approach his desk. When she did, he leaned forward and whispered, “The man who was with you, his name isn’t Jon, is it?”

Cedri could feel his certainty. “No. His name is Neeko, as I’m sure you’ve already suspected.”

His eyes lit. “The mage who saved the villages! He’s a friend of yours?”

The question made her realize she didn’t know what Neeko was to her. Though in this context, there was only one correct answer. “Yes. What did you see?”

“Apparently he jumped from the window and landed on pyforial energy. I ran out when I heard the guards order him to surrender. He soared over my head to escape. I heard he made it out of Aylinhall.” Excitement rose off him like steam.

She leaned even closer and tried to look coy. “Can I trust you with the truth?”

“Certainly.”

“Do you remember two men coming here earlier? They probably claimed they were friends of mine.”

“Yes, they knew your name and room number.”

“They were pyforial mages here to kill Neeko. That’s why he fled.”

“But why?” She could feel the innkeeper’s attachment to her and Neeko. Anyone going against them was an enemy in his eyes.

“Neeko fights for the North. But there are other pyforial mages fighting for the South.” It was easier than explaining the PCQ. “If anyone comes looking for him or me, don’t tell them anything.”

“I won’t.”

“But if a woman named Shara or a man named Steffen come and ask about me or Neeko, tell them to go to Cessri. They are both my age.”

“I understand.” He nodded proudly. “I will do that.”

Pain was starting to overwhelm her. She needed to lie down. “But don’t tell anyone I’m associated with Neeko, not even guards. Because he’s a pyforial mage, they’re required to stop him. But you know as well as I do that he’s only trying to help.”

“Yes, of course. Guards already came by and went through your shared room. They found nothing and left.”

If guards had gone through it, then Cedri was even more certain that there would be no money left. She had a full stomach and a horse waiting within the inn’s stables, but without any money to purchase food or water, making it to Cessri and finding Neeko would be impossible.

She immediately thought of her mother. She’s probably still in the same house because it’s only been three years since I saw her. But Cedri decided against it, remembering the last thing her mother had said when Cedri left for the army.

There was someone else who would want to see her. He would help her. So long as he hasn’t gone completely insane.

She would spend the night at the inn and then pay him a visit.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

CEDRI

 

Cedri wondered if she’d get used to her cuts and black eye drawing everyone’s gaze. She wanted to use a trick that Charlotte had tried to teach her, manipulating her own emotions to feel more comfortable, but she could never get it to work. She couldn’t even make herself drowsy, supposedly one of the easier spells of psyche. It was something she’d attempted many nights with great frustration since Charlotte’s murder.

As she walked down the familiar streets to Lennar’s wand shop, fond memories came to her. She grinned as a specific memory emerged from the rest: her sister, Callyn, asking Lennar if he realized becoming a money lender meant hearing countless references to the similarity between his name and his job.

“That’s why I became interested in the business of lending money!” he’d replied. “The phrase, ‘Lennar the Lender,’ got in my mind when I was eight years old and I lent Dirty Gribbs a pit. I told myself to remember the phrase until he paid me back. And he never did.”

Cedri surprised herself with a slight giggle as she recalled her sister’s reply. “That can’t be the reason you’re a money lender.”

“What could you find wrong with that? One reason is as good as any other if it serves the same purpose.”

“No it’s not!” Callyn insisted before a short argument had ensued.

Her sister was always the least likely to smile at anything. Callyn’s incredulous yet annoyed looks, as if pitying herself for being surrounded by fools, consistently made Cedri laugh without control when it was old Lennar causing the expression.

She and Callyn had worked in Lennar’s wand shop ever since their father died and left them with nothing but a dalion’s worth of debt to Lennar. Fortunately, Lennar then ceased his one percent monthly fee. Those who heard about it never failed to assume that their mother must’ve been paying Lennar the fee in her bedroom, but Cedri and Callyn knew better. The two adults hardly saw each other, and Lennar enjoyed their company more so than their mother’s.

If there was anything to be presumed from the situation, it was that Lennar felt guilty that the family owed him so much money. Though, not guilty enough to absolve the debt, apparently, even though he was a very rich man.

Crushing despair threatened to take Cedri to her knees when she came to the wand shop. A shoemaker had taken over the small building she used to cherish, its short and narrow walls covered in ugly shoes. She wanted to throw them at the owner when she stepped inside and he asked about her face.

She ignored his question, asking her own instead. “Do you know what happened to Lennar the Lender?” It was the name he’d gone by when she was fourteen, the last time she’d seen him.

The shoemaker made the same face a galled man might make when asked about his day. “He fell down a well. Now he’s in one of the two hells.”

The news knocked her back a step. “Are you…?” She squinted, focusing to read the emotion attached to the bastial energy coming off him. No, he wasn’t serious.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Cedri.”

“Sorry.” He had a breath of relief. “Lennar paid me to tell that line to anyone who asked about him except for you and a few others. He’s slightly mad, you must know?”

Cedri heaved out a sigh. “I wouldn’t even say slightly.”

“He sold me this shop a year ago. Now he spends most of his days at The Green Bear. I’d look there.”

“The Green Bear? Where is it?”

He pointed. “Just follow the road this way for fifty yards. It has a big sign. No one can miss that hideous thing. How about some new shoes before you go?” He peered down at her feet, making her conscious of the tattered laces of her buskins. It was what she’d been wearing when Steffen and the others from Ovira snuck her out of the castle. She needed a sturdier pair of boots, unfortunately.

“I have no money, but I’ll return when I do.” The shoes on the walls didn’t look as hideous as before.

When she found The Green Bear, she crooned a soft “ahh” as everything started to make sense. It was Lennar’s favorite tavern when it had gone by a different name. Whenever Cedri needed to find him, it was the place she always checked first.

She hadn’t understood why he spent so much time there. He and the tavern’s owner seemed to despise each other, acting like two ill-bred dogs whenever they came into contact. But then her sister explained that there was a look Lennar got every time he spied the tavern keeper’s wife. He came there to flirt with her, and the tavern keeper knew it.

It was a comedic scene to anyone not involved—both Lennar and the tavern keeper well past their middle years, while Betta wasn’t much younger. “Betta drink I can make you laugh,” Lennar often called out to her when she greeted him, bringing out a reserved smile. The tavern keeper would stop whatever he was doing to rush over and tell his rival to get out.

Somehow Lennar always managed to convince the red-faced owner to allow him to stay, usually through bribery of paying twice the rate for drinks. For the rest of the evening, they’d bicker each time Lennar tried to capture Betta’s attention.

Cedri found him inside. A mixture of excitement and embarrassment about her appearance whirled in her stomach. He looked to be setting chairs around the tables as if he worked here now. In fact, the place was empty except for him, so that seemed likely.

He caught her out of the corner of his eye, then slapped his hand flat against his forehead. His mouth dropped open, his eyes going wide. He slapped himself again, then seemed even more surprised.

“I’m not dreaming!”

“Hello, Lennar.”

“Where’s the goat molester that did this to you!” His familiar insult made her smile. He grabbed a chair as if to use as a weapon. “Where is he, Cedri?”

“Miles away by now. Are you going to haul the chair with you until you find him?”

He set the chair down and gave it a few wipes, then a nice hard smack. “Sit and explain.”

“First tell me what you’re doing here,” she said.

“I own ‘here’ now.”

“What about—”

“He died.” Lennar’s ecstatic smile was sickeningly disrespectful. “Don’t make that look, child.”

She fixed her scowl. “Then what about—”

“I married her. Now get to the details of your face.”

She went with him to the kitchen and tried telling him about the mages, but soon she realized there was too much that needed to be covered first. As he cooked her eggs and bacon, she told him about serving in the army, staying at the castle, the group from Ovira, the war, the others in her party, everything that mattered as of late.

Lennar asked many questions, but none were about Callyn, making it quite clear he already knew she was dead. A note must’ve been sent to her mother. It was good to know she and Lennar still spoke.

It was long after Cedri had finished eating and the pans were scrubbed clean that she finally came to the end of her tale. She felt as if she should say something about Callyn. She could tell her sister was on Lennar’s mind; the weight of his grief pressed down on her like an iron cloak around her neck.

“So now I’m about to look for Neeko in Cessri,” she said. “But I have no money, and I know nothing about the city. I remember you saying you’ve been there.”

He looked puzzled. “You’ve never been to Cessri? One might think that’s absurd given your name is nearly identical. Just replace the D with two S’s and you have it.” He laughed. “What was your mother thinking? Cedri—such a tough name for a small, beautiful girl.”

“My father named me.”

Worry crossed his face. “And a good man he was!” Lennar answered quickly. “A fine man! Worked hard. Sad to see him gone.”

She showed him a slight smile to let him know he could relax.

Cedri hadn’t mentioned anything about psyche, figuring there was little point of him knowing. But she did use some to ease his nerves.

“What did your mother say when you visited?” Lennar asked, surprising her.

“I didn’t and I won’t.”

“Cedri, don’t do this to her.”

“She said she never wanted to see me again.”

“Yes, and that was…” His mouth twisted. “How long ago?”

“Three years,” she muttered.

“Three years! Can you stand by everything you said in the last three years?”

She’d known Lennar for longer than she’d known her father, and sometimes she saw some of her father in Lennar. Whenever he became this adamant, she knew just to agree.

“I’ll see her, but are you sure she wants me to visit?”

“I’m absolutely—oh, I just realized you want money. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? You want me to give you my money?”

She slouched back in her chair. “I can pay you back.”

He stood and pointed at the door. “Get out! I don’t ever want to see you again!” Although his face was serious, psyche confirmed he was joking, his bastial energy titillating her mind.

She smirked. He held his bluff for a moment longer, but then a laugh came out.

“That would’ve worked on fourteen-year-old Cedri,” he said. “How much do you need?”

“Just three or four ruffs, and whatever you can tell me about Cessri.”

He gave her ten. “And don't pay me back.”

She knew him well enough not to refuse his generosity. “Thank you.”

They stood, knowing their time together was coming to an end. He gave her a quick lecture on the more dangerous areas of Cessri as well as the inns where she might find Neeko. As she hugged him goodbye, he made her promise she would visit her mother.

After purchasing a sturdy pair of leather boots and the food and water she needed for her trip, she returned to Grodger’s Inn to retrieve her horse.

On the way out of Aylinhall, she stopped outside her childhood house, nervousness buzzing in her stomach like a swarm of flies. The sound of her mother screaming came back into her memory, sharp as a knife.

Callyn told Cedri that she’d requested to join the army, but she’d never told their mother. It wasn’t until a recruiter came to Aylinhall that their mother found out. Callyn went to Glaine with the recruiter and some other recruits, leaving Cedri with their outraged mother.

The heartbroken woman blamed Lennar for filling Callyn’s mind with the idea of joining the army, which wasn’t entirely wrong. Mages were the only customers who came to the wand shop and some did speak about the army.

Their mother had wanted them to marry young and have a family. That had made it even harder for Cedri to tell her mother that she, too, was joining the army. So she didn’t. She instead waited until she turned fourteen and it was time to leave with the recruiter. Cedri was overjoyed to reunite with her sister eventually, but she wasn’t sure it was worth the things her mother screamed at her before she left.

She knocked, hoping no one would answer. But someone did—her mother wearing a puzzled look. Cedri watched her mother’s face become supple as realization set in.

“Oh my gods,” she whispered, her eyes glistening. “Oh my…gods.” She started choking on her words as tears fell. Sobs heaved up from her chest and her mouth twisted into a crooked smile. “Cedri…I…” She muttered something unintelligible, opening her arms and pulling Cedri in for a loving embrace.

Tears burst out of Cedri as she sobbed with utter relief. A warm comfort spread through her as she let her mother, her only family, hold her and cry joyous tears on her shoulder.

When her mother pulled back, she choked down a sob so she could speak. “What happened to your beautiful face?”

Cedri laughed. “I’ll tell you everything.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

NEEKO

 

Neeko had little hope of finding Shara and Steffen at the Pig Belly Inn, but if he’d find them anywhere in this city, it would be there.

It was at the Pig Belly Inn where he’d first met Steffen, though Neeko had spent most of his time speaking with Effie. He couldn’t recall exactly how long Shara had worked there before the Southern army had come through, but it couldn’t have been more than a few days. He remembered opening the door to his aunt’s home to find her recently bathed and wearing a dress, looking unrecognizable. He let out a sigh as he thought of his aunt’s house. He was nervous yet greatly anticipating the visit for reasons he couldn’t figure out.

He didn’t need to go far into the city before he started seeing the damage the fires had caused. For every ten buildings, at least one was partially burned. It got worse the farther south he went, as he saw blackened shambles where stores and homes used to stand.

Coming closer to the center of the city, he walked by more beggars and found even more rubble between buildings with charred walls. It would take years to fix the damage the red priest and his men had done, but Neeko would do what he could while he was here, giving out three silver to each beggar sitting where their house used to be. It would be enough to feed them for a week or their family for a couple of days.

He longed to see Shara again. Unfortunately she wasn’t at the inn, and no one working there even remembered her name. One wall was partially burned but seemed sturdy enough.

Neeko paid to keep his horse at the inn’s stables, knowing there was no place to tie his horse at his aunt’s, and most likely not at Kayren’s, either. He planned to see her to let her know Swenn was finally dead. Kayren would never again need to worry about him coming to kill her. Swenn wouldn’t be coming after Neeko, either.

He wished he could relish this thought, but there were too many other people trying to kill him. Once he got to Ovira with Shara, he could relax.

He huffed and narrowed his eyes, preparing himself to fight against grief as he marched to his aunt’s house. He forced worries of Cedri out of his mind, then shoved away the dreadful thought that Shara and Steffen were dead as well. He already had too much to think about with his aunt.

He didn’t know who owned the house now that she was gone. Aunt Nann had to have written a will, but without him there to inherit anything, what did they do with her belongings? He didn’t even know who ‘they’ were. Did guards take care of this matter? Perhaps the lord of the land? The latter seemed more likely. In fact, the lord of Cessri probably owned it now.

The thought stopped him for the moment. The last thing he wanted was to deal with another man like Lord Crall. Yet, he had to know what became of her house. There was always the small chance that Shara and Steffen went there looking for him. He gritted his teeth and marched onward.

Soon he arrived and promptly knocked on the door. Something about the woman who answered triggered Neeko’s instincts to run. He held his ground, trying to determine what it was about her that frightened him. She seemed to be in her mid-twenties, a beautiful woman certainly, but that had nothing to do with it.

It was the shape of her face. And her features…they were familiar yet in the most uncomfortable way, like waking from a nightmare to find the wraith that haunted him hidden among the shadows in his room—his mind playing a trick.

But his mind was playing no trick at this moment. She looked confused as she asked him, “Can you speak?”

He looked beyond her. This was his aunt’s house, wasn’t it? The rooms he could see were mostly empty, as if no one lived here.

“I believe this was my aunt’s house. She died while I was away.”

“Your aunt?” Her eyes filled with shock. “Neeko?”

“Yes.” He hoped she would give her name, but she chuckled instead.

“My gods, Neeko! I didn’t recognize you.” She folded her arms, looking at him sideways with a sudden scowl. “Have I aged that much that you don’t recognize me anymore?”

Her friendly tone—it was Eizle’s older sister! “Isa…” His fear dissolved as he realized he’d been uncomfortable because of her close resemblance to Swenn. They were twins, after all.

Then he realized something else. Gods, does she know about Eizle and Swenn, or will I have to tell her?

“What’s wrong?” she asked. “Oh.” She made a face as if she understood. “Is it because I’ve taken your aunt’s house? Please, come in so we can speak.”

Neeko glanced around, making sure there were no watching eyes. Then he stepped inside and locked the door behind him.

Isa took two chairs from another room and set them at the only table. “I’m sure you have many questions,” she said, motioning for him to sit with her. “I would offer some food and water, but I don’t have any here. I just spend a few hours here each day selling the furniture and trying to sell the house.”

“She left it to you?” Neeko was mostly confused, though slightly offended as well. He couldn’t remember Isa and his aunt speaking more than a few times.

“Not exactly. She wanted to leave everything to you, but you couldn’t be located. Eizle’s name was next on the list, but he’d been imprisoned and has since escaped. Even if he’s found, he couldn’t inherit anything, being a criminal.”

Dread crawled through him. She doesn’t know.

“I was after Eizle on Nann’s will,” she said. “But if you want the house, it’s yours.”

Isa had always been thoughtful, making Neeko more than comfortable around her as a child. It probably helped that he used to think she was the most beautiful woman in Sumar.

“Thank you, Isa, but you can sell the house. I’m only going to be in Cessri for a few days at most.”

“Then you’re certainly welcome to stay here while you’re in the city. There’s still a bed, and I won’t sell it while you’re using it.” She laughed.

He beamed at her, forgetting until then how wonderful it felt for someone besides Shara to treat him with such care. “I would appreciate that very much.”

“Just come tell me when you leave.” She wrote down her address. “That’s where I live with my husband. We were fortunate that the fires missed us. Many of our neighbors lost their homes.”

I’ll make the Southern army pay for that.

She gently put her palms on the table. “Now tell me what happened to you. You left so long ago. Where did you go? What did you do?” She formed a sad look. “If you know about Nann’s passing, I’m assuming you’ve heard about your mother?”

He could be in Cessri for days, so he didn’t see the harm in taking the time to tell Isa everything that had happened since he’d left town—Swenn tricking him when he was eight, then coming back to kill his mother; living with his father in Lanhine, working as a carpenter; his father’s death during the attack on Lanhine; the redemption scrolls; Shara…

Thoughts of their journey interrupted him as a joyful remembrance came on, powerful enough that he forgot what he was saying. I will find her.

Isa was shocked at hearing about Swenn killing Faye. She cried for a long while, but not nearly as long as when Neeko continued his story and got to the part about Swenn murdering Eizle. This was after Neeko explained how Eizle was imprisoned in the first place—Swenn harassing him until Eizle used py to defend himself.

As Isa apologized for crying and asked him to go on, Neeko felt that she deserved the truth. He admitted the role he’d played in Eizle’s death—stopping him from killing Swenn.

Saying the words aloud sent him into a torrent of contrition, too overwhelmed by regret to feel it was appropriate to go on without giving the moment its due of tears. He let them fall down his cheeks so she could see his grief.

Sometime later, Neeko regained control of himself before Isa did. The poor woman was too sympathetic for her own good, as Neeko found out the tears she shed were not for herself, but for Eizle. Her eyes were dry by the time Neeko got to Swenn’s death, and they remained that way until the end of Neeko’s story—of him coming to Cessri in hopes of reuniting with his party.

He politely asked about her when he was finished, though he was too exhausted from his own tale to do more than feign interest.

She shook her head and managed a smile. “My life has been calm and happy ever since I got away from Swenn. I’m glad to hear he’s dead.” From the anger of her words, Neeko got the sense that there were incidents between the twins that Isa might have difficulty speaking about.

He remembered Jonen telling him that Swenn would’ve raped Shara if Jonen hadn’t prevented it. Neeko squeezed his hands beneath the table, his knuckles white. “I’m glad he’s dead as well.”

They spent another hour speaking about Eizle, pyforial energy, and the war. By the end of it, they shared a hug.

“Do you mind if I use your quill and paper?” Neeko asked. There was something he needed to get down before he spent any more time walking around Cessri—where any member of the PCQ might see him.

 

 

*****

 

 

It had been a while since Kayren had given Neeko her address, but he’d thought about it too many times to have forgotten. He left his horse at the stables at Pig Belly Inn, figuring there would be no place for the animal outside her house. He only planned to be there long enough to tell her she was safe from Swenn. But he’d just spent hours at his aunt’s house after expecting a quick visit, and the same thing could happen with Kayren.

He was relieved when she answered the door and not her father or another family member. She seemed delighted to see him and invited him in.

Her home was smaller than his had been in Lanhine, only one bedroom instead of two. He figured she lived by herself. At sixteen, this was quite rare. After ensuring no one else was there, he told her the news.

“Swenn is dead.”

“Are you certain?”

“I checked his pulse.”

“You were there! What happened?”

So Neeko told her the tale. She interrupted to offer him food, but he had plenty of coin to buy his own meal later at Pig Belly Inn, where he would wait for Shara. He did have a tall glass of water, though, for his parched throat.

It wasn’t long before he finished his story.

“Thank you for coming to tell me. It’s a weight off my shoulders to know he won’t ever hunt me down for witnessing what he did to Eizle. I’m glad he’s paid for his crime.”

Neeko nodded, though he noticed her glancing nervously at the door. He figured she wanted him to leave.

He stood. “That was all I needed to say.”

“Wait, sit. I must admit something to you.” Her lips pressed together.

He sat. “What?”

“I met someone…a man—I met a man while Eizle was in prison. He’s my beau now.” Her voice carried shame. “I care for him, but I can’t help but feel guilty.”

Neeko didn’t understand. “Why tell me this? I don’t mind.”

“I know you feel guilty for Eizle’s death. So I wanted to share my guilt with you.” She looked down at her hands on the table. “I wanted to tell you when we met in Norret, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it.”

Then Neeko realized what she wanted from him, so he gave it to her. “Kayren, it’s fine. There’s no reason for you to feel guilty. Eizle told you not to come see him in prison because he wanted you to go on with your life, didn’t he?”

She nodded. “It was the only reason I allowed myself to be courted.” She looked up. “But he doesn’t know that I went to find out about Eizle. He was gone on a long trip, as he is often. He’s due home soon, so please don’t mention it if you meet him.”

“I won’t.” Neeko began thinking of an excuse to leave, for he didn’t care about meeting anyone new, but she spoke before he could think of something.

“He knows about Eizle being imprisoned, but that’s it.” She formed a crooked smile. “He’s a pyforial mage like Eizle was.” Her voice fell to a whisper as her smile widened. “I don’t know why I keep falling for them.”

She went on to describe how she believed many women find pyforial mages attractive, but Neeko was too distracted by his own thoughts to listen. If this man is a pyforial mage, what are the chances he’s a member of the PCQ?  She was still talking as he began to listen again.

 “…and he’s leaving for weeks again after tonight. He’s bringing his sister here, who I’ve never met.”

His sister… “What’s his name?” Neeko tried to ask calmly, though he noticed some panic coming out through his voice.

“Jonen.”

Neeko popped to his feet—his first thought was to get out. His next thought was to warn her. But there might be something in this house to help him decode the message or at least provide more details about the ambush.

“He normally lives here with you?” His rushed words made her freeze. “Kayren! Does he live here with you?”

“Yes, why?” Her voice was almost a whisper.

“When’s he supposed to be here?” Neeko couldn’t keep still, bouncing back and forth as he glanced at the door.

Kayren pushed herself out of her seat. “He just said he would be here tonight. It could be minutes or hours.”

Neeko decided it was worth the risk. He rushed into the bedroom, Kayren chasing after him. “What is it?”

He looked for space where something might be hidden. There was room beneath the bed, a dresser with six drawers, a wardrobe about his height, and a shelf filled with books covering the other wall. Gods, there was too much to search, but he had to try. He opened the top drawer of the dresser.

“Which drawers does he use?” Neeko asked, rummaging through folded shirts for anything that didn’t feel like fabric.

“Neeko, how do you know Jonen?”

 He shoved the top drawer shut, then swiftly pulled open the next drawer to find sets of pants.

“Have you heard of the PCQ?” he asked, throwing every pair of pants from the drawer onto her bed so he could check each pocket.

“Yes, they’re a group of insane pyforial mages who live in the mountains in Quosae.” He could hear from her voice he was frightening her. “Jonen isn’t one of them.”

Neeko found nothing. He went for the next drawer. “Has he spoken to you about the war or the gods?” He scooped up all the clothes and set them down on the bed.

“Neeko, you’re acting mad.”

“Answer me, Kayren. Has he mentioned the war or the gods?”

“Some to me, but more so to my father. They meet frequently to have long discussions about those things. I don’t care for them much.” Her tone grew angry as he went for the next drawer. “Will you tell me what you’re doing!”

Her father is part of the PCQ as well, Neeko realized. “I’m assuming your father introduced you to Jonen?”

She answered with dread in her tone. “He did.”

Neeko paused. How much would she believe? He started with what he found to be the most necessary.

“Jonen wants me dead.” Probably her father does as well. She looked back in shock or perhaps disbelief. He continued quickly. “The PCQ isn’t just a group of pyforial mages living in Quosae. They live everywhere, and they’re supporting the South in this war.”

Kayren looked more innocent with each passing moment, nonplussed and frightened. He was convinced she wasn’t one of them.

Neeko searched the rest of the drawers as he described his encounter with Jonen in detail. Her lips parted as she listened, no longer objecting to Neeko rummaging through the dresser. He found nothing and moved on to the wardrobe.

When Neeko got to the part about being followed by Jonen’s sister on the way here, Kayren finally spoke to interrupt him. “Jonen has a locked chest he keeps beneath that wardrobe.” Her quiet voice was thick with guilt. “I found it one day and never asked.”

Neeko crouched down beside the wardrobe to stick his arm beneath it. He got his fingers around something and dragged it out—a wooden chest barely large enough to contain wands, daggers, or folded documents, its edges reinforced with bronze. There was a slot for a key on its front.

Neeko wedged his fingers beneath the lip and pried. The inner lock was too strong. He grabbed the sides to hold it steady and wedged py beneath the lip. The chest flew out of his hands as he willed it upward.

“Dammit.” He stood over the chest, knowing he could get it open, just not how.

Voices from outside came close to the front door, a man and a woman laughing. Kayren grabbed his arm, panicked. But the voices continued past.

He gathered a large amount of py and moved it beneath the massive wardrobe. He spread the energy out until it started to slip out from the edges.

Neeko reached out his hands, bracing himself as if he were about to lift the wardrobe with his arms and legs. As his mind told the py to lift, a grunt squeezed out from his stomach. The wardrobe floated, wobbling until Neeko steadied the energy.

He brought the wardrobe up to the ceiling, then he began to use his feet to maneuver the chest beneath one of the wardrobe’s legs. Kayren took over, kneeling down to put it in place as she squinted up at the floating wardrobe.

“There.” She jumped back. “Let it fall.”

Neeko released his hold on the py. The wardrobe crashed down, one of its stout legs barreling into the small chest. There was a sharp crack of wood, which was unfortunately loud enough to be heard by every neighbor around them.

“Kayren?” someone shouted from outside the house. It sounded as if the person was running toward the front door.

“That’s Jonen!” Kayren whispered.

The chest lay upside down against the nearest wall. Neeko flipped it over. A single scroll, short in length, plopped down from the chest’s splintered top.

Jonen was inside the house, running toward the bedroom and shouting Kayren’s name. Neeko stuffed the scroll in his pocket and rushed for the window.

“Stop!” Jonen’s voice came from behind him. Neeko threw open the window. Pyforial energy squeezed around his leg as he started to climb out, pulling him back to the ground. He tried to shake it off, turning to find not only Jonen but his pregnant sister, Jessila, there as well.

“Neeko!” Jonen shouted with surprise. Aggression crossed his face. Neeko got a hand in front of his neck just before he felt energy squeeze around it.

Jonen pulled a dagger. Kayren shrieked and ran to him. She tried to rip it from his hands, distracting him enough for the energy around Neeko’s neck to come loose. Jonen stopped fighting her, letting Kayren take the weapon so she wouldn’t cut herself.

Silence came over the room as everyone looked at each other. Neeko thought about going for the window again, but he would just be pulled back.

 Jonen caught sight of the broken chest near the wardrobe. His eyes bulged as he grabbed it and looked inside to find nothing. He glared at Neeko. “Kayren, what’s he doing here?”

“He’s a friend!” she said, more irritated than scared.

“He’s not a friend. You don’t know anything about him.”

“It’s you I know nothing about! Are you really part of the PCQ?”

Jonen took his eyes away from Neeko for just a moment, showing Kayren a comforting look. “We’ll talk about that later.” Then his glare returned to Neeko while Jessila stepped out from behind her brother, a hand guarding her stomach.

“Give me the scrolls you took,” she demanded.

“And the paper from this chest,” Jonen added.

Holding his hand in front of his neck, Neeko almost took a chance at jumping out the window. But then he noticed the dagger in Kayren’s hand. Jonen and his sister shifted their glance to it as well.

“Kayren, hold it with both hands!” Neeko yelled.

But it was too late. Jonen had wrapped pyforial energy around part of the hilt. Neeko could feel the energy there as he tried to get his own around it, instead wrapping around Jonen’s energy.

Their energies wrestled for space on the handle while Kayren tried to keep hold of the dagger, falling to her knees with the effort.

“Let go so you don’t cut yourself!” Jonen screamed.

“Stop!” she shrieked back.

“Let go!” he demanded again.

Jonen’s sister raised her arm, and Neeko felt more energy muddling together around the small space on the hilt. With the three of them pulling, it became too much for Kayren. The blade flew out of her hands and into a wall.

Neeko fought against the other two mages’ hold on the weapon, trying to will it beneath Kayren’s bed so he could go for the window once more. But Jonen was stronger than Neeko, and with Jessila’s help, he couldn’t even compete.

As the dagger pointed toward him, all he could do was attempt to make it miss. Jonen and his sister propelled the dagger, and Neeko ducked and pushed his energy upward so that the blade shot into the wall above him.

It landed close enough for him to get his foot on top of it. He could feel the cushiony energy beneath his shoe as he got his other foot on top of it and held the wall for balance. Kayren kept yelling for them to stop.

Neeko had to scream to be heard above her. “Just let me leave! If you don’t, Kayren or your sister could get hurt.”

The dagger suddenly stopped squirming beneath his foot.

“You can leave once you give me the scrolls and that paper you took,” Jonen told him.

Neeko held up his hands in surrender. “Agreed.”

He dipped his shoulder, removing his bag. Then he reached in and took out the ten scrolls he’d stolen from Jessila.

With haste, he removed the crumpled paper from his pocket and opened it for a look. A heartbeat later, it was pulled from his hands with pyforial energy. Startled, Neeko put up his arm to protect his neck, but Jonen didn’t attack. The mage focused instead on pulling the paper through the air until he could grab it.

Neeko had been able to make out only that it was a list of five or seven sentences. The first one started with “take away the” and then listed a letter he thought to be S, but it was already hazy in his memory.

“I’m leaving now,” he told them.

The siblings had matching icy glares, but Kayren had an even fiercer scowl as she stepped in front of Jonen. “You will tell me everything.” Her hands went to her hips.

Neeko kicked the dagger beneath Kayren’s bed, then climbed out of the window as quickly as he could. He ran without a break until he reached his aunt’s house. Isa had still been there when he left, but now, with the last light of the evening sun quickly fading, the dark house was empty.

He was quick to light a lamp and set it on the table in the front room. Thankfully Isa had left the quill and paper he’d used before he left. He removed his left boot and dumped out the dalion he kept there. Then he pulled down his sock and took out the folded scroll that had been pressed against his ankle since he’d last left this house.

He unfolded it, stretching it out on the table beside the lamp. Written on it verbatim was the same message on all ten scrolls he’d taken from Jonen’s sister. He began to scribble beneath the coded message, writing down everything he could recall from what he’d seen on the note from Jonen’s chest.

A noise from behind—it sounded like someone was in the bedroom.

He jumped to his feet, ready to fight as a silhouette emerged from the darkness. Gathering a pyforial cluster, he moved it outward, ready to choke his assailant.

“Neeko?” a weary woman’s voice asked. “Is that you?”

“Isa?” He grabbed the lamp from behind him.

“Two hells, it is you!” Shara cried out with joy.

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

NEEKO

 

As Shara stood in the doorway of the dark bedroom, she looked more beautiful than any sight Neeko had witnessed. Her black hair fell behind her bare shoulders, her soft skin calling to be touched. She’d wrapped a bedsheet around her body, but it was open at the bottom, giving him a tantalizing glimpse of her leg. Her lips were twisted in a coy smile, making it clear that she knew full well she was the best surprise he could ask for.

As he stayed by his chair, he still couldn’t quite believe his eyes. How was she standing in front of him, in his aunt’s house?

She bit her lip, holding back a laugh. “I can see you’re quite confused.”

He could only mutter one word. “How?”

Shara looked past him. “I was going to explain after we lie down because I’m utterly exhausted, but were you working on something?”

He’d almost forgotten about everything that had just happened, and the thought of getting into bed with Shara made him want to let it go completely. A fire raged through his body as he couldn’t help but wonder if she wore anything beneath the sheet. She’d told him she normally slept as bare as the day she was born if the night was warm, as it was. But they’d only ever slept indoors in a bed three times, and in each instance, Shara had kept on her underwear.

He sighed as he realized there was too much to discuss and even more to do for him to indulge in these thoughts, especially considering Shara was the best person he could think of to solve the decoded message.

“I was,” he said reluctantly. “I was attacked by a pyforial mage outside Aylinhall. She had ten scrolls that I assume were to be passed around town here, each one containing the same coded message. I just got a quick look at what I think is the answer to the code. I was about to try figuring out the message.”

Shara was nonplussed for the moment.

“Are we safe here?” she eventually asked.

“We should be.”

She let out her breath. “I suppose I should put my clothes back on and we can work through the night.”

Damn the gods.

Neeko moved the lamp to the bedroom so she could dress. Then he left, closing the door after him. Shara spoke loudly to be heard through it.

“I just got here an hour ago and met Isa. After I explained who I was and that I was looking for you, she let me in and told me you said you would be coming back later. Steffen and I haven’t slept much in the past week, and knowing that it could be hours before you returned, I couldn’t resist the temptation of the bed.”

“So Steffen is all right?”

“Yes, and Cedri.”

A wave of relief went down his spine. “You found her?”

“On the way here from Aylinhall.”

“I never found out what happened to her. I had to run—”

“Yes, she explained everything.”

“How could she know what happened to me?”

“It was her fault that those two mages came after you.”

Neeko stumbled into a chair, his strength sapped. He’d figured this, but it still stunned him to hear it confirmed. Shara opened the door. She wore a loose dress as black and sleek as her hair, bringing out the darkness of her alluring eyes. Behind her, the bed was made. With the lamp in her hand, she walked to the table.

“Cedri is stricken with guilt.” Shara took the other chair and set it beside Neeko’s. She sat and took his hand with both of hers. “She didn’t want to tell them your room number, but they beat her badly.” Shara shook her head. “You should see her face. It’s worse than mine was when Swenn…had me.”

“I’m not angry. I was worried.”

“I’m sure you were worried about me as well.” The light of the lamp made her dark brown irises shine. “I was deathly worried about you.”

It was becoming difficult for Neeko to think of anything but kissing her, the craving starting to take over the image in his memory of the secret paper from Jonen’s chest.

He showed her how much he missed her by caressing her cheek as he smiled and nodded. “We need to talk about this scroll while it’s fresh in my mind.” He tapped it.

She turned to squint at it, the emotion gone from her eyes. “You said you found it in a pyforial mage’s possession?”

“Yes.”

He could hear Shara swallow hard. “Did you kill her?”	

“No. I’ll explain everything after we look at this. I think it describes the details of an ambush.” He pointed at the second word.

She looked, then nodded. “Give me a moment to read it all.”

“I’d like to look at it again as well.”

“Na amaebush sis ot ebd stes ni asstine uofretss. Meted ata asstines laek foer ufrthreds uniestruction. Leaev aoens daey aftred erceivigns theis ucseroll. Rieds abuetd noet wieths uhaset. Od anoetds ocnfre wieth tohesrs yoeu seed ogeings teh saem uidrectinos. Tehd aapsscoed ots eb psokne upeonds raerival si niappropriaets ewathre foerd as usweim.”

Shara’s tongue clicked as her mouth came open. “Yes, an ambush, it seems.” She scooted her chair over until her legs were touching his so both of them could sit as close to the face of the scroll as possible. “And the third sentence seems to say, ‘Leave one day after receiving this scroll.’ ” Her scent invaded his senses, breaking his focus. She smelled like warmth and comfort, making him think of a crackling campfire during a night of gentle rain. “The fourth sentence seems to say something about riding with haste.”

He indulged, taking in a deep breath. “My gods. You smell too good for me to concentrate.”

She was too focused on the scroll to look at him. “I had a bath recently, at…the…” Her voice fell to an unintelligible murmur as she read Neeko’s notes at the bottom of the scroll. “How certain are you that S was one of the letters to be removed?”

“Fairly certain.”

She fell silent again. “There are a lot of them at the ends of words.”

More silence.

“And D’s…can that be another letter you saw?”

“I think it was.”

Shara tapped her lips. It seemed extraordinarily easy for her to focus, even as exhausted as she said she was. Neeko watched the give of her lips as her finger pressed against them, and all he could think about was how they would feel against his mouth. With every breath, he continued to inhale her sweet scent, realizing with more certainty that he wouldn’t be decoding the message tonight, as hard as he might try.

“We’re going to need more paper,” Neeko said. “Then we can begin guessing which letters need to be removed and start testing them. I’ll buy some tomorrow morning.”

When she didn’t look over, he wondered if she’d heard him.

“Shara?”

“Hmm?” She tore her eyes away.

He repeated what he’d just said.

She took in a breath as she sat back. “You’re right. This could take hours, even days. And it’s impossible without being able to write down our attempts on new paper. Let’s just hope the ambush isn’t tomorrow.”

Neeko stood. “So where are Steffen and Cedri?”

“Riding to Lanhine.” She yawned, then let him pull her to her feet. “And I’m sure you want to know about Darri…and why Steffen and I didn’t show in Aylinhall.”

“Yes, start at the beginning. What happened after we separated?”

“Darri wasn’t in his tent.” Holding Neeko’s hand, Shara walked with him into the bedroom. There was just enough light for him to make out the bed. They each went around to their own side as Shara spoke. “We found Darri walking somewhere, so we followed.” Neeko begin undressing, noticing Shara doing the same, the shadows of her clothes falling with a soft sound. “He led us to Commander Jaymes’ tent.”

“No, please don’t tell me…” Neeko couldn’t even ask if Darri had killed Jaymes like he’d killed Charlotte.

“Jaymes is alive. It seems that Darri tried to poison his water, but we came into the tent after he put in the poison. The truth of what he was doing there came out because of Steffen.” Neeko’s eyes had gotten used to the darkness enough to see Shara reaching across the bed for him. “Come here.”

He pressed himself close as she turned, taking his arm and pulling it over her stomach. She let out a soft moan as she sometimes did when he kissed her.

“If the four of us must separate again,” she said, “I’m staying with you.”

“Agreed.”

“Though, I was glad I went with Steffen. I saw a side of him that I wouldn’t have seen otherwise.” She put her hand on Neeko’s arm, her touch cool and soothing. “I want to trust him, but I can’t bring myself to do it. He closed himself off from me after Darri’s death, becoming reticent as if he has a secret. I sometimes wonder if there’s something more to the poison he’s not telling me.”

“Darri’s poison?”

“Yes. Steffen proved that Darri had poisoned Jaymes’ water. Men searched Darri right there in the commander’s tent. They found the pouch of poison, but it wasn’t on Darri. It was on the ground near him. Darri seemed genuinely surprised about the whole thing—the poisoned water, the pouch. He was adamant that he knew nothing about any of it.”

She went silent. Neeko got a sense that whatever happened next was troubling for her to speak about. He moved closer, holding her tighter. She nuzzled back against him.

“Jaymes decided Darri was guilty. He was about to execute Jaymes when Steffen argued that he should be the one to kill him.” She paused. “Even though I looked away, I can still see it. Jaymes had driven his sword through Darri’s leg, crippling him so he couldn’t run. Steffen shot an arrow through his head. I know it was wrong for me to think that Steffen was a man of gentle nature—he was given a ‘beastslayer’ title in Ovira, after all—but his face after he killed Darri was as if he wanted to kill him ten more times.”

Neeko could understand Steffen’s feeling. There’d been many nights since Shara had killed Swenn that he felt the exact same way. Watching him die had done nothing to ease the simmering rage.

“Steffen kept the poison,” Shara said. “He told Commander Jaymes he would dispose of it where it would not reach water nor contaminate fertile ground, but I saw him take it from his pocket and put it in his bag days later when he thought I wasn’t looking. I’ve wanted to ask, but I figured he would just lie. Otherwise he wouldn’t have hidden it from me.”

“That is suspicious. If he plans to use the poison against our enemies, why wouldn’t he tell you?”

She tapped her fingers on his arm. “We need to watch him carefully. I believe he’s going to do everything in his power to convince you to go back to Ovira. With Darri dead, he has no other reason to stay after he finds Terren. That’s why he and Cedri are riding to Lanhine—Terren would have to cross through the city on his way to the South. They were hoping to catch up to him while I look for you here…looked for you.” She kissed his arm.

“Cedri was just as reticent as Steffen,” Neeko observed. “I believe she has even less reason to stay now that Darri’s dead.”

“She’s changed, though.”

“How?”

Shara hummed. “It’s hard to explain. It’s as if she didn’t care about anything before, including herself, and now she cares about all of us. You’ll see when we meet them in Lanhine.”

Neeko wondered whether this change was from the guilt of sending the two mages after him or if something else had done it.

“I looked for you at the Pig Belly Inn,” Shara said. “I knew you would either be there or here.”

Neeko chuckled. “Yes…I would, because I thought you might look in those two places.”

Shara gave a quick laugh. Neeko moved his hand around her stomach, coming across the two scars near her side. They were rough to his tough, especially in contrast to the rest of her. He didn’t mind them, showing her so by gently tracing his finger down one of them. He’d asked before if they still hurt, and they didn’t. More often, he’d asked if she wanted to speak about Swenn, but she never did.

She took his hand and moved it to the center of her stomach, not saying a word. Whenever she fell silent like this, he knew they were both thinking about Swenn. He wanted to talk to Shara about the incident, but he didn’t know what to say. He didn’t even know how he felt. There was hollowness inside of him now. He figured it would fill with time, but it had only gotten deeper.

“Shara,” he tried.

“I don’t want to talk about Swenn.”

Maybe when all of this is over, he thought. But part of the reason he wanted Shara to talk about Swenn was so he could as well. He longed for it, like craving a specific food yet going weeks without eating it.

They were quiet for some time. Shara made no motion of pretending to be asleep, running her nails down Neeko’s arm in thought.

He had started falling into slumber when she turned and pressed her lips against his in a flurry of quick kisses. They seemed frantic and wild—completely forced. He kissed her back, though there was a lack of coordination in the dance of their lips.

She became hurried, kissing him harder and quicker. Then she threw her leg over his waist. The sheet fell from her shoulders. She had on her undergarments, though her bosom pressed against his chest as hers heaved with each breath.

There was something not right about her kisses. She removed her lips and breathed down his neck, reaching his bare chest, where she began pecking at him like a hungry bird.

Suddenly she stopped and buried her face in his chest.

“Damn,” she cried out. He felt the wetness of her tears running down his skin.

“What’s wrong?”

She collapsed beside him, covering her face with one hand so he couldn’t see her cry. She sniffled a few times as he pulled her close and stroked her hair.

“I thought…that…” She sobbed between her words. “If you could distract me, then I wouldn’t have to think about him.”

“Please tell me what you’re feeling.”

“It won’t do any good.”

She turned to face the other way. He moved to fit closely behind her and felt her burning back against his chest.

“I know this will sound callous, but if you’re already thinking about it, telling me won’t make it worse.”

“I think about it all the time, but not by choice. Whenever things are calm, I think of Swenn…of what he did to me and killing him. I hate the way all of it makes me feel.”

“There’s nothing to be ashamed or guilty about.”

“I don’t feel shame or guilt. I remember the pain, the hatred, but mostly the fear. Even though it’s over, I can’t recall the events without feeling like my heart is climbing up into my throat so far that I can’t breathe.”

She stopped to take a few breaths. Neeko caught the sound of a wheeze. All this time, he’d assumed Shara was guilt stricken by the act of killing Swenn.

“I relive the entire experience every time I think of it,” she whispered in a shaky voice. “But everything I felt leading up to stabbing him is condensed into one tight explosion of dread and pain, and it’s gotten stronger since then. It’s the worst when I’m trying to fall asleep.” She pressed her fingers against her forehead. “No, it’s the worst when I dream. I see him coming toward me to kill me. I feel the same terror. Whenever I awake, I think he’s there and I need to defend myself again.”

Neeko fought down tears. “It’s my fault you needed to defend yourself. I should’ve done more.”

“Didn’t you do everything you could?”

“Yes, but it wasn’t enough. You had to stab him or he would’ve killed you. I hate how this ended. Just like you, I relive the experience every time I think about it, and just like you, it’s worsened since the incident. I feel shame and anger, but even worse is a need to do something.”

“A need?” Shara wheezed softly now.

“More like a longing. Like I’m trapped and I need to be freed, but I don’t know what I’m trapped in. I felt it the most when I was spending all day stuck in a room at Grodger’s Inn. I thought it would go away once I was out and knew the rest of our party was safe, but it hasn’t changed.”

“Trapped…” Shara reflected on the word. “That’s exactly how I feel. But I was trapped. I don’t know how you feel the same when you freed me.”

“I don’t know, either.” Anger exploded in his chest as the longing for freedom surged through him. He wanted to scream. He gritted his teeth and spoke in a raspy whisper. “I want to get rid of it.”

She turned to face him, no longer crying. “There’s no reason for my killing Swenn to trouble you, so I never would’ve guessed you could understand how I felt for doing it. That’s why I didn’t think talking about it would help.”

He decided to let out what he’d been holding back for so long. “I’ve always thought you should be proud for killing him because I would be. I even wonder if that missed opportunity is what makes me feel trapped.”

“There’s no pride in killing a person. You know this.”

At first, he thought to argue. But as he actually gave his mind time to take in her words, he realized she was right. But he still wished he’d done it. He wanted to take Swenn’s life like Swenn had taken his mother’s.

He began to feel disgusted with himself. A cold sweat came over him as he sat up.

“Neeko?” Shara sat up and put her hand on his back. He closed his eyes, enjoying the coolness of her touch. “I wish I’d known his death had affected you this much,” she said. “I would’ve felt much more comfortable talking about it.”

“This is why both of us can’t go to Ovira,” he said. “Because that feeling would’ve chased us all the way there.” He opened his eyes to find her nodding.

“If we run, we’re rendering all these events meaningless,” she said. “All the pain and fear will remain. But if we win this war for the North, we’ll be giving purpose to everything we’ve been through. We can finally move on to another chapter of our lives.”

In all the time Neeko had spent thinking about why he believed winning the war would help this trapped feeling, never had the explanation been so clear. He felt sweet relief as the disgust in his stomach disappeared. He noticed Shara breathing easier as he took her face in his hands and kissed her.

“Your mind is just as beautiful as the rest of you,” he said.

She pulled him back down to the mattress and kissed him. “I feel better as well.”

 “We have to remember that Steffen and Cedri have gone through something awful, too. They’re dealing with death in ways similar to us. We should show them they have our trust, even if it’s hard to give it.”

“Cedri, yes. But wait until you see Steffen again before you decide to trust him. Trust me, on this, Neeko.”

He nodded. “All right.” With no other thoughts about Swenn, he could focus on the taste of Shara’s mouth as he kissed her.

But when she didn’t move to touch him or initiate another kiss, he figured that tonight he would be suppressing his urges once again.

Then she surprised him with a searing kiss, long and deep, overwhelming him with desire. He took control of the next kiss, letting his tongue play with hers as his hands traced her curves.

She threw one leg over his, arched into him, and let out a seductive moan. His hands cupped her bottom and she nibbled on his lip as he squeezed. He burned to strip her bare and show her with his body how much he loved her.

He’d never lain with a woman before. And while it seemed Shara yearned to be with him, judging by the way she moved against him, he couldn’t be certain she felt as ready as he did. No, as eager.

He shifted to cover her body with his, their lips never parting. Unable to hold back any longer, he slipped his hands beneath her undergarments and caressed her firm breasts. She moaned in agreement and nipped his top lip with her teeth. With her thrusting bosom filling his hands, he felt on fire, aching for her. He feared his heart might beat out of his chest if he didn’t find relief.

He ground his hips into her and Shara gasped and threw her head back. All that separated them from fulfillment was their undergarments, and Neeko felt as though his were constricting him like a hand around his neck.

They fell into a shared rhythm as he looked deep into her dark eyes, seeking permission. She cradled his face in her hands and kissed him.

And still he held back.

Finally, he’d had all the temptation he could stand. He gave Shara another long kiss and rolled off her.

As he lay on his back, panting, he looked over to see her flushed and slick with sweat, looking straight at him and waiting for him to say something. But he didn’t know what to tell her, for his mind didn’t seem to be working as sharply.

“Is something wrong?” she whispered as he got up from the bed.

“You’re too beautiful.”

“I’m...what? I don’t understand.”

Rather than answer her, he fled the room and closed the door. Finally, he could breathe and think again. He hadn’t known he could want her so badly that pain would sear his body.

When he returned to the bed a little while later, Shara had the covers pulled up to her chin. She looked at him nervously. He kissed her cheek and wrapped her in his arms.

“So we’re sleeping now?” she asked.

“Probably should.”

She wiggled against him as he desperately tried to think of something, anything, besides how incredible it would feel to join her body with his.

I’m never going to get to sleep.

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

NEEKO

 

By morning, the fire in his chest had subsided somewhat. But Neeko still felt as if there were a pile of embers within him just waiting for the right spark.

He and Shara were soon on their way to purchase breakfast, which Neeko would make sure was a large one. Then they would buy paper to bring back to his aunt’s house. Isa’s house, he corrected himself.

She’d told him there was no funeral when Nann was buried in the graveyard. Isa had paid for the burial and headstone. She couldn’t recall exactly what was written, but it was something along the lines of, “A good friend and a loving aunt. You will be missed.”

Neeko appreciated that Isa had thought to write the message from his perspective, but he could tell she’d struggled with it. He would’ve added more if he’d had the chance. Nann had cared for him as much as his mother had and would’ve taken him in after his mother died if she’d had the opportunity.

Shara spoke, interrupting his thoughts. “After Steffen killed Darri, Jaymes demanded to know where you were hiding. He was convinced I knew, and he said he wouldn’t let us go until I told him.”

“What did you say?”

“I told him we would meet you in Cessri.”

Neeko stopped as he realized what she was saying. He looked around, feeling panicked. “Why didn’t you mention this before?”

She touched his back. “There’s no reason to be worried. I think he was just making a show that he was doing everything he could to find you, but really he wants to let you live. At night, our guards went to sleep. We walked out of the camp easily, but without our horses or much food. It was a terrible trip to Aylinhall.”

“So now you and Steffen are wanted by the army like I am.”

“Yes, but—like you—I doubt Jaymes really cares about finding us.” Shara stopped outside an inn and closed her eyes to sniff the air. “Seems like they have a kitchen inside. Shall we try here for breakfast?”

It wasn’t until they were seated with plates in front of them that Shara continued what she was saying. “After I got to Grodger’s Inn, I found out from the innkeeper about you going to Cessri. Steffen and I bought some food and hurried south. That’s when we saw Cedri riding that way. We headed to the nearby hills for a glimpse southwest, where we thought the army would be. They were farther south than we expected, nearly to Lanhine. If they were going to look for you in Cessri, they’d already have done so and moved on, but I doubt they even went through.”

“That means they could be in Lanhine at the same time as Steffen and Cedri.”

“They could be. But it’s more likely they would’ve left Lanhine by then.”

“When will Steffen and Cedri arrive?”

“Probably by tomorrow. They’ll wait for us even if they find out Terren has been through the city already. I gave them enough silver so they can buy food and stay at an inn.”

“But we still need to hurry,” Neeko realized. Going through Lanhine had to be the path Terren had chosen to get to the South, but if he’d already gone through the city before they got there, it would be more difficult to catch up to him the longer they waited. “I shouldn’t be seen walking around any city if I can help it. Even if the Northern army isn’t looking for me, mages of the PCQ are.”

 He proceeded to finish his meal quickly, wondering about Kayren. What kind of conversation had followed between her and Jonen after Neeko left? Could Jonen have told her something about the ambush? Even so, it’s not worth the risk of going back to speak with her. But will Jonen try to find me? I almost killed him the last time it was just the two of us, so he won’t come alone.

“I’ll purchase paper,” Shara said. “Then I’ll meet you back at the house. We’ll try to solve the message before we start riding.”

“I can’t resist having a quick bath at this inn before I leave. I noticed a bathing room.”

Shara smirked. “Good idea.”

Neeko could feel his face showing his embarrassment.

“You don’t smell bad,” Shara quickly assured him. “I just like it when you’re fresh from a bath.” He might’ve imagined it, but it seemed that she gave him a seductive look from the tops of her dark brown eyes. The embers in his chest grew hotter.

 

 

*****

 

 

When he returned to the house, Isa was just walking out with a chair. “Oh, Neeko. I thought you’d left.”

“In a few hours. Could you leave the chair? I’m going to need it.”

“Both?”

“Yes.”

“All right.” She started to leave, but Neeko’s suspicions caught up with him. Was she part of the PCQ? Had she found the scroll he’d hidden beneath his pillow?

“Wait. Can you come inside for a moment?”

She looked perplexed but followed him anyway. “What is it?”

He shut the door after her. “Just stay there, please.” He backed toward the bedroom, keeping an eye on her. Confusion never left her face as she watched him.

He reached the bedroom and lifted his pillow. The scroll was still there.

“I’m sorry,” he said, returning and opening the front door. “I had to check something.”

She seemed to think he’d suspected her of theft. “Neeko, you’ve known me most of your life. If you can’t trust me, then who can you trust?”

The question saddened him as he realized there was no one in Sumar he could fully trust anymore, besides Shara. Even Steffen and Cedri had motives besides winning the war. He apologized again as Isa left.

Shara entered soon after, wearing an excited grin. “Let’s solve the riddle!” She slapped a stack of papers down onto the table. There were about twice as many sheets as Neeko would’ve purchased, but he didn’t mention it.

He brought in the scroll from the other room. Shara took it from his hand and tossed it behind her onto the table without watching it land. She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him.

“I wish we could stay here another day,” she said.

“Five more days would suit me.”

She brushed the strands of hair that fell across his forehead. “We didn’t talk about last night.”

His heart thumped. He couldn’t tell her how much he wanted her. He didn’t even know if such words existed to accurately describe the feelings she evoked.

“What are you thinking right now?” she asked.

“I’m just trying to keep myself under control,” he admitted.

“What do you mean?”

“That’s why I had to stop myself last night.” He hoped she understood, but she gave him no sign that she did. “Control…” he added. “It was slipping away.”

“Ohhhh.” A smile lifted the corner of her mouth. Her rhythmic voice came out next. “Yes, there’s not enough time to lose control. I wish we had less to do. But after last night, I don’t feel whole. And the only way now, involves you.” He clung to her words as his cheeks began to burn with the rest of his body. “We’ll have more nights sharing a bed. So there is no need to rush. But don’t let that feeling completely out of your head. I like to see you flush.” She teased him by brushing her fingertips down his arms.

Did she know what she was doing to him? It felt as if his chest couldn’t contain his thumping heart. It almost seemed cruel, the way she then tenderly kissed his lips. In fact, he told her so.

She let out a mock cackle, playing the part of an evil madwoman.

He couldn’t help but laugh, and soon she was laughing with him.

They sat down and focused on the jumbled message.

“Na amaebush sis ot ebd stes ni asstine uofretss. Meted ata asstines laek foer ufrthreds uniestruction. Leaev aoens daey aftred erceivigns theis ucseroll. Rieds abuetd noet wieths uhaset. Od anoetds ocnfre wieth tohesrs yoeu seed ogeings teh saem uidrectinos. Tehd aapsscoed ots eb psokne upeonds raerival si niappropriaets ewathre foerd as usweim.”

Neeko kept seeing “ambush” as the second word. He pointed to it and said, “They added an E and an A to the word. Taking away those letters must be part of the seven steps.”

“How do you know they’re steps?”

Neeko frowned. “Just a guess because they were numbered.”

“Do you remember seeing something about adding or taking away E’s or A’s?”

“I certainly saw many lines starting with ‘take away.’ But I can’t recall if E or A were one of the letters that followed.”

“But you do remember S being one of them.” She tapped his notes at the bottom. “So let’s start by looking at the third sentence, which seems to say, ‘Leave one day after receiving this scroll.’ I’m going to go through each word and write down what they did to it. That should give us a better idea about the code.”

Neeko agreed and began helping her go through each word. “All they did with ‘leave’ was switch the last two letters.”

She nodded as she wrote it down.

“To make ‘one’ into ‘aoens,’ they added an A at the beginning of the word, an S at the end, and switched the O and the N.”

“Two hells, that’s a lot to do to one word.” Shara scribbled it down as she complained. “It makes more sense if we say they switched the last two letters and then added an A and an S.”

Neeko agreed.

Soon they’d gotten through the changes to each word and had a list.

 “1. Switch the last two letters. (Leaev)

2. Switch the last two letters, then add an A at the start and an S at the end. (aoens)

3. Add an E as the third letter. (daey)

4. Switch the last two letters, then add a D at the end. (aftred)

5. Switch the first two letters and the last two letters, then add an S at the end. (erceivigns)

6. Add an E as the third letter. (theis)

7. Switch the first two letters, then add an E as the third letter and a U at the start. (ucseroll)”

They were making good progress. Shara tapped her lips as she thought, a habit Neeko couldn’t help but find seductive.

They decided to go through every coded word and tried to determine what the word actually was and what steps were taken to code it.

There was a daunting amount of work left when they finished, but at least they had a longer list of changes. Shara began guessing which rules applied to which words, going through the coded message and writing down each new word. Neeko didn’t quite understand her thought process as he watched her, but he trusted that she was better at this than he was. In fact, she was probably better than anyone.

All of the rules were about switching or adding letters. None had to do with replacing one letter with another. With this in mind, he looked at the first word, “na,” and figured it could only be one thing: “An.”

“An ambush…” he said.

“Right.” Shara pointed to where she’d written that same thing. In fact, he saw she had the next three words written out as well. “An ambush is to be…”

Below were sections of other sentences. “Meet at…for…instruction.”

“Leave one day after receiving this scroll.”

“Ride…not with haste.”

“Do……with others you see going the same direction.”

“The…is inappropriate.”

Neeko was more than impressed at how quickly she worked. She pointed at the last part of the first sentence. “This is telling the PCQs about the ambush.” Then she pointed at the middle of the second sentence. “This is telling them where to meet. I don’t think most of the middle is that important if we can figure out those two sentences and then the end. Unfortunately, I only have inklings as to what the end is.”

They spent the next few hours writing down guesses, but nothing made enough sense for them to be certain. Eventually Shara’s stomach started growling. She leaned back and put her hand over it, glancing over with a shameful look.

“Solving puzzles makes me hungry.”

“It’s far past midday anyway.” He stood, giving his legs and back a good stretch. “We should eat and then ride to Lanhine. We can finish solving the message there, where Cedri and Steffen can help.”

“But what if the ambush is in the other direction?”

“It’s probably related to our army because I can’t imagine a group of PCQs, as you call them, attacking a town.”

“They might.”

Neeko remained silent as he let her think through what she’d said.

“Probably not,” she added.

“We can get to Lanhine in two days. I think it’s worth the small chance that the ambush might not be south of here.”

Shara sighed, using her whole body to nod. Neeko had seen this before. She was agreeing reluctantly, probably because she wanted to stay and solve the riddle herself.

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

SHARA

 

During their trip to Lanhine, Shara twice attempted to work on the coded message while riding. The first time, she managed to glance at the scroll for about a minute before Neeko called her name. Her horse had veered away from his, heading toward a patch of lush grass.

The second time, he didn’t call her name, just let her ride errant for a few minutes. She looked up when she realized her mount had stopped to drink from a lake. She looked around, expecting to find Neeko nearby, but he was nowhere in sight.

She jumped from the saddle and yelled for him. There was no response. Just as she began to feel panic, Neeko led his horse out from behind a fallen tree a few hundred feet away. She rode to him, finding him grinning wide enough for his dimples to show.

“You did that on purpose!” she complained.

“I’m trying to show you that you’re not going to be able to solve the scroll while we ride. Have you learned this lesson yet? Next time, you might end up in the lake.”

“Fine. Take it away from me so I’m not tempted.”

They spent that night beneath the stars, the sky clear and the air still and warm. Neeko removed his shirt, and soon her hand was drawn to him, tracing the muscular ridges of his extraordinarily touchable stomach.

Since that night in his aunt’s house, he seemed more hesitant to kiss her. It was as much a relief as it was a tease, for she knew what could become of her after the right kind of kiss. She figured it was the same for him.

But she enjoyed putting him in that state of madness, even if it did the same to her. She’d never known herself to have this effect on anyone. To feel how desirable he found her was better than hearing any compliment.

As these thoughts swirled around in her mind, she pushed off his firm stomach to sit up. Checking each direction, she found no signs of anyone near their campsite upon the low hill. It was a beautiful night. There were few places she’d rather be.

She settled back beside Neeko and kissed his shoulder.

He gave a disappointing peck to her forehead. “Goodnight, Shara.”

She grumbled.

Shara liked to recall when he’d come into her room that second night in the castle. Instead of coming up with a plan for Swenn as they’d discussed doing previously, he’d kissed her for the first time, causing a flutter in her chest and heat to sizzle through her body.

She wanted another kiss like that now, but it didn’t seem as if it would happen.

She pulled his heavy arm over her as she turned to lie on her side. So long as she continued to focus on Neeko’s warmth, she wouldn’t remember the things Swenn did. She might actually get to sleep without reliving the fear.

 

 

*****

 

 

The city of Lanhine had sustained more fire damage than Cessri. “There used to be twice as many buildings,” Shara observed as they rode through.

Neeko nodded sadly. Most of the rubble still remained. It made sense. Neither she nor Neeko saw any point to clearing the ruins of their own homes. Why would anyone else? They gave out a silver to each beggar they came across. Shara wondered where these people slept. She doubted it was anywhere indoors. At least the weather was warm…for now. How many of them had died during the days of endless rain?

She could see resentment in Neeko’s eyes, thoughts of vengeance forming. He caught her looking.

“It bothers me that the South thought destroying these innocent people’s homes was a good strategy,” he said. “King Quince would never do that.”

No, Quince was more thoughtful of the families not involved in the war. But Shara knew their king was more devious than Neeko could ever guess. He’d spoken to her about poisons enough for her to realize there was far more than curiosity behind his questions. She’d overheard furtive talks between those on Quince’s council.

She assumed the target was either King Marteph or one of his venerable priests. Maybe after serving on the council for years she would’ve been trusted to give advice on such a secretive matter.

She’d enjoyed that work and relished each day in the castle. Perhaps she might use the experience to work her way up to counseling Kyrro’s king once she was in Ovira.

She would’ve been nervous about the thought of starting fresh in a place she knew nothing about but Neeko would be there with her. There was nothing more comforting.

The setting sun was bursting out from behind Meri’s Stay when they arrived. It was the inn where Shara had told Steffen and Cedri to meet her.

It was named after the owner, Meri, but Shara always thought of “Merry Stay,” which made her want to sleep there even more…where she could be merry.

“This is where it all started,” she told Neeko as they walked their mounts toward the inn.

“It was about a mile that way where we met,” he corrected her.

“You know what I mean. Lanhine—we’re in the city where everything began.”

He smiled to show he understood. “If only it could end here without us going hundreds of miles more to the south.”

“Yes, that would be wonderful.”

 Shara didn’t just like the name of Meri’s Stay. She enjoyed walking up the set of stairs to get to the entrance because it seemed to give the building importance. And she thought the triangular roof gave it personality, as most inns were built with flat tops. At the top was a single enormous room. She’d told Steffen and Cedri to rent it if they could, for she’d always wished to spend a night there.

She’d been within the inn countless times as a child but never rented a room. Neeko waited outside with their horses. After she paid, someone would meet him to take the animals into the stables.

“Meri!” Shara called out, too excited to contain herself.

He smiled and waited for her to reach his stand. “Welcome. Would you like a room?”

Why hadn’t he used her name? “Meri, it’s me, Bethilee.” It was the name she’d used during most of her visits, and she was glad to have shed it. Every time she said the name, it felt like she was stuttering. It didn’t help that the illiterate father who’d given it to her couldn’t spell it, making it even harder for her to learn, let alone remember.

She could tell that Meri only pretended to recognize her. “Good to see you. How are you?”

She scowled as all of her joy and excitement drained out of her. “A young man and woman should’ve arrived two or three days ago. Steffen and Cedri. I’m to share a room with them and one more. The other is outside with our horses.”

“Let me check the ledger, Beth-Lily.”

She held back a grumble as she folded her arms.

“Yes, I see they have the top room.” Some excitement returned, giving her a grin as she let her arms relax. But then the innkeeper frowned at something he read. “They told me they were expecting a young man and woman not by your name.”

“My name is Shara now. I’m sure it’s the one they gave.”

“And the man’s name?”

“Jon, who’s outside with our horses.” 

“Good. I’ll show him to the stables. Would you like to come along? Then I can show both of you to your room.”

“I know where it is.” She’d asked him to show her the room several times when she was a child. It was difficult not to be offended, but she held her tongue. “Would you mind telling him which room is ours? He can meet me and the others upstairs.”

“I will.”

Shara ran up to the third floor, where there was one more set of stairs that led to just one bedroom. The top bedroom. It was expensive, but well worth it for anyone who had the money, which she finally did. She wouldn’t let Meri’s forgetfulness take away her thrill.

But when she opened the door, she didn’t recognize the room. Where were the three beds, each with canopies adorned with beautiful flower designs? There was only one bed and it was large enough for six people, taking an entire wall. It had a white canopy so fine it was transparent, but the only people who could appreciate such a monstrous bed would be children wanting to bounce on it, and their grabby little hands would tear down the canopy within moments.

The room seemed to have shrunk as well. No, that was impossible. She just remembered it being twice as large. There were no paintings on the utterly bare walls, and the curtain over the one window was an ugly orange, reminding her of rust, of decay.

Gone were the three small tables covered by fine linen. Two chairs used to be at each one, their seat cushions embroidered with the sigil of the North—a dalion—making Shara feel like a queen whenever she sat on them. Now there was just one table, large and square with no fine linen to cover the chips in its wood. Four chairs of mismatched colors stood in disarray around the table. Cedri sat in one of them, her hand cupped around a glass.

“Good. You’re here.” She didn’t bother to stand to offer a hug as Shara had hoped. Instead, she calmly sipped her beverage and made a face of disgust. “I don’t care to spend another hour with Steffen.”

Shara sighed. She tried to ignore her disappointment for the room, for Meri forgetting her, and for Cedri’s mood. “Where is he?”

“In the bathing quarters. Neeko wasn’t in Cessri?”

“He was. I found him.”

Cedri smiled. “Good. I look forward to leaving tomorrow. Steffen and I have been arguing.”

“About what?” Shara looked around the room, trying to find something familiar she could appreciate to bring back the thrill of being here. She heard Cedri slurp another mouthful of her beverage.

Finding nothing, she sat beside Cedri and examined her drink. Strangely, it was green.

Shara’s heart jumped. No, Steffen wouldn’t! It must be something else.

“He has secrets,” Cedri said. “I’ve confronted him, but he refuses to tell me anything.” She pointed a thumb at the bed. “And you told us there would be three beds. I didn’t know I would have to sleep beside him. It took psyche to convince him to sleep in his undershorts instead of naked.”

She said he has secrets. “What are you drinking?”

“I don’t know. Steffen said it would help me sleep and heal, but it tastes like dirt.”

Shara jumped to her feet. “Did he take some powder from a pouch and put it into water to make that?”

Cedri squinted at Shara, worried. “He did.”

“Cedri, that’s poison! You need to vomit right now.”

Cedri stood and grabbed Shara’s arms. “Oh my gods, I can tell you’re serious! I didn’t try to sense anything when he made it for me! I should’ve used psyche.” She fell to her knees as she cursed, then heaved in a poor attempt to empty her stomach onto the wooden floor.

“Stick your fingers down your throat!” Shara urged.

Cedri took one hand and shoved two fingers into her mouth. She made a gagging sound but didn’t vomit.

“He must have an antidote! I’ll get him. Keep trying.” Shara pulled the wand from its holder on the back of her belt. She would shoot him with a fireball if that’s what it took.

She heard Cedri continue to gag as she flung open the door. Steffen stood there, reaching for the handle.

“Shara?”

She pointed her wand. “Where’s the antidote, you puddle of horse piss!”

Shara assumed his confusion was feigned as he looked past her at Cedri trying to vomit.

“What in the bastial hell?” Steffen muttered.

“The antidote! I will shoot you, you damn bastard!”

His eyes bulged as he ran past Shara as if she weren’t there. “Cedri, stop doing that to yourself. It’s not poison.”

“It is,” Shara insisted. “It’s the very same poison Darri put in Jaymes’ water. Keep trying, Cedri!”

“I can’t do it!” She reached up and grabbed Steffen’s shirt collar. “Give me the antidote or I’ll kill you before I die, you craven son of a whore. Poison? Kill me like a man, you bastard!”

“It’s not poison. Use psyche on me, dammit!”

Cedri grabbed his face with both hands, her nails digging into his cheeks. “Say it again,” she demanded through gritted teeth.

“It’s not poison.”

“Tell me what it is!”

“It’s like I said—to help you sleep because you’ve been complaining that you can’t while sharing a bed with me. It also has some healing properties to help your face.”

“Is he telling the truth?” Shara asked.

Cedri shoved Steffen’s head back with enough force to cause him to stumble into the wall. “He is.”

“Bastial hell!” Steffen screamed, abruptly belligerent. “The mouth on you two! You’re worse than Effie.”

Neeko’s voice came from the doorway. “What happened?” His eyes went to Shara’s wand when she turned. She felt silly for still aiming at Steffen and put it back in its holder.

“They thought I would poison Cedri!” Steffen said, indignant as he straightened his shirt and tucked it back into his pants.

“Because,” Shara explained, “Cedri was drinking a green liquid identical to that in Commander Jaymes’ poisoned water skin. She said Steffen used a powder from a pouch.” Shara glared at him. “I found it unlikely that you had another pouch besides the poison that would turn water green.”

Steffen took a long breath. “It’s the same pouch. Darri never poisoned Commander Jaymes, but let me explain.”

Chills of terror went down her spine. Steffen set up Darri? Her next thought sent her into a panic. Was Darri innocent after all? If so, that means Cedri killed Charlotte.

“I told you all about the caregelow plant already.” He pointed at his cage of four plants at the edge of the table. “When a chemist melts a caregelow leaf with bastial energy, the potion it produces helps to heal nearly any illness.” He took a pouch out of his pocket. “This contains ground up seeds from the caregelow. It’s what went into Jaymes’ water as well as Cedri’s. It has some of the same healing properties, but it works better to cause heavy drowsiness. I had it with us, Shara, when we snuck into the army camp.”

“So Darri was innocent.” She drew her wand again, this time pointing it at Cedri. “Don’t move or try to use psyche.”

Cedri put up her hands and spoke in a cautious voice. “Shara…put that down.”

“Darri wasn’t innocent!” Steffen blurted. “He killed Charlotte.”

“But now you’re telling me he didn’t try to kill Jaymes. How can we know that this psychic hasn’t been deceiving us the whole time? She gave up Neeko to PCQs, after all!”

Cedri’s mouth came open, but she said nothing.

The door slammed shut behind Shara. She gave a quick glance over her shoulder to find Neeko with his hand against it, his eyes wide and livid.

“All of you are shouting about things that you shouldn’t be shouting about,” he chided. “Shara, you need to put your wand down. Cedri did not kill Charlotte, and we know this because Charlotte would’ve suspected her. Darri avoided Charlotte as if she carried the plague. When he did get close enough to her, she sensed he had secrets. It was him! I don’t know what Steffen is trying to say, but we need to listen to him. All right?”

Shara’s arm dropped. Now that she had time to think, she figured he was probably right.

“Darri intended to kill Jaymes, Shara.” Steffen sounded desperate for her to believe him. “When I followed Darri into Jaymes’ tent, he was hovering over the sleeping commander and kneeling like he was about to pull a dagger from a sheath on his ankle. Remember, Shara, they found one there when they searched him. I wasn’t wrong.”

She did remember. “So you made up everything about the poisoning?”

“Yes.”

“But why would you do it?”

Steffen glanced at Neeko, then Cedri, looking reluctant to speak.

Shara realized, “This is the secret you almost told me after you killed him, isn’t it?”

“I decided against it because I didn’t know how you would react,” Steffen confirmed. “I figured I would tell you later, but a good opportunity never came. Our trip to Aylinhall was torturous with both of us hungry, thirsty, and needing sleep. You were already worried about so many things. I didn’t—”

“Fine,” she interrupted. “Two hells, just tell me why you did it.”

“Darri didn’t hear me come in. I saw Jaymes’ water skin and quickly put some of the caregelow powder inside, then tossed the pouch so that it would be near Darri. It was before he looked behind him to find me, and that’s when he stopped reaching for his dagger.”

Shara huffed. “I don’t believe you could have the forethought to do all that.”

“It was something I thought of long ago. If I couldn’t kill Darri, I could make it look as if he poisoned Jaymes’ water. The opportunity came, so I took it. Is it really so hard to believe?”

“Yes!” The word came out louder than Shara meant. “If I were you, I would’ve told the guards exactly what you saw: He was standing over the commander, reaching for the dagger near his ankle.”

“Darri would lie, and my testimony wouldn’t be enough for him to be executed.” Steffen glanced at Neeko, as if worried about him overhearing what he had to say next. “It would’ve been a stupid decision because then Darri would know we were after him, and we’d never get the chance to kill him.”

Shara felt sick as she realized something. “Why didn’t you say something to stop Darri from killing Jaymes after you tainted Jaymes’ water? And don’t lie. Cedri will know.”

Cedri took a quick step toward Steffen and squinted up at him.

Steffen wouldn’t answer, so Shara did for him. “It’s because you couldn’t be sure your plan would work. You would’ve let him kill the commander because you don’t care about this war or any of us! Catching Darri in the act would make it impossible for him to avoid execution. You just wanted Darri to die, and you were prepared to do anything to achieve that!”

“No.” Steffen gritted his teeth. “I wouldn’t have let Darri kill Jaymes.”

“Cedri?” Shara prompted.

“My gods, he’s lying!”

Shara was about to scream for Steffen to get out and never come back, but Neeko already had a hand on Steffen’s chest, pushing him into the wall, his face red with anger.

“Don’t you know what would happen to the army if Jaymes was murdered by a spy during their march to battle?” Neeko’s voice held a dangerous level of fury. “It could’ve broken their spirit. Thousands could’ve defected!”

Steffen put his hands up. “I was going to yell as soon as Darri had a weapon in hand.” His eyes shifted to Cedri, who stood on her toes to see over Neeko’s shoulder. “It’s the truth.”

“It is,” she confirmed.

“There was a small chance Darri still would’ve successfully carried out the act after I yelled,” Steffen said in a panicked voice. “But I wouldn’t have let him kill Jaymes…on purpose.”

“If it was Terren, you would’ve said something immediately,” Neeko accused.

“But it wasn’t Terren, and your commander lived. I made some quick decisions, and I regret none of them. I probably would be speaking differently now if Jaymes had been killed, but he’s fine.”

Neeko turned to glance at Shara, his hand still holding Steffen against the wall. She was surprised when Steffen and Cedri also looked to her, the silent room awaiting her voice.

“How loyal are you to this mission?” she asked.

“I’m not going to give my life to ensure victory.” Steffen paused to think. “But I’ll do anything short of that.” His gaze shifted to Cedri’s bruised and suspicious face. “Almost anything,” he added.

Shara figured Cedri would say something if he was lying. “Do you have any other secrets?”

“No.”

“Stop lying.” Cedri reached over Neeko to jab her finger into Steffen’s forehead.

He exhaled sharply as he grimaced. “Everyone has a secret. Mine is nothing that matters to the mission.”

“He’s telling the truth,” Cedri announced sadly, probably disappointed she couldn’t find a reason to get rid of Steffen.

Neeko let go of Steffen, everyone’s anger now gone. Again, they turned to Shara to proceed.

“We still have to know what your secret is in order to trust you.”

“My secret really doesn’t matter.” From the way Steffen inclined his head in Cedri’s direction while pointing to his chest, it seemed as if he was trying to tell Shara something.

She couldn’t figure out his message. Steffen checked that everyone was looking at Shara before making another motion—putting both hands on his chest and tilting his head toward Cedri once again, his eyebrows rising to show a look of reluctance.

Shara smirked as she realized what it was.

Steffen wasn’t as dangerous or untrustworthy as she thought. He’d taken a risk that angered her, putting his own interests above theirs, but now that Darri was dead, he wouldn’t do anything like that again.

“Uhh.” Cedri spoke through a grumble, drawing their attention. Her eyes were slits, her head drooping. “I’m suddenly tired.”

Steffen caught her as she collapsed.

“The caregelow powder comes on strong,” he explained as he carried her to the bed. “I didn’t know you drank enough to have this effect, otherwise I would’ve warned you.”

Cedri got one eye halfway open as Steffen set her on the bed and started to take off her shoes.

“Shara,” Cedri called in a weak voice. “Make sure Steffen doesn’t get naked in bed with me.”

“What?” Neeko asked. “Why would that happen?”

But she seemed to be asleep.

Steffen quickly took his hands off her and spun to face Neeko. “Please let me explain.”

“You’ve tried to get naked in bed with her?” Neeko wore a look of utter confusion that made Shara roar with laughter.

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

NEEKO

 

There was only one other room available at Meri’s Stay. Shara rented it for Steffen to appease Cedri, though that meant Neeko and Shara had to sleep with her in the enormous bed. Neeko hoped she wouldn’t mind waking to them beside her.

Cedri was still dead asleep by the time Neeko and Shara had settled into bed a couple of hours later. Cedri let out quick snorts now and then that made Shara giggle.

“Steffen has feelings for her,” Shara whispered. “That’s his secret.”

“How do you know? I thought they despised each other.”

“He made a gesture while you weren’t looking. I don’t know if it’s just a simple attraction or if there’s more to what he’s feeling, but it’s clear he doesn’t want her to know.” Cedri snorted as if in reply, and Shara laughed. “I assume she can’t recognize what it is, otherwise she would’ve said something to me.”

“I’m surprised how much you’ve thought about this.” Neeko wasn’t nearly as fascinated as Shara. Except then he remembered something that piqued his interest. “I think Steffen cares for another woman, someone in Ovira. I remember him mentioning it.”

“Oh.” Shara tapped his arm as she thought. “It must be difficult to be attracted to a psychic while caring for another woman who he hasn’t seen in months.”

“And he’s right about one thing. This has nothing to do with the mission, so we shouldn’t bother him about it.”

“You should be aware that Terren will try to convince you to go back to Ovira with him. He’ll say that what we’re doing is too dangerous.”

“I know.”

Before Steffen retired to his own room, he’d told Neeko and Shara that he’d found Terren here in Lanhine. Terren had been plotting out his route through the South, but when Steffen explained everything that had happened—Charlotte’s death, Neeko’s dismissal from the army, and the new goal of taking down the Southern king and his priests—Terren decided to return to Ovira. But only after speaking with Neeko.

Steffen made Neeko promise to go with him in the morning to visit Terren. Neeko didn’t need any convincing. He owed Terren at least a conversation, but he certainly wouldn’t be accompanying him to Ovira.

Hours later and in the heart of the night, Neeko awoke to someone’s feet on his back, nearly pushing him and Shara off the bed.

“You’d better have undershorts on, you lousy rat. Get off!” Cedri kicked him shockingly hard. “I told you I don’t care how big this bed is, you’re—”

“Cedri, it’s Neeko!” He pushed back against her, holding Shara so she wouldn’t fall over the side.

Shara awoke with a gasp and roiled in his arms as if she thought she was being attacked. He caught an elbow against his hip.

“Shara, stop!”

Cedri ceased her kicking. Shara stopped fighting and sat up. “What in the two hells?”

It didn’t take long to explain the situation. A few moments later, both young women were back asleep as if nothing had happened…as if they hadn’t left bruises on Neeko’s body.

 

 

*****

 

 

Neeko left with Steffen in the morning. They were to meet Terren at an inn on the other side of the city. Neeko chose a path that would take him past his old house and wondered if Shara had the same urge to see the rubble of her old home.

Although, she doesn’t have a family member buried there. He was glad he wasn’t someone who believed in zuji. There were many rules regarding the dead, but one of the worst to violate—one that would bring the most severe wrath from the god of death—was abandoning the remains of relatives instead of burying them in a graveyard.

His heart lurched when he came to his street and saw the old gravel path to the spot where his house used to be. Now there was only a small field of ash. He’d expected to find at least part of his metal oven, which he’d used to cook his father countless meals, but someone must’ve scavenged the scraps.

The ash wasn’t deep enough to cover his father’s remains, so someone had moved Jon’s body. He hoped it was soldiers and not dogs, and that his father had been laid to rest properly, even though in life he hadn’t given Neeko a moment’s peace.

“Why are we stopping here?” Steffen asked.

“This was my house.”

Steffen looked at the ashes, puzzled. “Doesn’t it make you sad to look at?”

“It does.”

“Then why do it?”

“Curiosity, I suppose.” Neeko let his eyes wash over the rubble one last time, looking for anything he might’ve missed.

“I’m not sure what I should be saying,” Steffen said. “But I feel as if you want me to…speak about it?”

Neeko realized Steffen was the wrong person to be here with him. It should’ve been Shara.

“No. Let’s go.”

The innkeeper recognized Steffen and led them to Terren’s modest room. He was seated at the table, his strong hands wrapped around a book. He stood and offered a smile. “Neeko.” Although the man was in his thirties, he looked as if he’d used his years to mold his body into that of a fighter. He gestured for his guests to sit. Neeko couldn’t help but frown as he readied himself to hear Terren’s plea to go with him, which he would refuse politely.

“I’m thankful to see you again,” Terren said, his warm smile dissolving Neeko’s discomfort in an instant.

“I’m glad Steffen and Cedri reached you before you went into the South…and I’m sorry about Charlotte.”

Terren took a moment to press his thin lips together in what looked to be suppressed anger. Then his breath came out as he lowered his head. “She’ll be missed, but the time to grieve is later. We need to discuss some matters.”

“You want me to give up this mission to take King Marteph off his throne and come to Ovira with you.”

“No. I want you to explain why you’re doing it because I want to help you.”

Neeko was shocked, until he realized Terren probably meant he wanted to “help” by convincing Neeko not to put himself in danger.

“You’re helping me enough by offering me a place to live once this is over.”

“I’d like to do more than that. Tell me your reasoning behind this.”

Neeko thought back to his conversation with Shara and the words came easily. “I have a chance to win this war. They’re expecting an army. They won’t be ready for one pyforial mage. If I give up now, I could never be happy knowing what I’d abandoned.”

“Why won’t you be happy?”

“It’s not a choice,” Neeko tried to explain. He gestured at Steffen. “It’s the same reason Steffen couldn’t leave without finding Darri.”

Terren raised an eyebrow as he turned to Steffen. “And do you feel happy now that you’ve slain him?”

“No. I’m still angry.”

But Neeko’s situation wasn’t the same as Steffen’s. If Neeko had killed Swenn, he wouldn’t feel empty and unsettled as he did now.

“It’s going to be different when I make the Southern king pay for what he’s done.” Neeko held back his anger so he didn’t sound like a madman driven by revenge. “It’s the only way I’ll be able to go on.”

“I know what you’re feeling,” Terren said, surprising him. “I’ve felt it myself. Allow me to tell you something.” He eyed Steffen. “I’m going to need you to leave for this. Please wait in the lobby.”

As obedient as a pet, Steffen nodded and left.

“Neeko,” Terren said, the friendliness gone from his voice, “you are not to speak of this to anyone. I am headmaster at the Academy at Kyrro. I have a reputation to maintain.”

“No one will hear it. But why tell me if it’s such a secret?”

“Because I need you to trust me, and someone has taught me that the best way to earn a man’s trust is to first show him that he is trusted.”

Neeko sat back in his chair. Was his loyalty truly worth this much to Terren? It seemed so. He urged him to go on.

“My father died when I was five,” Terren said. “My brother, Dex, was thirteen. My mother married another man who would rise to great political power later. All of this is important to what I’m trying to tell you.”

“I’m listening.”

“Fourteen is the age of adulthood in Ovira, as it is here. Not long after my brother’s fourteenth birthday our mother died, leaving him and our new father to take care of me. I was only six and didn’t realize then how fortunate I was to have them both. Many people don’t get along with their siblings, but my brother and I never argued. I relied on him while our parents were alive, but I relied on him even more after they died. So when he was murdered when we were both adults, it was harder on me than either of my parents passing.” He seemed in pain, his gaze focused on something only he could see.

“I’m sorry,” Neeko said.

“I know you’ve suffered similar losses, but that isn’t our only similarity. My brother’s death, along with his wife’s—the same killer took both their lives—orphaned their nine-year-old son, Cleve. I couldn’t leave him on his own; I needed to be his new father even though I knew nothing about children, nor did I want one. I can summarize the man I was in just a few words: I was a guard of the king, I loved sword fighting, and there was a beautiful woman staying in my home, though we had no intention of marrying.

“When Cleve came, the situation was too much for her to bear. She moved out a week later and ended our relationship. I was a fool and silently blamed Cleve for it. Naturally, he sensed it and refused to come out of his room. Every meal was a struggle. He constantly cried.” Terren shook his head as he spoke. “I wanted to act the same way as the nine-year-old boy, refusing to eat and crying all day. My brother and I had never drifted apart over the years, and his death was a mystery…without answers I thought I needed.”

Neeko was beginning to see how this related to him. He could hear the same torment in Terren’s tone that he felt within his chest.

“Before that, I wasn’t serious about anything,” Terren continued. “I thought I had many paths available and just had to choose one. After my brother died, though, every path I thought was available no longer existed, while a new path opened. Just like you, Neeko, I got involved in the politics of my kingdom and, eventually, a war. Because of ties to my influential brother and the powerful man who’d married my mother, I was chosen as headmaster at the Academy in Kyrro—a place where young men and women go to hone their skills with bastial and sartious energy, joining the army in the process. This was just one year after my brother’s death. I brought Cleve to live with me on the campus, sealing his fate as well. I thought it would be what Cleve and I needed to move on and be happy. In the seven years since then, Neeko, I’ve never been more proud of Cleve or myself. I won’t bore you with my list of conquests, but let me assure you it’s nothing to scoff at.” Terren’s proud voice commanded respect. Neeko would be a fool to think he was exaggerating. “But I still feel the same pain when I think about the murder of my brother and his wife and the orphaning of an innocent child.”

“You never found out what happened?”

Terren gave him a hard look. “I did. But knowing hasn’t helped. Nothing has.” He held up his finger. “Except for one thing, and it’s not what you’d think. Our mind isn’t that different from a muscle. Depending on how we use it, it changes over time. With the right training and mentality, we can strengthen our minds and ourselves in the process. Over the years, my feelings have shifted away from myself. I no longer feel angry or sad that I lost Dex. We had many years together, many memories to cherish. There is still sadness, still anger, but it’s for the years taken from Dex and for Cleve being denied that time with his parents. When I hear you talk about your situation, I can tell you’re at the same stage I used to be in. You’re holding on to the pain without realizing it, and it will feel worse the longer you refuse to let go.”

Neeko could feel it in his chest, hot and pulsing. It was like being the only witness to a boy kicking a puppy. It was like a mob of people accusing him of stealing money from a store he’d never visited. It felt like this injustice now dictated his life. How could he relinquish it when it was everything?

“You’re using this feeling as a reason to accomplish something—to end a war. It’s honorable, Neeko, but your reasoning is wrong. The healing is done in your mind, not with your hands. Don’t use the pain as a reason behind something this dangerous. You’ll find that your actions aren’t any different than putting a bandage over a wound that needs stitching. If you want to heal your wounds, you’ll need to do something much harder than killing a king. You must accept that no single act will immediately make you feel whole again. Only once you realize this will you begin to feel better.”

Burning with rage, Neeko barely refrained from jumping out of his seat. “You’re telling me winning this war won’t make me feel better? That’s horse piss!” This was all a ploy to get Neeko to leave this land, and he was sick of feeling tricked.

Steffen opened the door. “Sorry, Terren, but we have to leave. Shara and Cedri are outside with our horses and bags. There’s some sort of coded message they just solved about an ambush south of here. The Northern army is certainly the target.”

Neeko and Terren stood. “Neeko will be right out. Shut the door.”

“I need to go,” Neeko demanded as Steffen obeyed and left them.

Terren put a hand on his shoulder to restrain him. “If you end this war because it’s the best use of your skills, then you’ll be proud of yourself until the day you die. But if you’re doing this just to feel better about your past, you’ll be the only Northerner disappointed with the result of your actions.”

Neeko nodded, though he didn’t believe it. He started toward the door.

“There’s something else.” Terren stepped in front of him. “In the time I’ve spent here trying to determine my route through the South, I’ve learned the trip will be much more dangerous than it was through the North. Southerners are hostile to all Northerners during this time of war. Getting to the capital will be very difficult.”

“I’ll be safe and return to Ovira with Steffen.”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Steffen is one of the most valuable students in the Academy. I can’t have anything happen to him, and I’m going to recommend he doesn’t go with you. Whatever you can teach about pyforial energy would be extremely valuable, but I’ve already lost Charlotte, and I refuse to lose another of my people. If you still want to live in Ovira, come with us now. But if you decide to stay, then don’t attempt to convince Steffen to stay with you or I’ll exile you from Ovira in the same way your king has already exiled you. Tell this to Shara when we step outside.”

Terren left his room at the inn without a look back.

My gods. Neeko couldn’t decide if he was shocked, upset, or impressed with Terren’s audacity. 

Steffen would choose to stay with them, wouldn’t he? It was the only way Neeko could get to Ovira later.

Steffen had to stay with them.

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

NEEKO

 

As Terren brought Steffen away from the group so they could speak in private, Neeko told Shara about Terren’s threat. Cedri listened in, the bruises on her face almost gone.

“We need Steffen,” she said. “Otherwise, someone will be alone.”

Seeing Neeko’s confusion, Shara explained, “We have a plan, but it won’t work without Steffen.”

“You know where the ambush will be?” Neeko asked.

Shara unfolded a note from her pocket. He recognized the loops of her beautiful handwriting. “This paper has the solution. We came to it this morning.”

 

“An ambush is to be set in sastien forest. Meet at sastien lake for further instruction. Leave one day after receiving this scroll. Ride but not with haste. Do not confer with others you see going the same direction. The passcode to be spoken upon arrival is inappropriate weather for a swim.”

 

“My gods,” Neeko muttered. “How did you figure this out?”

Shara proudly drew another note from her pocket. “Here’s the code:”

 

“Take away the S at the end of every third word.

“Take away the U at the beginning of every word at the end of the sentence.

“Take away the D at the end of every fifth word.

“Take away the A at the second word of every sentence.

“If the word is six or more letters, switch the first with the second.

“If the word is more than two letters and has an E somewhere besides the third spot, switch the last two letters.

“If the word is more than two letters, and it only has one E in the third letter spot, then take out that E.

“If the word is two letters, switch the letters.”

 

It looked like the message on the scroll from Jonen’s hidden chest.

“Shara figured out all of it,” Cedri said. “I just stood over her shoulder and muttered agreements.”

“I believe what made it so difficult for us, Neeko, was that they didn’t capitalize the coded words for Sastien Forest or Sastien Lake. I didn’t recognize them until we figured out all of the rules to decoding the message.”

Neeko recalled what he knew about Sastien Forest. It was the largest in Sumar, about the same size as both forests around Antilith combined.

Coming through the forest from the north was the only way to Thalcea without going around to the east, which would take weeks longer. Jaymes certainly would take the army through it.

“How far is Sastien Lake from the path Jaymes likely will take through the forest?” Neeko asked Shara.

“Nearly a hundred miles.”

Neeko glanced over his shoulder. Steffen had his arms folded, looking reluctant. Terren’s back was to Neeko, but his slight lean over the young chemist made it seem like he was still pleading his case.

“What does Steffen know about this?” Neeko asked.

“Everything we’ve told you in addition to our plan,” Cedri replied. She extended her hand toward Terren and closed her eyes. “He won’t give up trying to sway Steffen. Let me see what psyche can do.” She swaggered over to them.

Although Cedri’s steps were light, making no sound Neeko could hear, Terren seemed to sense someone coming up behind him. He spun and said something, making a sweeping gesture as if shooing a mangy cat.

Cedri spun on her heels and walked back begrudgingly, the features of her round face set in annoyance. “Called me a pesky psychic,” she grumbled.

“Steffen will stay with us, don’t worry.” Shara sounded certain. “Neeko, the plan is simple. Two of us need to warn the army about the incoming ambush. The other two will head to Sastien Lake to learn what they can about the plan of attack.”

“And dismantle it if we can,” Cedri added. “Steffen and I will go intercept the ambushers. With my psyche and his potions, we have the best chance of making it out if we’re caught. Once you’re in sight of our army, Neeko, let Shara go on ahead to speak to Jaymes while you await her return. But you won’t be able to catch up to them until they’re in Sastien Forest.”

It felt like a hand had reached into his chest and grabbed hold of his heart. “They might have orders to kill Shara on sight for escaping, and you and Steffen certainly will be killed as soon as you’re seen. It’s a terrible plan.”

Shara thrust her hands on her hips, clearly offended. So the plan is mostly hers, Neeko realized.

“I’ll tell the army about the attack as soon as I’m in sight,” she informed him. “I’m a trusted ally, so they’ll bring me to Jaymes without doing me harm. Getting out might be more difficult this time, but wouldn’t you rather I went to speak with Jaymes than infiltrated a group of PCQs? The latter is exceedingly more dangerous.”

“She’s right,” Cedri chimed in.

“About that,” Neeko said, “you can’t possibly think psyche will be enough. They’ll see you from a hundred feet away and know you’re not one of them.”

Shara tapped the last sentence of the decoded message. “There’s a passcode to be spoken. That means they won’t all recognize each other. Cedri and Steffen will know the passcode, so they’ll be accepted as PCQs. If their identities are ever suspected, Cedri will detect it with psyche. They just need to stay long enough to figure out the details of the ambush. Then they’ll leave to inform the army.”

“So then you don’t need to inform the army, Shara,” Neeko said.

“She does,” Cedri asserted. “Steffen and I might not make it to the army on time…or we might not make it out at all. Jaymes needs to be warned.”

“You know I’m right,” Shara teased.

Neeko scowled. “Damn.”

Terren and Steffen approached, Terren’s eyes locked on Cedri. “You need to wait within the inn while we speak.”

“I will not!” 

“You’re a biased psychic, and you will not overhear this conversation. Neeko and Shara can tell you what was said.”

Fear swelled in his stomach. No, Steffen couldn’t be leaving. Could he? The chemist wore a sad expression. Gods, no.

Cedri seemed to realize the same thing, her mouth open in shock. “You’re leaving?” Steffen didn’t look at her. “You will not leave!”

“Get in there, psychic.” Terren shoved her toward the inn. “If you say another word, we’ll leave right now without a very necessary conversation with Neeko and Shara.” Cedri opened her mouth, but Terren put up a finger. “Don’t test me. Leave.”

Cedri bit down on her lip, staring at Steffen with fire in her blue eyes. He refused to look at her. She reached up and grabbed his cheeks, forcing his eyes on her in what looked to be a desperate attempt to use psyche in some form. Terren grabbed her arms before she took her next breath, flinging her away with ease.

Looking as if she was holding back a scream, she trudged into the inn while glaring at Steffen over her shoulder.

“You’re not really leaving…” Shara prompted.

“I am.” Steffen finally met their eyes.

Silence came over them, heavy and awkward.

“Is it because of the plan?” Shara asked gently. “We can change it so you don’t have to sneak into the group of ambushers.”

“It’s not just that.”

“Whatever it is, we can fix it.”

“There’s nothing you can change. This whole mission is just too dangerous.” Steffen looked down the street as if he wished he was miles away from this conversation.

Another silence followed.

“Both of you can come with us,” Terren said. “And Cedri.”

Neeko and Shara shared a look; they shook their heads at the same time.

 “We can’t,” he answered. “Tell us how to get through the mountains so we can find our way to the Academy after this is over.”

Terren sighed. “You won’t find the tunnel unless you go with us now. It’s too difficult to explain how to locate it.”

“Don’t you have maps?” Shara prodded.

“I have one map of Arish…that I need. I have no maps of Ovira because I don’t need one.”

He took a map from his bag and opened it. Neeko recognized the forest on the southwestern edge of Arish, the capital northeast of it, Norret to the west of the capital, and the mountains at the very northern edge. There was a black dot that looked to be a couple miles south of the northeastern edge of the mountains.

“We came out through the ground about two miles south of the mountains.” Terren pointed at the black dot. “The tunnel goes all the way back to Kyrro, which is the name of our territory in Ovira. But if you don’t know what to look for, you won’t find the tunnel.”

“So tell us what to look for,” Neeko said while Shara reached into her bag.

Terren gestured for the scroll and quill that she’d taken out, and Shara handed both to him. He wrote for a while, then paused to ponder. Steffen glanced at the words he’d written and shrugged.

Neeko looked around for anyone suspicious who might be watching them. He found only Cedri peering out from an open window of the inn, her usual scowl stuck on her face. Terren took another scroll from his bag, using it as a reference while he wrote. After a while, he finished and handed the scroll to Neeko. Shara read over his shoulder.

“About ten miles northeast of the capital, there is a hill as green as sartious energy. It’s one of many hills in succession, all covered by trees with thin trunks and moss growing on most of them. One hill that is no different than the rest has a tunnel dug into it. There will be rocks barricading the entrance. Put the rocks back after you enter.

“Once you’re inside and deep underground, a maze will begin. Follow this order at each fork. Right, straight, left, left, right, straight, left, right, right. When you meet the Slugari, show you’re familiar with our customs by bowing. They should bring you to one who speaks common tongue. Explain who you are, and do whatever they ask. They’ll bring you through to Ovira.

“To reach the Academy once you’re above ground, walk north until you emerge from the forest. About twenty miles ahead should be an enormous lake and another forest. The Academy is on the northern edge of the forest.”

“If you lose that,” Terren directed, “don’t try to risk your luck in the maze. You’ll get lost and die of thirst and hunger.”

“Is there nothing more you can tell us to help us find the tunnel entrance?” Neeko asked. “Those instructions are vague.”

 “There’s nothing more I can tell you. I wouldn’t expect to find the tunnel. If you want to go to Ovira, come with us now.”

Steffen looked apologetic as he remained silent. Neeko couldn’t believe this was happening. Where would he and Shara live if they couldn’t get to Ovira? He didn’t want to imagine staying in any city in Lanhine where one of the king’s men might one day find him and carry out the order for his execution. Worse was the idea of living in the South, but perhaps he would change his mind once he traveled through it.

“We have to stay,” Shara told Terren, holding the scroll steady in her hand to let the ink dry.

“Then don’t let anyone find that.” He pointed his chin at the scroll. “Our Slugari allies are even more cautious than we are. If an intruder ended up in their colony because of information I gave to you, they would treat it as a betrayal, and there would be dire consequences.”

“No one will see it besides the three of us.” Shara gestured at Cedri glaring from the window.

Terren stuck out his hand for Neeko. Steffen knelt over his bag as Shara and Terren shook hands next. Neeko watched the chemist take potions from his pockets and bag, gently setting them in a row on the ground. He put down seven in total, then began ripping leaves off the plants in his carrying cage and melting them between his palms.

One by one, he trimmed each plant until it was bare, each one producing a liquid of a different color after he melted the leaves. He added everything to the glass beaker containing the substance of the same color.

Steffen looked up to find everyone watching him. He let out a long sigh. “This is the least I can do. These potions are all easy to use. Shara, can you remember what each one does if I explain them?”

“I can.”

The mood was somber as Steffen pointed at the first glass vial. The substance within looked creamy and gray, as if milk had been mixed with fog. “This one does nothing on its own. Combine it with this one when you want to create smoke.” He pointed to the second potion, a liquid of less density, somewhere between brown and yellow. “Just poor one into the other, put the stopper back on, and throw it hard enough for it to break. It’ll create a cloud of smoke that’ll envelop everything. It moves slowly, but it’s thick and extends for hundreds of feet.”

“Amazing,” Shara whispered.

“Yes. The ingredients are very difficult to find, so cherish it.”

As Steffen described the other potions, Shara packed them in her bag.

In what felt to be too soon, it was time to part. Shara asked Terren, “Can we have one moment alone with Steffen?”

He stroked his chin for a moment. “Very well.”

When Terren walked away, Shara looked at Steffen sideways. “Was I right to assume you were trying to tell me last night that you have feelings for Cedri?”

Shock filled his eyes. “Not feelings. I just have an attraction toward her I wish I didn’t. There’s a woman I care about in Kyrro, but I haven’t seen her in so long, and Cedri…I just think she’s beautiful. It doesn’t mean anything. But you know psychics—she figured out I’m keeping something from her. That’s all it was. Don’t tell her.”

“Does it have anything to do with why you’re leaving?” Neeko asked.

“It has absolutely nothing to do with anything. I’m leaving because Terren’s right; there’s too much risk involved without sufficient reward.”

Neeko couldn’t help but feel slightly debased. “I would’ve thought bringing back a pyforial mage to teach your people how to use the energy was worth some risk.”

“Everything changed when Charlotte was killed.”

There was no retort Neeko could give. Shara hugged the chemist. He seemed surprised by her embrace.

“We understand,” she told him.

“Be careful.” He shook Neeko’s hand. “And remember, there’s no shame in changing your mind.”

Steffen waved at Cedri in the window. She pounded her fist on the wall beside it and mouthed something, then she disappeared from the window and came storming out from the inn.

“You’re not even going to say goodbye? Too scared I might change your mind? Coward!”

Steffen showed her a sad look. “Goodbye.”

She stopped marching toward him and bit down on her lip. “Damn you, Steffen.” She cupped her hands around her mouth as Steffen began to follow his headmaster. “And damn you, Terren! You’re both selfish bastards!”

More than a dozen people were gawking by then. Neeko and Shara rushed to Cedri, shushing her.

She focused her anger on them. “Why are you both calm about this? He’s abandoning us.”

“I know, Cedri,” Neeko said. “But there’s nothing we can do.” He worried for Shara, knowing abandonment was one of the hardest things for her. But she seemed strong, her expression stoic.

“We can’t possibly ask for more help than he’s already given,” she said.

“What did they tell you?” Cedri asked.

Neeko and Shara told her everything, leaving out Steffen’s attraction to her. When a moment of silence finally came and Neeko and Shara had nothing left to say, Cedri glanced at the ground for a while.

“I need a few hours to myself.”

“For what?” Shara asked.

“To think.”

Alarm crossed Shara’s features. “About what?”

“You know what.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

NEEKO

 

Neeko shut the door to their room at Meri’s Stay as he watched Shara dive onto the bed and bury her face in a pillow. He took off his shoes, sat beside her, and placed a comforting hand on her back. They’d been silent during the entire trip from Terren’s inn.

“What do you think she’s going to do?” Shara asked, her voice muffled by the pillow.

He hummed to let Shara know he was thinking as he slid his fingers along her spine.

She turned her face to look at him. “You haven’t a clue.”

“I haven’t a clue,” he agreed.

“I don’t, either.” She crushed her face back into the pillow and groaned. “I’m too scared to infiltrate the PCQs. I’m terrible at deception.”

“I wouldn’t want you doing that, anyway.”

“But you certainly can’t do it. You would be recognized by Jonen or any number of PCQs there.”

“I know.” 

“If I were a psychic like Cedri, and I could sense when I was about to be caught, I would go.” Shara rolled to her side and locked gazes with Neeko. “What if I just tell Jaymes about the ambush without either of us going among the PCQs?”

“That would be fine.”

His answer didn’t seem to assuage the worry in her dark eyes. “If Jaymes knows about the ambush, that might be all he’d need to fend it off.”

“It could.”

She frowned. “But sending someone to infiltrate the ambushers would be better.”

“It would. But Cedri might be recognized as well. The two mages in Antilith...” He paused, letting the memory of Cedri’s beating sink in. “If they’re there, they’ll remember her.”

“They were clearly looking for you. That’s their task, and I doubt it’s changed. If the wounds you’ve given them have healed enough, they’re probably searching for you right now.”

“I don’t know if I’m that important.” 

 “You are.” A grimace formed as she squinted hard, as if in pain. She sniffled as a tear squeezed out.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m sorry,” she blurted, following with a sob.

“It’s all right.” He cupped his hand around her head and began stroking her thick hair. Suddenly he realized everything she was feeling. His stomach twisted at the loss of hope, his chest tightened from worry.

“I wish I knew what Cedri’s going to do.” Shara sounded as if she’d regained control. “If she stays with us, she still might refuse to infiltrate the ambushers, and I wouldn’t feel right asking her to go against her will.”

“She might join Jaymes and the rest of them,” Neeko said. “With Darri proven to be Charlotte’s murderer, they would take her back.”

“They certainly would. From my time on the council, I know loyal psychics are valued almost as much as loyal pyforial mages.”

The repeated use of the word “loyal” made Neeko feel a pinch of guilt in his stomach. He was certain his loyalty had been discussed many times among the king and his trusted advisors, and here he was a deserter of the army. He desperately wanted them to know he was still fighting.

“But would Cedri really wish to fight in a battle?” Shara asked. “Because that’s what she’d be doing if she was to rejoin the army.”

“Like her sister, she was a mage before she began training as a psychic—”

“And all mages are trained for battle,” Shara finished the statement for him. “I see.” She took his arm and pulled him down beside her. “Put your arm around me. It always makes me feel safe.”

Neeko pulled her close, the warmth of her body quickly putting him at ease. He flipped her hair out of the way and kissed her neck. She reached back and moved her fingers over his scalp, sending waves of pleasure through his head.

“And if Cedri leaves us?” Shara asked meekly.

“Then we’ll manage on our own,” Neeko answered with more confidence than he felt.

“You’re not scared?”

“No.”

Truthfully, he’d been scared since they left Norret with the idea of traveling to the Southern capital. It was even worse now. But he could never let Shara know. He would be brave for her.

“I can’t imagine how I would feel if you’d wanted to quit and go to the Academy with Steffen and Terren,” she said.

“You wouldn’t have gone with me?”

“I would have, but I would be unhappy and nervous, and I don’t know how many years I would spend not being able to breathe comfortably, tormented by what we left behind.”

“I would come to know that torment very well.”

She turned to face him, their noses touching. “This would be impossible without you, not just accomplishing what we set out to do, but going through it…enduring the trip. I couldn’t even imagine…” She shook her head. “I’m frightened because you’re all I have and I care so much about you.”

Her plump lips looked as if they needed his mouth on them. She put her hand on his face and drew in a sharp breath as he leaned in and kissed her.

“Even though it feels like you’re all I have, sometimes it seems like you’re all I need,” she said.

“I’ve felt that way about you for weeks.” Hearing it from her filled him so full of joy he couldn’t express his feeling with a simple agreement. He needed to kiss her again. 

She pressed herself against him and dropped her leg across his. Neeko’s hands ran up her back and tangled in her hair. Her tongue thrust into his mouth, making him burn with desire.

As she cupped his cheek and kissed him, pressing her bosom against his chest, he felt like a raging bull trapped in a pen. She pulled away, her lips pursed, her gaze hungry. “Neeko,” she whispered, leaning her forehead against his.

Just the moment apart was enough to drive him mad. He waited for her to say something else, but she didn’t. Her hands fluttered down the buttons of his shirt, pinching and twisting, rushed. His shirt came off. Hers was next. They kissed as they raced to undo each other’s belts.

Neeko readied himself for the most maddening thing—stopping when she was down to her underwear if that’s what she wished. But she removed it herself and tugged off his undershorts. He felt his control slipping away as his gaze caressed her bare skin and she looked her fill at him.

Shara sat up suddenly to kiss him, then pulled him down on top of her. He somehow knew exactly what to do, carefully pushing inside her, his lips on hers and her hands fisted in his hair.

Her mouth came off his, and she inhaled deeply as she threw back her head. His body tensed as he moved, as though something coiled tighter within him. She clutched at his shoulders and seemed to lose herself to the same feeling.

Waves of pleasure crashed through him with each new step of their dance. He kissed her, and her mouth greedily came open for him. She writhed beneath him, and he could feel every movement of her body.

She moaned, and his body demanded release. He picked up his pace as she dug her nails into his back. Her legs tightened around his waist, and he was so distracted by the feel of her he didn’t flinch when her teeth nipped his shoulder.

Suddenly he was on his back as Shara rose and fell above him, her movements frantic.

He never wanted their dance to end. There was rhythm, then momentum, and when Neeko felt as if he’d had everything, there was more.

His whole body ached, taut as a rope about to break.

Then he came apart, with Shara following him over the edge.

 

 

*****

 

 

Neeko couldn’t summon the strength to lift his head off his pillow. Shara’s head was nestled in the hollow of his shoulder, her skin glistening with a light sheen of sweat. A proud smile played on his lips as she heaved a satisfied sigh.

“I should be just as scared as I was before…we did that,” she said. “But for some reason I’m not.”

Neeko felt as though the world could end and he wouldn’t mind. Something was different about him. He didn’t exactly feel older, but it was a similar sense, like he now understood there was so much more to life. It reminded him of the first time he’d moved pyforial energy. All he’d accomplished was a rustle of dirt, but he’d known it was only the beginning of his abilities.

Shara giggled and pointed to her cheek. “I can’t stop grinning like some simple-minded fool.” She pushed up to see his face. “It’s the same with you!”

He laughed. “It is.”

“I feel fortunate…and other things as well…I don’t…it’s so hard to describe.” She watched his hand brush the side of her breast. “I’m starting to believe this is love I’m feeling.”

“Is that what this is?” Neeko teased. “I’ve been wondering what to call it.”

Shara batted her eyes and regarded him with a playful smile. “Aren’t you going to say what we’re both thinking?”

“Yes. We should put our clothes on before Cedri comes back.”

She whacked him in the chest with surprising force. “You know that’s not it!”

He feigned confusion. “What, then? Oh, is it you’re ready to go once more?”

“Neeko! How do you get in these stupid teasing moods? You know what I’m talking about!”

He tightened his arms around her and took her lips in a gentle kiss.

“I love you,” he whispered.

She lit up as if he’d handed her the moon and stars.

 

 

*****

 

 

They’d dressed by the time Cedri knocked on the door. It was well past midday, and Neeko felt hungry enough to eat a horse. He answered the door with Shara right behind him. Cedri shuffled in with her usual scowl, and Neeko shut the door behind her.

“If you both need to eat before we leave, you should do it quickly,” Cedri said. “I don’t want to be late meeting the PCQs at Sastien Lake.”

Shara squealed and hugged Cedri to her. “Thank you!”

Cedri seemed slightly perturbed by the embrace, if the little push she gave Shara was any indication. The psychic’s brow wrinkled as she studied them.

“Something’s different about you two. You’re both exuding joy like a child after his first bite of dessert.”

“Because of the good news,” Shara exclaimed. “You’re coming with us and infiltrating the PCQs.”

Cedri tilted her head. “Do you forget that I’m a psychic? I can tell you’re lying.”

Neeko felt Shara’s eyes on him as he searched for words to appease Cedri. “We, um—”

“It doesn’t matter,” Cedri interrupted, and he slumped in relief. “Are any of the potions Steffen gave you stronger than wine? I’m already shaking, and my nerves will only get worse during the long trip there.”

“There’s nothing to ease your nerves,” Shara replied. “But the potions are helpful indeed. Let me show you and explain each one. Then we’ll eat and leave.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

NEEKO

 

As soon as they left Lanhine, Neeko realized they shouldn’t be far behind the Northern army, which couldn’t have left the city more than four days ago. Neeko figured that, on horseback, it would be easy to reach the army before Jaymes led his men and women into Sastien Forest a hundred miles south. Cedri could warn Jaymes without needing to infiltrate the ambushers’ party, and then Jaymes might choose to lead his army around the forest or even straight to Sastien Lake where the ambushers were to meet.

So Neeko didn’t understand why the two women were in such a hurry, keeping their horses at an uncomfortable trot. He asked Shara, and the answer she gave didn’t please him.

“For weeks, people on the king’s staff have been accumulating horses in Lanhine. Now each man and woman in the army has been supplied with a chariot or a carriage. Most vehicles are dragged by a cheap charger horse, but that doesn’t matter. It will still save them time and money for food in the end.”

This meant Neeko and his party would be riding hard for nearly a week. Disappointment came on like a stab from a knife.

When their horses needed a rest sometime later, Neeko decided he would lift himself with pyforial energy. He needed to ensure Shara was right about the army. He went high into the air and, sure enough, found that the king’s forces looked to be forty to fifty miles ahead of them. Because of the horses and carriages, the army looked twice as large and intimidating as the last time he’d glimpsed it. Taking the lead was what appeared to be a battering ram on wheels, thick enough to break down any wall. The glorious sight filled Neeko with pride.

The army had already reached Nymre’s Road, a stone-paved highway stretching fifty miles. The Southern roads were one thing even Northerners agreed the Southern kings had done a better job with. Hundreds of miles of paved road connected major cities and provided safe travel for the rich down to the poor. Most of the roads were cambered with drainage ditches along their edges. Some even twisted through hills. Neeko marveled at the concept.

It was a shame the people of the South were often proud and unkind to those outside their caste, especially Northerners—reprehensible heathens, in their eyes.

He settled back to the ground. “They’re forty or fifty miles ahead.”

“I’m envious of you,” Cedri told him with a scowl. “I would trade my psychic ability to do that.”

He offered a smug smile. Now that he no longer feared he would drop himself, each trip into the air was a thrill.

Shara had a shy look about her tightened lips. “Could you lift yourself while carrying extra weight?”

“It depends on how much.”

“Not much.” She reached around her back and grabbed her other arm. With a slight sway, she looked like a nervous child in that moment. “About the weight of a slender…young woman.”

He imagined lifting himself toward the clouds with Shara on his back. Unused to the extra weight, he might be unable to keep the energy from slipping out from beneath his arms. They would tumble through the sky screaming before cracking their skulls open on the ground.

“It would be too risky to try.”

To say she looked disappointed was an understatement. “I see.”

He made a mental note to practice carrying extra weight. He probably wouldn’t ever feel comfortable enough to risk Shara’s life for a bit of fun, but he still didn’t know the limitations of his power. Maybe one day he would be able to share the thrill of soaring with her.

 

 

*****

 

 

It was a grueling trip to Sastien Forest. They rode in silence except for brief moments of conversation. Rationing their food, they suffered from long stretches of hunger, and the weather cooled as spears of clouds drifted across the sheer blue sky.

The nights were especially windy. They slept huddled in blankets beside a campfire far from Nymre’s Road so bandits would be less likely to detect them. Each night, they used one of Steffen’s potions to tint their campfire blue, and it burned until daylight. Knowing that it irritated Cedri, Neeko refrained from kissing Shara as he held her during the night, cocooned in their blankets.

But sometimes his lips acted on their own, pressing down on the side of her neck. Other times, Shara would turn and kiss his mouth as if she wished to devour him. These were the only instances when he could forget about his gnawing hunger, as a different urge took over his body.

There were countless others riding along Nymre’s Road, most traveling in pairs. Neeko and his party kept their distance in case any were PCQs.

They were two days behind the army when they reached the center of Nymre, where it was time for Cedri to change her course. They brought their horses off the road where they wouldn’t be disturbed as they prepared to part.

Cedri cupped a hand over her eyes, peering to the southeast. “There aren’t many riders going toward Sastien Lake. I hope I’m not late.”

“I don’t think that’s the case,” Shara said. “The scroll said to leave one day after receiving it and to ride without haste.”

“Perhaps not many are involved in the ambush,” Cedri said, her voice quiet with cautious hope. The poor woman had every right to be nervous.

Shara squeezed Cedri tightly and kissed her cheek. “You’re very brave.”

The petite psychic moved one hand around Shara’s back before stepping away. Neeko had come to realize that Cedri showed she cared in her own way. He had yet to see what it was, exactly, but he knew she thought of them as good friends. Well, he presumed so.

It was more of a hunch, actually.

She never explained why she’d chosen to go with them, to risk her life. Neeko dared not ask, too worried the conversation might change her mind.

“Is there anything we can do?” Shara asked to disrupt the silence.

“Just do your part, and I’ll do mine.”

Cedri seemed to be lingering, looking out to the southeast with a glower. Neeko tried to think of something encouraging, perhaps telling her that her sister would be proud. He shook his head at the thought. She would take it as patronizing even though it was the truth.

“If you see those men who beat you,” he said for lack of something better, “get out of there as quickly and quietly as you can.”

“Obviously.”

“If we don’t see you before we reach Sastien Village, we’ll wait there until you arrive.” Shara had told her the same thing ten times in the last few days.

“I know, Shara.” Cedri wouldn’t take her gaze off the eastern horizon, specifically the bluffs hiding Sastien Lake.

Shara shrugged at Neeko, silently saying they would wait with Cedri until she was ready.

“Sometimes I wonder what Steffen’s secret was,” she murmured, “and why he refused to tell me. Now I’ll never find out.”

“Won’t you come to Ovira with us when this is over?” Shara asked. “Then you can ask him.”

“When this is over…I don’t know what I’ll want.”

Shara showed Neeko a sympathetic frown. He didn’t see the harm, so he nodded and let her say it.

“Steffen was trying to fight off an attraction. That’s what he was keeping to himself.”

Cedri turned, glaring at Shara. “An attraction?  To whom?”

“You!” Shara replied excitedly.

“How do you know?”

“He told us before he left. He didn’t want you to find out.”

Cedri’s gaze drifted around the grass, her expression blank. Then a smile broke her hard features and a laugh erupted from deep within her stomach. “He’s a fool and a strange, strange man.”

Shara and Neeko laughed with her.

It took some time for Cedri to stop laughing, the smile remaining on her face. She gave a sigh. “But I could see that working.”

What? Too dumbfounded to speak, neither he nor Shara got a chance to say anything else before Cedri hopped on her steed and rode off toward the setting sun.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CEDRI

 

It was an upward ride all the way to Sastien Lake—three days with little food. Cedri had to keep enough for the trip back once she finished gathering information. She’d never learned to hunt and wouldn’t know how to prepare the carcass even if she caught something.

She’d lived at the castle, where every meal was provided, since she was fourteen. She figured most women by age seventeen knew less than she did about casting fireballs and battle formations, but they probably knew everything there was to know about cooking.

Her mother had wished to teach her, especially in the years after Callyn left for the army. But Cedri knew she would follow her sister, so why bother learning the role of a wife? She wasn’t against marriage, she just couldn’t imagine any man who would be worth leaving the army and her sister.

She wanted to learn magic, travel the world, and fight anyone who told her she couldn’t. She and Callyn had inherited that from their father—an adventurer’s blood coursing through his veins.

Of course, it got him and Callyn killed.

Cedri spent most of her three days trying to avoid this thought. But thoughts of Steffen, on the other hand, were a welcome distraction to her worries and hunger.

Like her mother and sister, Cedri knew herself to be a woman who didn’t forgive often or quickly. And like them, Cedri thought most people were too fickle. Shara, for example, could go from laughing to sulking like a child as the wind changed. But Steffen had a steady mentality that was easy to be around. It was his damn stubbornness at refusing to admit his secret that had bothered her.

As soon as she discovered his secret, she forgave him. Now she wished she could speak with him once more. He deserved an apology. While she’d treated him like an unwanted pet, he’d never grown angry or impatient. He even seemed to understand that his secret had caused her anger and distrust.

She didn’t quite grasp his desire to sleep in the nude, but she could tell he was genuine when he claimed it was purely out of comfort. Even in that regard, he was thoughtful, twisting the bottom blanket around himself so she wouldn’t accidentally see something.

She shook her head to chase thoughts of a naked Steffen from her overactive mind.

There was only one way to the lake without going around the shell of hills protecting it, and it was a narrow path through a few miles of forest. The grass was the color of sand, dry and crunching beneath her horse’s hooves. She placed her hand on the animal’s neck and sensed he was tired. But she was nearing her destination, and the sun would be lost soon behind the eastern hills.

A short time later, the trees fell away and the enormous lake appeared. It was as golden as a dalion. As Cedri glanced at the narrow pathway surrounding the lake, keeping the water from reaching what she was more inclined to call mountains than hills, it appeared there was no one else there.

Am I too late? She dismounted, climbed on some rocks, and looked out in each direction. Smoke wafted into the air a mile northeast. She swung back up into her saddle, swallowed a gulp of fear clawing at her throat, and rode toward it.

She forced herself to be confident, remembering the same face she’d put on the first time she’d arrived at the castle as a new recruit at just fourteen. Three years had passed since then, and she was infinitely stronger. She could handle whatever came her way.

Cedri jumped down and brought her horse around the last line of trees. She froze at the sight before her. Then her feet moved her backward as if she’d seen a bear. There were no thoughts to this decision, purely instinct. But she was spotted before she could fully retreat. The feeling of his surprised gaze locking to hers froze her once more.

The man was stark naked and carried a flask that glinted from the low sun. He’d just finished pissing onto the hillside when he turned to find Cedri staring at him.

She’d seen paintings of naked men, but seeing one in the flesh was incomparable. She wanted to look away, knowing full well what she was seeing, but some part of her compelled her to confirm that, yes, this was indeed a naked man. Unable to decide what to do about this, she could only gape in shock.

He wasn’t far from her, ten yards, perhaps fifteen. With a drunken smile, he staggered toward her, his disgusting manhood flopping back and forth with each swaying step. She forced her chin up.

“You must be one of us,” he said, slurring his words. “And from the North. Ask me how I know.” He showed her a smug grin as he folded his arms and leaned back.

“How do you know?” She put all of her focus into keeping her eyes from drifting down.

“Because you would’ve come from the other direction!” He laughed as if he’d made a clever joke and held out his flask in invitation.

“No thank you,” she said primly.

Concern seemed to deepen the lines in his brow. She quickly dove into his emotions with psyche. Searching for suspicion, she found it immediately, the feeling like visiting a friend’s estate to find it surrounded by a barbed fence.

“Inappropriate weather for a swim,” she blurted.

He barked out a laugh. “I can tell you’re new. Ask me how I know.”

“How do you know?” She was too nervous to be annoyed just yet, though she could feel it coming.

“Because you’re terrible at working the passcode into conversation, and you won’t look lower than my nose.” He offered her his flask once more. “You should relax.”

She grabbed it and had a swig. It was sweet wine, a pleasant surprise.

He didn’t care to take it back, putting his arm around her instead. She wanted to flinch at his touch, but she held it in. He wasn’t an unattractive man, she supposed. But he was older than forty; and with his naked body so close…touching her, she felt a strange mix of fascination and revulsion.

Grinning like a loon, he made no attempt to cover himself despite her obvious discomfort.

“Welcome to the party,” he said. “You must have questions if this is your first one.”

One what? Was this truly a party and not an ambush? The idea should’ve relieved her, yet it did nothing to ease her terror. She wanted to turn and run. Instead, she let the naked man lead her toward what appeared to be a social gathering.

There was a long stretch of sand that wasn’t covered with small shrubs or lush grass like the rest of the walkway between the lake and the towering hills. An enormous fire burned in the center of the sand. People from her age to her mother’s mostly sat around the fire. Two people seemed responsible for turning a massive boar on a spit.

Relief came when the naked man took his arm off her. He was the only one without clothes, though she had an ominous feeling that was yet to change as men and women were getting drunker before her eyes.

What in the two hells is this? She had so many questions, but the wrong one could give away her identity.

“How long have you been here?” she asked, figuring it could get him talking. She wanted to use psyche to encourage the man to speak, but this was not a skill Charlotte had gone over in their training.

The naked man finished letting his gaze roam down her body before coming back to her face. “What?”

She held in a grumble. “How long have you been...at this spot?”

“The luminaries arrived two days ago. Most everyone else has arrived today, with some coming yesterday, like me.” He looked her over again, quicker this time, his gaze slowing around the juncture of her legs, then her chest. “You must be a bastial mage, because you don’t look like the kind of woman who could bring herself to strangle a man. Your killing is done from afar.”

Although he was right—she was a bastial mage—it had nothing to do with an inability to strangle those who deserved it. She thought of Darri and how easily she could’ve killed the bastard.

She took the wand from its holder on the back of her belt, showing it to the naked man while fighting the urge to sneak a peek below his waist.

 “You’re right. How many others are there like me?”

“All of the women are either pyforial or bastial mages, most being pyforial.”

She took a long look at the PCQs spread around the fire, estimating between one and two thousand enemy soldiers. She should’ve felt fear to be standing among them, or possibly anger at their intention to kill her comrades, but she felt neither. None donned armor or weapons. A woman played a lute. Two other women sang beside her. Hundreds began to pair off.

The naked man continued speaking as Cedri watched her enemies laugh and dance. “Most of the men here are pyforial mages like the women. But there are also many archers and even some swordsmen like myself.”

“And where is your sword?” He leered at her, and she regretted her question. “Never mind that. Have the luminaries made any announcements?”

Confusion gave extra wrinkles to the leathery skin across his forehead. “Do you mean about our task?”

Task, she told herself, not ambush. “Yes.”

“They did after prayer last evening.” The naked man grabbed back his flask and had a swig.

Say more. Keep talking. But she didn’t know how to use psyche to compel more words out of him.

“Bring your horse there.” He pointed a ways down to an older woman, her sagging breasts uncovered. “And enjoy yourself!” The pitch of his voice rose as he lurched back toward his group. Looking over his shoulder, he flashed her a sloppy grin. “The time we spend together before we depart is always the best.”

At least the woman tending to the horses wore pants. Cedri could smell the roasting boar as she handed off her mount.

“Will you be swimming later?” the woman asked.

“I will not.”

The woman cleared her throat and asked more forcefully, “Will you be swimming?”

Oh, the code. “No, this is inappropriate weather for a swim.”

The woman gave an approving nod. “You must be new. When were you recruited?”

Panic pinched her heart. “Just a few months ago.”

“And you’ve been sent on this task?” Cedri’s gaze fell to the woman’s breasts as they swayed in a way reminiscent of a cow’s udders. “You must have impressed your recruiter.” A moment of silence passed as the woman regarded her with a judging look. “Are you not proud to be here?”

“I am proud.”

The woman looked down at her chest, then laughed as if she’d forgotten she was exposed. “You must be unused to the nudity. It’s usually the first surprise for new recruits.”

“It will take some getting used to.” The woman’s friendly tone made Cedri feel as if she could get away with a question. “Why remove your clothes?”

“Among each other, we’re free to do as we wish so long as we don’t go against the doctrines. Some of us like to take advantage of that freedom when the weather’s warm enough.” She reached out and plucked open the top button on Cedri’s shirt. “Enjoy yourself. I’m certain the men here wouldn’t mind.”

Cedri stepped away before the woman could remove the next button. “Perhaps later.”

Wearing a crooked grin, the woman looked at Cedri sideways. “So you must know about our ritual before a task.”

Cedri didn’t have a clue what she meant. “Yes.”

“And you’re…?”

Oh gods. What does she want to hear? Cedri couldn’t help but let her confusion show.

“Are you excited? Or is it worry I’m sensing?”

“A bit of both.”

The woman nodded in understanding. “So this is your first time partaking in the ritual. I should’ve known.” She gasped. “So you haven’t seen the gods yet?”

“I haven’t.”

The woman grabbed Cedri’s head and kissed her forehead, her clammy breasts pushing against Cedri’s neck. “Now I’m excited! Go and meet the others.”

Cedri’s forehead was uncomfortably wet where the woman’s lips had been, but she refrained from wiping it until she turned away and glanced back to make sure the woman wasn’t watching.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CEDRI

 

Cedri had never felt more welcomed in her life. It was eerie to be treated benevolently by her enemies, especially considering how infrequently she found herself enjoying the company of her actual allies within Quince’s castle.

The PCQs offered her wine and food, and left her to herself when she wanted. They didn’t pry.

Most were drunk, if not all. More started removing their clothes as time went on, but it was mostly men disrobing their shirts. This she didn’t mind in the least, notably so with the more wine she drank.

No one asked for her name. She began to notice that they didn’t seem to know each other’s, either, pointing and often addressing their comrades by “you” or “her” or “the pretty one, there,” as Cedri’s ears had caught about herself once.

As time passed, she found herself completely without fear. She was slightly inebriated, yes, but that wasn’t the whole reason.

It was as if everyone knew this moment would never come again, so they all just wanted to enjoy it. After their “task” was over, each person would return to his or her home city.

This seemed to be no one’s first task. She overheard conversations of those comparing this party to other parties before previous tasks. But all they spoke of were the parties, not what followed.

She had to remind herself several times these were murderous people.

When it came time to eat, they sat clustered in a circle around the fire. With more than a thousand of them, rows formed thirty deep. Cedri put herself on the outer rim. It was farthest from the boar, yet closest to the horses.

Bread and apples were served by men in lavish capes. She overheard others nearby thanking their “luminary” when accepting food. So the servers were what the naked man had referred to—their leaders. It seemed strange for them to be serving their underlings.

Chunks of pork were passed around on grease-stained cloths. Many refused the meat, handing it to someone beside them. At first she thought this was some sort of custom, showing good manners, but then she heard comments about the previous feast and realized that many of these people had eaten just before she arrived. Still, it had been hours so their stomachs couldn’t have been full anymore. In the castle, everyone would’ve taken a second helping.

Stop comparing your allies to your enemies, she told herself, growing sick of the confusion bubbling in her stomach.

As she bit into the warm pork, a burst of delicious flavor filled her mouth. She repressed a groan of delight. While eating, she noticed a group of people moving toward the fire, each pointing in an instructive manner.

Cedri nearly choked when she watched a man float up from the sand. Higher into the air he rose, until he was suspended ten feet over the flames of the enormous fire a short distance behind him. The pyforial mages around the fire had their arms extended, holding him with energy. He then began to revolve slowly.

“We have begun preparations for prayer.” His voice was as deep as a bass drum. He wore a cape like the luminaries, but his was adorned with golden thread. It billowed in the wind and shimmered almost magically. “Eat and listen, and ready your bodies and minds for the gods.”

People applauded with wild enthusiasm. Cedri glanced around, worry taking over all sense of calm as she hurried to finish eating. She noticed pouches passing from hand to hand, every person drawing out something too small for her to decipher and popping it into their mouth.

“As we prepare ourselves for prayer, let’s remember our purpose.” The floating man continued to turn as he spoke, his mages beneath him ensuring he never had his back to one side of his audience for long.

Everyone joined him in chanting. “To waste the strength bestowed upon us by the gods is to turn our backs on Sumar.”

The floating man transitioned into speech without pause. “Although we should be proud of what we’ve already accomplished…” The crowd hushed to listen. “The rain will return soon, and this time, it will not stop no matter how many pyforial mages sacrifice their lives for the gods. Only a man or woman raised in faith, with the sole purpose of giving his or her life to the gods, can appease them. But by the time any of our newborns reach fourteen, Sumar will be flooded with both water and lava.

“The South has sacrificed a faithborn, but King Quince in the North still refuses to allow a faithborn into Quosae to jump from the precipice of the waterfall. As we’ve seen from the weeks of endless rain, the god of life is just as mighty as the god of death. This war needs to end swiftly, but remember that we have no enemies in Sumar. Do not detest the Northerners for their ignorance, but do not show them mercy when we attack.” He paused as a hard look came into his eyes. “For those of you who have arrived today and have not heard the plan, we are to board our rafts when we are given the signal. It will take two days to reach the bridge.” He smiled, the hardness loosening. “So enjoy yourselves until then.”

As the crowd around Cedri applauded, the man beside her handed her one of the pouches going around. She was too curious not to look inside, finding what looked like pieces of tree bark, only soft.

She noticed the man beside her waiting for her to take one. As calmly as she could, she passed it to him, but he waved it off.

“You didn’t have one,” he said. “Are you new?”

Before she could think of an excuse, a few heads turned in her direction. She was startled by the sudden attention.

“Are you new?” asked a motherly looking woman.

“I am,” she said, hoping her voice wouldn’t quiver.

“You must take one,” the woman instructed. “Remember what your recruiter told you.”

Cedri nodded, pretending to understand, and quickly took one of the misshapen squares of soft bark. Everyone watched, waiting for her to put it in her mouth.

She placed it on her tongue and pretended to chew while they watched. It tasted inedible, like sucking on paper soaked by water. Squishing it against the roof of her mouth, though, she could feel it coming apart even without chewing. She would have to spit it out if she didn’t want to ingest it.

“You will see the world behind the veil,” the woman told her, watching with a smile. “Are you scared?”

Curse this woman. Cedri had to swallow in order to answer her. She gulped. Dread came up and choked her, stifling her next breath. She fought it down.

“I’m fine, thank you,” she answered.

“Just remember that you will see images of what the gods want you to see. They will speak to you, hear you, see you, but their true form resides in the white waterfall and the great volcano. They may be vengeful, but they will not hurt you.”

Gods. I’m leaving as soon as I can. She’d already learned the ambush would take place on the river, near some bridge that took two days to reach from here. That was enough.

But when will I have the chance to get away? Terror came as she realized the answer: At night, in a couple more hours.

Hopefully the effects of this substance would wear off by then. Looking up, she saw prayer had begun. She was one of the last to bow her head and cross her legs in mimicry of the floating leader.

“Gods,” he began, “we know you ache. We long to heal you. Our eyes are open and our ears ting in anticipation.”

Cedri could feel her blood pulsing within her temples. She looked up to find dozens of luminaries walking around the thick circle of praying PCQs as the sermon went on. One was coming closer to her.

With a stifled gasp, she lowered her head once again, her temples throbbing with each beat of her heart. She closed her eyes and listened to the crunch of the sand beneath the footsteps of the nearing luminary.

“…And the ten year plan will be complete!” The leader’s booming voice caught her attention as he ended his speech.

Applause followed. She lifted her head to find she was the last to do so, everyone near her focusing their attention on the luminary who was close enough for her to see each individual hair of his thick beard.

She tapped into the bastial energy clustering the air. Normally when she tried to read the emotions of a group of people, there were too many for her to distinguish anything. It was like throwing a handful of sand into water and trying to see where each grain went. But this time it was easy because there was only one emotion to read, a desire for attention. They were like a pack of dogs seeing their master return after a long trip, many of them perched on their knees as if wanting to jump up and grab the luminary’s hands.

The luminary settled down into a squat beside a man, disappearing into the crowd. Cedri could only see the back of the luminary’s head, but everyone seemed to be staring so she did as well.

“How long have you been with us?” the luminary asked the man.

It was completely silent as everyone waited for his answer.

“Seven years.”

“Who was your recruiter?”

“Jonen.”

A few murmured at the mention of his name. He was the one who’d tried to kill Neeko after he and Shara refused to go with him. Cedri wondered if Jonen was here. Though I wouldn’t recognize him if he was.

“How has it been since your recruitment? Give any answer that comes to mind. No one will condemn you here.” The luminary’s tender voice was not like any leader’s Cedri had served. It was as if his underling were a small child.

“I’m thankful for every day that I’m part of the PCQ,” answered the man in a voice so genuine Cedri didn’t need psyche to determine its validity. “My wife is in Quosae, pregnant.”

As people voiced their congratulations, the luminary added, “And we look forward to meeting our newest member. Tell me about your recruitment. How did Jonen find you?”

The man smiled as if containing a scream of joy. “He’s a remarkable pyforial mage. I was using energy within my home, just a small amount to collect the dust beneath my bed. Jonen was walking by my closed window when he sensed it. Then he knocked on my door and we had the conversation that changed my life.”

“Where was this?”

“All the way in Glaine.” The man laughed. “I was a Northerner who didn’t believe in the gods.”

Those around him laughed in harmony, the luminary joining in. Then he extended his hand, and the man happily shook it. “Thank you for that,” the luminary said.

“Thank you for everything.”

Cedri could feel everyone’s anticipation as the luminary stood and looked for the next person. She wanted to duck, willing to bury her face in sand if that’s what it took, but just the act of staying on her rear set her apart. So she rose on her knees to join the others.

There was only one luminary for every hundred begging to be chosen. She told herself not to worry with odds this good.

The luminary chose a woman this time, someone closer to Cedri in both age and proximity. Different questions were asked except for the story of her recruitment. This woman was chosen by a different recruiter, though her story was similar. Cedri remembered everything. If she was chosen, she would at least try to deceive them before her probable demise.

The luminary wasn’t done after questioning this woman. He sat in front of another man and then a second woman, an obvious pattern. How many would he speak to before this ended?

No one seemed to tire of listening and waiting and listening and waiting, their hope palpable each time the luminary rose to his feet.

After the tenth, Cedri started to feel something strange. The sand soothed her fingers like warmth against the cold. She felt as if she might be overcome by dread if she was forced to stop touching it, especially with the luminary looking for his next eager follower.

She perked up like the rest as he glanced around. His gaze found her and didn’t falter. She looked away and then back. He was still staring at her. Why wouldn’t he stop?

He began walking toward her! She felt like a rabbit being stalked by a ravenous wolf.

Hells, he’s going to sit with me!

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

SHARA

 

Nymre’s forest felt old yet preserved, as if unchanged for a thousand years. The trees looked ancient, their true color hidden beneath a thick layer of moss unlike any she’d seen. It was lavender in color and grew on every surface for stretches of up to a mile long, even growing on the grass.

Shara would’ve been more worried about Cedri, who should’ve arrived at Sastien Lake by now, if she hadn’t been so concerned about Neeko and herself. Neeko had just come down from the sky and let Shara know the army was only a mile ahead.

It had taken them one night and two days of riding in Nymre’s forest, but they were nearly there.

“How far will you stay back?” she asked.

“As soon as we see them, I’ll slow to remain out of sight.”

“How far out of sight?”

Neeko seemed to sense what she was hinting at, pausing before giving his reluctant answer. “Just out of sight.”

“I thought we agreed you would follow from a mile back.”

“I never agreed to that.”

She couldn’t be angry at him when she knew his reason for staying as close as possible was because he feared for her safety.

“Will you at least agree not to come forward to check on me?” she tried.

“I agree.” She had a sigh of relief. “For one day,” he added.

“What?”

“If you don’t return in one day, then I’m assuming something’s wrong and I’m coming to get you.”

She supposed that was fair enough.

They continued at their quick pace. It wouldn’t be long before Shara would find out how furious Jaymes was with her for leaving without his permission. She didn’t exactly feel like she’d escaped custody, for he’d left her and Steffen unguarded, but the commander certainly wouldn’t be happy to see her again. However, the news of the ambush was important enough to risk the consequences. Who knew what the chances were of Cedri returning to inform Jaymes herself.

Distracted by her thoughts, Shara noticed Neeko stopping his mount and muttering, “My gods.”

She gasped as she realized dead diymas were everywhere. Little legs stuck out of bushes covered by the pale blue moss. Their child-sized bodies were slung over branches, their chests impaled by arrows. It had been a massacre.

Shocked into silence, they rode onward. More and more bodies came into sight, each lying where they were killed, weaponless.

Long minutes passed. Shara must’ve seen hundreds of dead diymas before she suddenly felt sick and shut her eyes before she vomited.

“Our own must’ve done this,” she said.

“Yes, but why?”

“I don’t know.” Anger gave her enough determination to ride forward. She no longer feared what Jaymes might do to her. She needed answers.

A moment later, she had her mount galloping around the mangled bodies in her path. Neeko followed on his steed, giving no objection to the change of pace.

“You’re still staying back, right?” she pressed.

“I will.”

Neeko stayed close behind her even as her horse darted between trees and under branches. She took quick turns to avoid rocks and roots and bloodied bodies.

“Shara, slow your mount,” he called.

She tried, but anger had assumed control.

“Shara!”

What could she tell him? It was no longer a choice.

The bodies never ended. How many were there? A thousand, two? She began to weep from rage-filled sadness. But then she saw something that covered every feeling with a blanket of shock.

A diyma crouched over his kin, his gnarled hands buried in the violet grass as if for balance. Bodies were scattered around him. He popped up, yet the dramatic curve of his branch-like legs kept him hunched.

His face was consumed by a look of devastating sadness, his silver eyes warped by pain, his boyish mouth slack in disgust. Then everything tightened—the small muscles covering his body and the features of his face. As he bared his teeth, Shara realized he blamed her and Neeko for this.

“No, it wasn’t us.” But of course he couldn’t understand her. By the time she slid off her mount and pushed out her hands, she noticed more than just the one diyma on the ground before her. Behind the trees and in the branches were twenty more.

“Shara,” Neeko murmured. She gave him a glance to find him gesturing behind them. Turning, she saw ten more waddling toward them.

These weren’t the same diymas from the forest around Antilith, who Neeko and Eizle had helped. Here, Shara and Neeko were intruders.

“We didn’t hurt any of you,” she tried to tell the creatures.

They came closer, showing their crooked teeth and twisted claws. Shara took the wand from the back of her belt. It had been weeks since she’d done anything with sartious energy, the thought causing her to panic as she realized she was out of practice.

“Get back on your mount,” Neeko urged.

“I’m going to try communicating.” She used her mind to grab the sartious pellets within her wand, grinding off a fine film of dust. She waved her arm and the emerald-colored energy drifted out from her wand in an upward arc like a smile—the same symbol she’d remembered seeing the diymas make in Antilith’s forest.

This did nothing to stop them from coming closer.

“Shara, get on your mount!”

Her instinct to run put a fire into her legs as she jumped onto her saddle. Sartious energy clouded the air around them. Two hells, they’re trying to crush us.

“Go, Shara!” She didn’t know why Neeko was waiting for her to move first, but she obliged, kicking her horse into a gallop.

There was a crash behind her, then another. She looked to make sure Neeko hadn’t been hit by the falling blocks of sartious energy. He was safe, but more rained from the trees above.

Diymas blocked their path, claws out, teeth ready. Shara tried to steer her horse around them, but they were packed so closely that the only way past was through them. She stifled a scream as her horse toppled them over.

The diymas made no sound, but that didn’t stop her mount from neighing in fright—and pain, she saw, as the diymas were clawing at the animal’s legs.

She fought to maintain control of her frightened horse as diymas jumped out from behind the trees. Blocks of sartious energy fell from the branches above her, the corner of one hitting her mount’s flank.

Though scratched deeply enough to bleed, her strong animal forged on. “Neeko?” Shara yelled. There was no chance to look back for him while trying to steer her mount.

“I’m fine. Keep going.”

The diymas formed a line ahead of her. “Move you idiots!” she yelled, not wanting to do any more damage than she already had.

They stuck out their arms, claws ready. Her horse shook its head, trying to free the reins from Shara’s grasp as it approached. She screamed in anticipation.

Suddenly the line of diymas broke apart, five of them flung to the side by some unseen force. Pyforial energy, she realized. It gave her a chance to look back at Neeko. He wasn’t far behind.

“Keep going,” he ordered. “Don’t worry about me.”

Cubes of sartious energy heavy enough to dislodge her shoulder rained down around them. She looked up as she rode, careful to avoid going directly beneath the many circling clouds of emerald energy in front of her.

Shara had to maneuver her mount in ways she’d never done before. She feared that Neeko, not being as skilled a rider, would fall off or lose control. But she couldn’t spare the time to look behind her.

“Neeko,” she yelled. “Still there?”

“Yes.” His voice was farther behind, though.

There must’ve been hundreds of diymas surrounding them, possibly thousands. They’d ridden out of the heart of the massacre by then, but the creatures showed no sign of giving up. If anything, there were more of them than before.

Five scampered down a pair of trees just in front of her, then leapt at the legs of her horse as she crossed by. They bounced off, flipping backward through the air. But one creature had latched on, using its claws to dig into her horse’s flesh.

The animal whinnied in agony and nearly toppled over in its hurry to stop so it could buck off the diyma. Shara fell off sideways, feeling the bark-like skin of the diyma abrade her arm as she tumbled onto him. Before she could get up, he’d bitten into her leg.

She shrieked and kicked him off. By the time she was on her feet, he was diving back toward her with a dozen more coming from every angle. She looked for her horse; it had galloped off without her.

Shara drew her wand and tried to form a fireball, sucking in the bastial energy around her. But she didn’t have time. The diymas were already there. She kicked the first one in the chest. He made no sound. Their silence only amplified her panicked breaths.

“Shara!” She turned to find Neeko storming toward her with his hand out for her to grab as he rode by.

It wouldn’t work. He was going too fast. It looked as if he was trying to slow his mount with his other hand but he couldn’t overcome the animal’s fear. She reached out for him. Something pierced her leg as they tried to catch each other’s hands.

Pain shot down from her shoulder to her knuckles as Neeko jerked her off the ground. Their grip wasn’t good enough. All he’d managed to do was yank her out of the surrounding diymas. Now she was tumbling along the moss-covered grass, feeling as if her elbow might’ve been pulled out of place.

Diymas came from behind. She got up and ran, but there were more far off in front. Between them was Neeko, jumping from his mount and rolling along the ground. Shara was there beside him as he got up.

“Get on my back,” he told her.

“You said that wouldn’t work.”

“It’s our only choice!”

She jumped up, locking her arms over his shoulders and wrapping her legs around his waist. He extended his arms, then pulled them back down, trapping pyforial energy beneath them.

It felt like he jumped, only this was the highest, longest jump ever in the history of mankind. She kept expecting to fall back to the ground. Instead, they kept rising and shooting forward as if weightless. A strange feeling fluttered within her stomach, as if a small torrent of air had found its way inside.

They were about to crash into branches. Neeko needed to lift them higher. Was her extra weight too much for him?

Alarm drowned out every other feeling as Neeko jolted and cursed, his right shoulder dipping suddenly. The pyforial energy must’ve slipped out. The twist of his body nearly shook her off. She tensed every muscle, squeezing with all her might to hang on.

The energy under his left shoulder couldn’t hold them for longer than a breath. The ground came fast, giving her only a moment to separate from Neeko. She fell into a tumble. Something hard on the ground ripped her arm open. She tasted blood before she noticed the sharp pain from biting her tongue.

Neeko pulled her up, then knelt before her. “Get on again.”

With the diymas enclosing, Neeko got them into the air once more. They soared slowly, too slowly. Sartious energy circled around them.

“Faster,” Shara told him.

He grunted, and a sudden lurch took them through the hardening sartious cloud that was dense against her face. Emerging out of its top, Shara saw their speed had tripled as they now soared toward the treetops. 

Expecting to fall, she was surprised each moment they rose higher. The canopy of the forest approached. Neeko couldn’t seem to guide them into the space between trees, his forward speed too fast.

Shara hoped the bushy tops of the trees were as soft as they looked. She tucked her head down.

Neeko was her shield as they crashed into thin branches. He cursed as the wood snapped.

Then they were through, going higher and faster and propelling forward like birds. Shara took in the clear blue sky. Feeling the wind at her back, she felt as if she could let go of Neeko and keep flying. She blinked away tears as her body tingled.

The diymas couldn’t find them as long as they stayed above the trees. But they would need to go far enough before coming down so they couldn’t be located.

“I can’t keep going,” Neeko said, his strained voice sending Shara into a panic.

Suddenly they were falling back toward the treetops. She screamed, completely aware her mouth was right beside his ear, yet unable to stop.

They were plummeting too fast; there was no way back into the cover of the forest without hitting numerous branches on the way down.

“Neeko, slow us!”

He made no reply. She loosened her grip, ready to jump for the first tree as they came near it.

No, it was an insane idea. She squeezed her legs tight around Neeko. Another scream ripped from her throat as they crashed through the trees.

Neeko joined her in screaming as he snapped four thin branches in a row with his chest. He veered to the left to avoid a tree trunk. Their shoulders slapped against the outstretched branches. Then he took them right to avoid another. Still propelling forward, they were too high up to jump without meeting certain death.

“Watch out!” Shara warned. They were headed toward two branches too thick to break, their heads about to crack against the top one, Neeko’s knees about to shatter against the bottom one.

She almost fell off his back as they careened upward. Neeko lifted his legs to get his shins over the high one. They weren’t dead yet, but before she could relish the thought, they jolted downward to avoid another branch that would’ve taken their heads off.

“We’ve gone far enough,” Shara shouted as Neeko swerved to get around a set of tree limbs. “Just go straight down.”

“I’m trying.” He sounded exhausted. “Can’t stop going forward.”

The ground was coming too fast. How were they going to land if Neeko couldn’t use the energy to slow them? With Shara’s extra weight, his legs were sure to break.

Something caught her eye—a small lake fifty yards ahead and some distance to their right.

“Over there.”

“I see it.”

There was another lurch as Neeko swerved and lifted them again. He fought against the pull toward the ground, doing well for a moment, but then it seemed to be too much for him to overcome.

Neeko let out a guttural scream as he put everything into keeping them in the air. As he lifted his legs so his feet wouldn’t hit the ground, Shara sucked in a deep breath. She let go as they flew into the water.

It cut against her like a blanket of blades. Her face and chest stung as she opened her eyes. She was surprisingly deep within the clear water. Her shoes touched the soft lake bed, stirring up dirt.

She was alive. Nothing felt broken. She kicked, swimming up to the surface. She was partially out of breath, but it was probably nothing compared to Neeko.

Gasping, he seemed to be having trouble staying afloat, his head constantly sinking back under the water. Terror seized her as the thought came that he’d broken a leg. She swam to him, but he sank as she reached for him.

She sucked in a breath and tried to dive down. Two hells, her bag kept her up. As she ripped her arms free from it, Neeko emerged once again, gasping, his face blanched.

“Shar—” He went under again.

She got her arms around his broad chest. Kicking hard, she kept them both above the surface. Switching her hold to one arm, she paddled toward the bank. But there was too much fabric and muscle for her to get a good grip on him with one arm. He barely helped, still gasping.

Luckily her feet soon found solid ground as she neared the edge. She dragged him out of the water, putting all of her strength into pulling him far enough so she could check him for injuries. He seemed on the verge of unconsciousness, supine and panting, his pupils rolled back, the whites of his eyes showing eerily.

She crouched over him, already crying from the fear she’d find his body broken. She carefully pulled up the legs of his pants. There were a few cuts, but his bones seemed intact. She lifted his shirt, looking for a tree branch that might’ve impaled him. More cuts, but nothing life-threatening. His arms were even more bloody, but again, they didn’t appear to be broken.

Two hells, they still needed to get up and run. The diymas had to be looking for them.

Neeko sat up, the color returning to his face. “I think…I’m all right.” He panted between words.

“Nothing’s broken?”

“I don’t…believe so.”

She helped him up. “What happened? Why couldn’t you swim?”

He bent over, putting his hands on his knees as he sucked in shallow breaths. “I was…passing out…exhaustion.”

“Can you walk?”

“Give me…a moment.”

She watched the trees for diymas. As time passed in apprehensive silence and Neeko slowly regained his strength, Shara came to realize exactly what he’d done. She’d experienced something even other pyforial mages, like Laney, wouldn’t ever be able to experience.

With her clothes still wet, she went back into the water to retrieve her bag. Her tongue felt as if she’d bitten halfway through it, a burning metallic taste in her mouth. Her elbow stung where her skin had opened. Though the scratch was long, it wasn’t deep enough to worry her.

As she trudged back on land, Neeko appeared strong enough to start walking.

“Where’s your bag?” Shara asked.

“I took it off earlier so you could get on my back.”

“That means half our food and water is gone.” She didn’t mean to say it aloud…and in such an acrid tone. “I’m sorry. You made the right choice.”

He smiled to show she didn’t need to worry. She realized then that his blanket was gone as well.

They started south at a quick pace, their clothes dripping while water squeezed out from their shoes with each step.

After another glance to determine they weren’t being watched by diymas, Shara looked over to check Neeko more carefully. Spots of blood had formed on both legs of his pants, the sleeves of his shirt, and sporadically around his chest.

She saw new strength in him. He could lift her into the sky. The closest feeling she’d had to it was riding a horse strong enough to jump, but that failed in comparison. Filled with awe, she couldn’t help stopping, taking his face in her hands, and kissing him.

“You are a marvelous human being.”

“It would be marvelous to chance upon our horses.”

“No, that would be lucky. You are marvelous.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CEDRI

 

Cedri felt blood rushing to her face as it became clear she was next. The luminary found some space and sat in front of her, crossing his legs. His dark beard mostly covered a friendly smile.

“How are you this evening?”

She gave the same answer as many before her. “I’m happy. Thank you.”

“Thank you,” he emphasized. “You seem quite young. Were you recruited recently?”

The silence held as a hundred people waited for her answer. She swallowed air and pushed her hands deeper into the sand, relishing the feeling. “I was.”

She knew it was strange to give a curt answer. Everyone else took advantage of the opportunity to speak to the luminary, but she simply wanted this to end as quickly as possible.

He laughed, bemused. “Well, tell us about it.”

Hells. She gave the line she’d been preparing while listening to others. “Jonen recruited me in Glaine.” She paused as she noticed surprise coming onto the faces around her, including the luminary’s.

“I would not have guessed you were a pyforial mage.”

Shit. She didn’t realize there were separate recruiters for bastial mages.

Actually, are there even recruiters for bastial mages? Yes, there has to be. Otherwise that naked man would’ve mentioned something.

“There’s no need to be nervous,” the luminary said. He touched her arm, and she felt more than just his hand. It was like she knew him, and he knew her, but not what she represented—not her allegiance to the North. He knew who she was in that moment, a scared young woman. He was trying to help because he was a leader. She put her hand on top of his.

She couldn’t even call it a feeling. It was knowing—like learning someone’s name. No wonder no names were given or asked. They weren’t needed when there was this kind of connection.

Cedri realized this must have to do with whatever she’d consumed. Panic returned. She had to get out of here. She was a sheep in a wolf’s den.

She focused on using psyche, pushing away every other strange emotion and connection that her mind desperately was trying to form based on the substance she’d eaten.

She recognized a familiar, secretive feeling from the luminary. Steffen had given her the same sense.

He’s attracted to me, she realized. She took that feeling carried by his bastial energy and grabbed it with her mind. Then she began augmenting it. He would forget anything else in the world existed besides her, at least for the moment while she had hold with psyche.

“It’s difficult for me to speak in front of others,” she said, noticing the look in his eyes changing, the grip of his hand tightening on her arm.

If she was a better psychic, she would flood his mind with the emotion to flee this area. But Charlotte had never gotten a chance to teach her. Instead, Cedri would put all of her focus into making this man lust for her. It just might get her out of this.

The luminary glanced around at the watching people. They were dogs in Cedri’s mind, observing their leader obediently, desiring his attention, ready to jump at the sound of his voice. Their forms were changing before her eyes, not their physical form but something behind what her eyes could see—their true forms were becoming visible. The way they sat, perched, and with so much power and love. At their heart, they really were dogs.

“The effects have begun,” the luminary announced, his deep voice like a boom of thunder. “It is nearing the time to speak with the gods.”

All around their wide circle, other luminaries began standing to make similar announcements. The dogs rose. Fur matching the shade of their skin grew out from their necks, then down their arms. Cedri stood and gasped at the sight. The luminary put his hand around her shoulders.

“Come speak with me.”

She let him guide her while she looked back at the PCQs dancing on their hind legs to the beat of a drum. Then she found herself in a copse of trees, hearing howls in the distance.

“Have you begun to see?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Are you frightened?”

Feeling his lust like heat, she was careful not to say anything that might spark a touch or a kiss. “I’m fine.”

“Is this the first time you’ve met a luminary?”

This hadn’t been asked of the others, but she figured there was no trickery to the question. As she told him that she hadn’t, she attempted to mold his attraction into disgust. She’d never tried going the other way before, though.

It only took her a moment to realize that his lust for her was too strong. She could feel his craving among his bastial energy, and it couldn’t be bent.

“We luminaries have proven ourselves to the great leader,” he said, his gaze darting around her body. He reached out and cupped her shoulders. She got the terrible feeling he was about to lean forward and muffle her face with his beard. His face—it had begun to glow among the shade of the trees.

“We oversee each task,” he said. “And we love all of those who love us. Do you love your luminaries?”

She had felt the love from everyone begging for the luminary’s attention. If she admitted to feeling none herself, it would be too obvious she was an outsider. But she knew what was coming, and she still hadn’t figured out how to stop it.

“I do.”

She shut her eyes as he leaned in, his bright face setting her eyelids aglow. His beard tickled her mouth. She returned his kiss. But as he went for another, she stepped out of his hold.

“What’s wrong?”

She felt genuine confusion coming from him. Next would be suspicion.

She reached out and took his hand. “My mind is on other matters. Would you tell me more about yourself and this task? Then I would feel more…comfortable.”

He smiled. “So you’re not aware that it was me who formulated this plan.”

It wasn’t a complete lie, but it wasn’t altogether true. She figured he’d worked with the other luminaries.

She feigned excitement. “What an honor it is to be speaking with you! Please tell me more.”

“It will be explained tomorrow morning. You mustn’t say anything to the others before then if I tell you now. The announcement has to come from a luminary.”

“I’m very good at keeping secrets.”

She could feel that her words made his lust burn hotter. Cedri noticed someone over the luminary’s shoulder, a face…in a tree. No, it was the tree!

She fell backward as the tree cooed at her, the noise like a deep gust of wind. Somehow, she felt it rustle her hair although there was no breeze.

The luminary pulled her up and put his arm around her. “Nothing will hurt you.” She was surprised at how protected she felt in his embrace, an enemy planning to kill her allies. It’s the substance.

“I was just startled.” She glanced at the tree. Its gnarled face was still there, but its eyes were closed.

His lips came against her cheek and started toward her mouth.

She pulled back. “I want to hear more…before we do that.”

He spoke in a hurry. “When it’s time, everyone will board our boats and travel downstream for the attack.” He slowed and grinned. “I had to find a way for us to arrive as their army crosses the river over Sastien Bridge. We are to attack after some have already crossed the thin bridge, thus separating the army. Then we’ll disembark and slay as many as we can while our boats sit ready for our escape.”

A rush of relief swam through her. She knew the plan. Sastien Bridge. Commander Jaymes would know where that was even though she didn’t.

She smiled happily, though he would hopefully never know the real reason. “That’s a good plan.”

“Aren’t you going to ask how we know when to leave for the attack?” It seemed as if he'd forgotten his lust for the moment, too indulged in his own supposed brilliance. She took a breath and read the bastial energy emanating from him. Yes, his lust was scaled back to an attraction.

“That’s a good question,” she agreed.

“There’s a signal—fireballs shot into the air at night. It will mean they’re two days from the bridge.”

She swallowed air as she realized what this meant. “You have a spy.”

He laughed. “In time, you’ll learn to simply assume this is the case no matter what we’re discussing. There’s always a spy.”

She tried to hold her smile, but it felt like holding her breath. Too much dread was coursing through her to continue this deception. She needed to get out.

“What’s wrong now?” he asked. “Do you see something else?”

Cedri saw many things. Laughing trees, his glowing face, the true color of the gray wind coming by to carry the leaves along the ground. Everything longed for her attention, wanting to connect. She ignored it all, now finding it impossible even to show a wry smile.

“There’s no reason to be afraid,” he said, squeezing her against his chest. “Everything you see is what the gods want you to see.”

If she got to her horse, she could ride fast enough so that…no, there were too many pyforial mages, archers, and bastial mages. It would be impossible for her to get away.

She would wait for the night. She could use bastial energy to light her path.

Now she needed to bide her time for a few more hours.

The luminary kissed the top of her head. He was old enough to be her father. Surely, he could understand if she politely refused, couldn’t he?

Then she remembered the way the rest of his underlings looked at him. They longed for his touch. She would arouse suspicion, but it was worth the risk.

“I would like to see what else the gods want me to see,” she tried.

“There are many hours for that.” He brought his lips onto hers. It took all of her strength not to recoil.

Hells, how can I stop this? She imagined him removing her clothes and laying on top of her. The thought terrified her.

Fear—could she make him afraid? No, it would require just as much manipulation as making him reject her in disgust.

He grabbed the back of her head, trying to coax her into kissing him back. After what seemed an eternity, he moved his mouth to her neck instead.

The feel of his prickly beard, mixed with his suckling lips, sent a terrible feeling down her neck. She could feel a scream bubbling up.

The substance made everything worse. She suffered like a caged animal poked with sticks by its malicious owner. She felt the pain of a wife whose abusive husband had promised never to strike her again but was now raising his hand in anger.

 She couldn’t handle it.

Cedri stepped away. No words came to explain herself as he stared back blankly.

“I…”

I don’t want to do this. But she couldn’t say that. Every woman in the PCQ would swoon at the opportunity.

“When were you recruited?” he asked, suspicion thick in his voice.

She thought of possibly the only thing she could tell him to end this. “I’m honored to be chosen by you, but I’ve found the pork has gone straight through me and I must relieve myself. Immediately.”

Finally, the lust faded back to simple attraction. She took hold of it, bending it even farther away.

“Then we’ll reconvene later,” he said, then promptly left her alone among the trees.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

CEDRI

 

The trees cooed a soft melody. She no longer could feel the drum beat of her heart. Her relief was sweet, and she sank down until her cheek rested on the dirt. Shutting her eyes, she listened to the symphony around her. Night, and her chance to escape, drew closer with each passing moment.

After a while, she became worried the luminary might come looking for her. Emerging from the trees, she realized no eyes were on her. She glanced at the stretch of half sand and half grass that led to her only exit, unless she were to go all the way around the lake. Someone would see her leaving no matter which path she chose.

She couldn’t flee now anyway. Without a horse, it was unlikely she would reach the army in time.

The best place to hide until night was among them. She joined the pack of hundreds sitting by the water. They were oddly quiet, murmuring to the lake before them as if having a conversation. None seemed to be close enough to hear each other except a few couples huddled together. A fair number had taken some clothing off, but only a few were completely nude.

She found some space to sit between two women. The deep blue water began to move before her eyes, sloshing just beyond her outstretched feet. The rest stayed tranquil.

The woman to Cedri’s left stood to leave and murmured, “I will, god of life.”

Cedri’s heart thumped as she looked back to the roiling water before her. A whispery voice came out. “Cedri…”

“Oh hells.”

The water rose and splashed as if something large was emerging from beneath. “Cedri…”

I’m just imagining this, she told herself, worried to say it aloud in case the water might reply.

Something massive rose out, though it was hidden by the cascading water. The sight pulled a scream up from her stomach. She scampered backward on her palms and heels as water fell from the shoulders of a giant woman.

“Stop,” she commanded Cedri, her voice echoing ominously. The woman’s skin was as blue as the water falling away from her naked body. She looked strangely familiar.

“Hells…mother?” 

“I’m not your mother.” Lake water bubbled around the woman’s feet. “But I am of your mother and of yourself.”

“The god of life?” The question was a trick, though. Cedri already knew this couldn’t be a god.

The woman gave a disappointed sigh. “You know that’s not true.”

“I do know that!” Cedri didn’t realize she was shouting through a laugh and thrusting her finger at the water until she noticed the stare from the remaining woman beside her. She took a moment to gather herself. “Then what are you?”

“You know that as well.”

Of course I do, she realized. I’m imagining this, so it’s me. But if that were the case, then why did she feel the need to stay and listen? She could speak to herself anywhere at anytime.

A small part of her wondered if there was something more in this vision, some outside force.

While growing up, her every dealing with her mother involved asking or answering a question. But when she’d last seen her mother, they’d finally had a true conversation. They’d spoken of Callyn, of war, of murder. They’d wept and hugged. They’d ached with regret, knowing their past could’ve been more joyous. It was neither of their faults yet both of their faults at the same time. Cedri had promised to return, though she’d cried when she realized that she had no intention of going back.

“You’re jealous,” the woman’s image told her.

“Of who?”

“Neeko and Shara.”

Cedri shook her head. “I just find their affection annoying. I’m not jealous.”

“I speak not of their affection but of them. Of who they are.”

In the same way Cedri had felt the PCQs were dogs, she now realized there was a deeper layer to her allies as well. She let her mind expand in order to figure out what it was. Who were Neeko and Shara? Why would she envy them?

“It’s not because they have each other,” Cedri whispered, careful not to let anyone nearby hear her. “I don’t care about that.”

“Then think about what you do care about.”

The answer came quickly—to win the war, but her desires were a murky lake and winning the war was floating, easy to pick out. Why did she want to win the war? What would she do after? What else did she want? She hadn’t given herself a chance to figure out much since Charlotte’s death.

Her life used to have one direction: serving in the army with Callyn. She’d obtained that goal the moment she became an adult, but it couldn’t fulfill her anymore.

“I don’t know what I care about,” she admitted softly.

The ominous woman folded her arms and glanced around at the others talking to the lake. Water gurgled around her feet as she moved her head. “You would kill all these people if you had the chance.”

Cedri took a look in each direction. Gritting her teeth, she murmured, “Because they’re enemies.”

“Enemies of Neeko and Shara, of the Northern army, but are they your enemies? How can they be when you don’t even know why you fight anymore?”

Cedri almost fled. In fact, she couldn’t figure out why she wasn’t removing herself from this conversation.

She was, in essence, speaking to herself, she realized. She couldn’t run from it.

“I don’t enjoy being tested,” she said.

“It doesn’t matter whether you enjoy it. When Charlotte died, your test began.”

Hells, she knew this. She knew all of this. She’d just never thought about it.

“Ponder your envy,” the woman instructed.

Neeko and Shara’s test began when their homes were destroyed. All of their choices since then have led to ending this war. Once it’s over, they’re leaving forever. They’re coming to the end of their test.

“My test has no end in sight,” she said.

The woman gestured toward her and water rippled out onto the sand, flowing around Cedri’s feet. “Because there’s no life waiting for you when this is over.”

“There’s Ovira if I want to go.”

“There’s nothing more for you in Ovira than there is here. Terren doesn’t like you. You have no family there. You know nothing about the land or its history. Worst of all, you’re scared.”

Cedri bit down on her quivering lip, holding back tears as a fit of sadness stuck her hard. Her mother’s harshest upbraids had come when she was a young child, when she was scared of everything unknown, clinging to Callyn’s leg whenever forced to meet new people and refusing to sleep without a lamp in her bedroom for fear of what lingered in the dark.

She was seven when her father died. For years after, she would cry because she missed him, but more so because she was terrified at the thought of Callyn or her mother being next.

She despised fear now. Nothing made her feel weaker. It was one reason she was here, doing the most terrifying thing she’d ever done. She should’ve been proud, but she couldn’t be. Not when she realized there was much more to fear.

Realizing this was all she could handle.

She jumped up and began to flee before she heard something else that would add to her terror.

“Will you think of me again?”

“No.”

The woman called Cedri a coward as she ran.

Cedri went toward the roaring fire where the majority of PCQs congregated. She sat among those not dancing to hide herself from the luminary.

“Cedri!” a powerful voice called out. It wasn’t the luminary, thank the gods. But who could know her name? She looked around and found no one.

“Cedri!” it called again.

She looked above the fire to find a man made of red flames…who resembled her father…completely naked.

Oh hells, no. She got up and walked away, ignoring his calls for her to stop and speak with him.

 

 

*****

 

 

It took two hours for night to come and then another hour for the fire to fade and the PCQs to finally fall asleep on the sand. There were always a few roaming, though, and a few whispering, and twice she heard someone vomiting not far away from their group.

She waited patiently for her chance, sleeping among her enemies, continuing to see things that weren’t there—mostly faces in the darkness.

There was no chance to leave with her horse. The size and sound of the animal would alert them of her departure. But a boat might be silent enough.

The boats were docked at the end of the lake. Cedri made her way out from the group as if she needed to relieve herself, then checked over her shoulder. No one was watching.

Soon she was far enough from the campfire that there would be no believable excuse she could give if she was seen. Running now, she hurtled into the closest boat and lay flat on her back.

Cedri listened, but all she could hear was her own panicked breathing. She held her breath. Nothing. If they’d seen her, they weren’t shouting to awaken each other. She sat up for a glimpse, then quickly darted down.

It took several long minutes for her to gather her courage. She would need to paddle to get to the river on the other side of the lake. Once she made it there, they couldn’t catch her. She’d seen some of the river on the way to the lake. It often twisted away from the rocky land where horses couldn’t go. They wouldn’t catch up.

She thought of how easy it would be to destroy all the boats and realized it must be done. Unfortunately, the only method available would be loud enough to wake even the drunkest of her enemies. Oh hells.

She sucked in a breath and began walking around the boats, pouring a few drops from Steffen’s “combust” potion onto each of them. There were a few hundred, each large enough to fit four passengers comfortably and six uncomfortably.

She was careful to spread the golden liquid evenly, only a few drops per vessel. But she was even more careful not to get any on herself. Even if Steffen had exaggerated his explanation to Shara, it sounded like there was no substance more dangerous around fire than this.

She only had enough to douse about fifty boats. At least they were grouped together.

It was time to go. She heaved out a nervous breath and then slowly dragged a clean boat into the water. The sound of her shoes clattering against the wood seemed deafening in her ears. She cursed and grabbed the paddles, ready to flee for her life. But a look proved no one was coming.

Her first stroke hardly moved her. She stayed patient, quietly rowing toward the opposite side of the enormous lake.

She panted from fright. Her moist hands squeezed hard to keep the paddles from slipping. She had to go faster.

So she did, risking more noise of sloshing water. After a few more strokes, she was too far to see the land where they slept. Relieved, she took a long breath as she drew her wand. The boats were barely still in sight, unrecognizable shapes at the edge of the water.

She’d practiced distance shooting for years before she’d switched her focus to psyche. She trusted in her ability, at least far more than she trusted her rowing skill.

As she held up her wand, a voice urged her not to risk her life. You’ve already done enough, it added.

I have, she agreed and slipped the wand back into the holder on her belt.

But leaving the boats undamaged means they can use them for another plan.

She drew her wand again. She didn’t want to alert them. Hells, how she cringed at the thought. This was part of her test. She could shoot the boats and escape. Her chances were good.

She muttered a curse and put her wand back. Her mind was set.

She called herself a coward, then silently bid goodbye to her horse and wished the animal good health, hoping the PCQs treated it with care. She’d never named it, for she always knew she would part with the animal eventually. Just like she’d parted with everything else in her life.

According to the luminary, it would take two days on the river before she reached the bridge. Then it probably would take a day more to find the approaching army. It wouldn’t be so bad if she had some company.

She sighed as she realized how much she longed for Steffen to share the boat ride with her.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

SHARA

 

The cold air had begun to make Shara shiver. “We should change our clothes,” she said, then frowned when she realized all of Neeko’s extra garments had been in his bag. “Let me see if I have anything that will fit you.”

Neeko, shivering himself, formed a hopeful look.

It didn’t take long for Shara to realize she only had one thing that would work: her white chemise. As soon as Neeko saw it, he shook his head.

“There must be something else.”

“Nothing that will fit around your shoulders.” Without a collar, her chemise hung loosely from the tops of her arms when worn, and its sleeves were cavernous. It was better than nothing. “No one will see.”

“You’ll see.”

“I won’t laugh.”

“You will.”

“Only for a moment.”

He changed into it and then twisted his wet shirt in his hands, squeezing out as much water as he could. When he was done, he looped it around his belt and let the chemise fall back over it. Then he turned and posed for Shara, extending his hands and waiting for her reaction. 

She laughed. “You are quite pretty,” she teased. As broad as his shoulders were, the fabric hung from them effeminately. The chemise billowed loosely over his chest, concealing his figure as if he were a boy wearing a man’s shirt. But his arms were a stark contrast, for the sleeves didn’t go down all the way to his wrists. They hid his muscles up near his shoulders, but his thick wrists were bare, as well as his dirty hands, belying the rest of his delicate appearance.

Neeko shivered less as they walked, though he still trembled from time to time. Shara took his hand and felt ice. She put her arm around his waist.

They walked in silence as night fast approached. It would be cold, the howling wind already picking up.

Between rows of trees, Shara thought she saw something hanging from the branches of one in particular. “One moment,” she told Neeko, opening her bag to remove her seescope. “I think I see something.”

Around fifty yards out was a man wearing the blue uniform of the North. He looked close to twenty years old, young and scared. His wrists were bound with rope that extended to the branches, keeping him a foot off the ground. Around his waist was more rope, holding him to the trunk itself.

Below him were two diymas. The little creatures appeared to be injured, both with cuts on their stomachs and chests. They hobbled around the panicked army man, shooting spears of green sartious energy up from their hands as if signaling for others. All the while, the army man kicked in a futile attempt to break free.

Shara described what she saw as she handed the seescope to Neeko.

“Presumably that man had something to do with the diyma massacre,” she said. “Jaymes had him tied and left to the diymas.”

“To be killed?” Neeko seemed surprised.

“Or whatever they want to do to him—as justice.”

He gave her back the seescope. “We should go before we’re seen.”

“I agree.”

As she put her seescope into her bag, she heard a light patter of footsteps behind her. She froze, as did Neeko. Two hells, don’t let that be diymas. She slowly turned.

A line of diymas blocked them. The creatures descended from the trees in every direction.

They were surrounded before Shara had taken her next breath.

Symbols of sartious energy formed above many of the diymas’ heads. They remained only for the span of a heartbeat before dispersing like steam.

“Don’t move yet,” she told Neeko, realizing the creatures were communicating. “I think they’re trying to figure out what to do with us.”

“Get ready to get on my back, though.”

“I am.”

More than a hundred symbols must’ve formed and disappeared in the next few moments. Diymas covered the forest floor in a circle around them, but only about half were watching Shara and Neeko. The silver eyes of the other half were focused south, at the army man and injured diymas.

Shara took a glimpse toward the army man to find the injured diymas now among another mob of their kin, more sartious shapes forming and disappearing above their heads. It was completely silent save the scuffle of their feet as they shifted about.

Soon the diymas surrounding Shara and Neeko all had the same sartious symbol over their heads. It was a short line that started north and went south, repeating this motion over and over. The diymas traveled in its direction, pushing out their gnarled hands at Shara and Neeko.

He took her hand, and they marched with the diymas toward the army man. The creatures kept enough distance from Shara and Neeko that she didn’t feel immediately threatened. But when they reached the army man, the creatures closed in, peering curiously with turned heads.

More symbols formed and disappeared as the army man spoke to them. “Who are you?”

Shara opened her mouth to answer, only to realize how difficult it would be to explain. “Friends of the army,” she decided to say. “And you?”

“I’m in the army. Do either of you have a knife?”

“Yes,” Shara said, but Neeko grabbed her shoulder and shook his head. Then she realized the soldier was about to ask them to cut him free. “Who put you up there?” she asked.

“Enemies. We were attacked.”

That didn’t make sense to Shara. He must be lying.

“What about the rest of the army?”

“They ran that way.” He motioned to the south with his head.

Shara ignored him for the moment to see what she could tell from the diymas. The two injured creatures seemed to be leading the conversation. Strange symbols appeared over each of their heads before they did over the others. There were maybe a thousand in sight.

Slowly, their silver eyes all seemed to shift to her and Neeko. She carefully drew her wand, raising her other hand to show she wasn’t concealing anything. All the symbols stopped as they watched.

“What are you doing?” Neeko asked fearfully.

“Trust me.”

“You’re not going to free him.”

She showed him a pointed look that should’ve made the answer clear. Neeko nodded in response.

She made an arc of sartious energy over her head. The diymas had no response, simply waited. She made another arc, this one over Neeko’s head. Again, the diymas had no response.

Then she pointed her wand at the trapped army man nearby. She made an X over his head, hoping this would be enough to tell the diymas what they needed to know.

The air just above them soon was taken over by symbols again. The army man hadn’t seen the symbol Shara had made over his head. He asked if it was an arc.

“Yes,” Neeko quickly lied for her.

Soon an X started appearing over many of the diymas’ heads, hovering there. The symbol spread to more diymas, slowly at first, then picked up speed. An instant later, all the diymas seemed to be in agreement, an X above every one of their small heads.

“What’s this?” the army man asked them.

“I’m not sure,” Shara lied, her voice wavering.

All of the diymas turned to the army man.

“Get me down!” he yelled.

A cloud of sartious energy circled over him like a low storm cloud. It grew wide, encompassing him and the trunk he was held to.

“Help! Get me down.”

“It’s what you deserve,” Shara said.

Panic filled his eyes as he noticed the shadow from the sartious energy above him. He thrashed and screamed.

Neeko took Shara’s hand and pulled her away. As the sartious energy fell to enclose the army man and his tree, she wanted to bury her face in Neeko’s chest. But she was unable to turn away.

As she watched the energy condense around his flesh, flowing down his throat and choking his scream, she knew she would see this again in nightmares to follow, yet she still couldn’t stop watching. The energy crunched together, squeezing, collapsing, hardening. The diymas didn’t even move as they wielded the energy with their minds.

The block of energy was finished a moment later. It was wide enough to encapsulate five people, taking much of the tree and all of the rope holding the man there.

He’d shut his eyes before being frozen. The face he made was as if he was in the process of coughing during his final movements. He’d been buried alive without even being beneath the ground.

She shuddered yet resisted the urge to turn away. The diymas were watching her and Neeko now, judging their reaction. She fought off her tremors to make another arc of sartious energy. The diymas replied with an arc of their own, all of them in unison.

The creatures then ran up the trees, clearing the area and leaving only the dead army man. Shara wondered how long he would hang there. Ten years? A hundred?

Neeko took her hand, and they walked south. The forest looked empty, though Shara would never trust her eyes to think that again.

She didn’t feel the least bit weak because of her new fear of the diymas. Even the terrislaks had avoided the creatures. The terrislaks—the most fearsome beasts in all of Sumar.

Night came soon after they left the encased army man. Shara tried to light their path with her wand, but hours in, she became too fatigued to go on.

Neeko lifted himself above the trees to see if he could locate army campfires. Shara shined light up from her wand so he could return easily.

“They look about five more miles from here.” He didn’t ask if she could light their path all the way there because he already knew the answer.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

He kissed her forehead. “Nothing to trouble yourself with. We did all we could.”

“But if we don’t catch up tonight, we probably never will. Not without horses.”

“Tomorrow we’ll try again. Don’t fret; I’m glad for the opportunity to rest. I need time to let my pants and shirt dry over a fire.”

Soon they had one started, with Neeko’s clothes hanging on a branch nearby. Without pants or undershorts, he used their single blanket to cover himself, sitting up and waiting for Shara to join him.

Using the light of the fire, she removed one of the pouches Steffen had left with them. She found the one she wanted, full of blue liquid, and poured some into the flames.

She tried to remember how long Steffen waited before snapping his fingers. In her memory, it was the span of a few breaths. She counted down three…two…one…then snapped.

The fire remained its natural yellow and orange color. Two breaths later, streaks of blue danced out from its center.

“Horse piss.”

Neeko laughed. “You can try again tomorrow night.”

She removed her wet shoes and put them beside Neeko’s near the fire. Then she snuggled beneath the blanket, resting her cheek on his shoulder and her hand on his stomach, his hard muscles pushing through the soft fabric of her chemise.

“Have you gotten used to my dress?” The way it stopped at his thighs made her more inclined to call it a shirt. But there was less fun in that.

“No. I greatly look forward to wearing my own clothes tomorrow.”

“I’m going to try not to worry that we’ll never catch up to the army or see Cedri again.”

“Let me distract you.” He tilted her chin, guiding her lips onto his. She enjoyed the slightly tart taste of him that reminded her of unsweetened tea.

It wasn’t long before they were kissing with mounting passion. Shara’s hand drifted down past Neeko’s stomach, and he let out a soft moan of approval.

As she removed her clothes, she realized that even amid a mossy forest in Nymre that was inhabited by thousands of terrifying diymas, she felt more at home here, in Neeko’s arms, than she had living in any house throughout her life.

 

 

*****

 

 

They walked two more days and slept two more nights. Shara was late snapping in time to turn the fire blue the first night, and she was early the second. Before each attempt, Neeko flew up into the sky to look for the army.

The king’s troops had gone from five miles away to ten at the end of the first day. So Shara expected them to be fifteen miles away by the end of the second. Instead, Neeko came down with a surprised look and told her that the army was just ahead.

“They must’ve stopped many hours ago,” Shara realized. “I wonder why.”

“I suppose you’ll find out soon enough. Promise you’ll return if you get the sense they mean to do you harm for escaping.”

“You mean for leaving.”

“For leaving…fine.”

They’d already discussed their plan many times, but Shara couldn’t help herself from bringing up the last part. “And if we don’t find each other before the next night…”

“Then we’ll meet at Sastien Village. I know.”

Shara tried to sneak their meager food pouch into Neeko’s back pocket as she hugged him goodbye, but he felt her hand and stopped her with a smile.

“At least take most of it,” she said. “They won’t let me starve.”

“I already have our water.”

She showed him a pouty look that worked every time.

“All right, fine.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

SHARA

 

The army seemed to be in the middle of something. They had guards watching the perimeter. As soon as Shara noticed them, one of them caught sight of her.

“Intruder!”

“I’m an ally!” She tossed up her arms. “My name is Shara Solo H. I’m here to tell you about an ambush.”

Another guard emerged from the shadows. “Keep your voice down and come here.”

He escorted her into the camp, leaving the panicky guard behind to watch for more intruders. Looking around, Shara saw countless archers and mages on guard. Campfires burned among the trees, though only a few people rested beside them. Everyone else was on their feet, busy and energetic as if preparing for a storm. It gave Shara an ominous feeling. Were they about to be attacked with her in their midst?

“I’m bringing you to Jaymes because you left without his permission,” her escort said.

Shara couldn’t worry about that at the moment. “How do you know about the ambush?”

“Cedri.”

Shara grabbed the man’s arm. “She’s here and safe?”

“Yes. We encountered her a while ago.”

After a short discussion, Shara learned that Cedri had navigated a boat down the river from Sastien Lake to Sastien Bridge, where she’d disembarked and walked north until she came to the army heading south. She informed them of the PCQs’ plan to strike as the army crossed the bridge, explaining that a spy was traveling with them. When the army was two days away, the spy would signal their enemies by shooting fireballs into the night sky.

Shara assumed correctly that the army was close enough to the bridge for the signal to have been sent.

“Did anyone see it?” she asked.

“No, which is why the psychic is questioning every man and woman,” her escort said.

“Do you mean Cedri or the other psychic traveling with you to question Darri?”

“Cedri. The other psychic has been dismissed after proving himself useless. He’d made no progress since we left the capital. Darri might’ve gotten away with poisoning the commander and lying about it if it wasn’t for you and Steffen. Everyone knows what happened by now.”

Shara felt too guilty to be proud. There was no point in telling this man the truth about the poison, though.

“Did the commander ever send men after Neeko in Cessri?”

“No, and no one has asked why, at least that I’m aware of. It’s a confusing matter for us, for the king has given a direct order, yet the commander isn’t following it. Do you know where Neeko is?”

“I can’t say.”

“I simply want to know if he’s safe.”

Shocked, Shara stopped. She checked and saw they were still on the outskirts of the camp, away from the countless campfires and tents ahead. “He’s safe.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

She’d never met this man, yet he seemed to care for her and Neeko as if they were old friends. “I apologize that I don’t know nearly as much about you as you do about me.”

“All of us here now know what Neeko did to be exiled by the king. We know about Swenn…your abduction.” A chill ran through her as his name was spoken. For a moment, she struggled to breathe.

“I don’t know how that’s possible.”

“We hardly do anything but walk or ride,” the man explained. “If one person knows of something interesting, then all of us do eventually.”

Shara remembered the way gossip spread in the castle. She figured it was no different among the marching army.

“Does this mean you wouldn’t shoot Neeko if you saw him?”

The man glanced over his shoulder to ensure they were far enough from anyone else. “I wouldn’t want to shoot him, but if the king heard that I let Neeko go free, it might be my head instead of his.”

Shara didn’t pry further, figuring this was the opinion of most of the army men and women. But what would Jaymes do about Neeko? Ultimately it was his decision.

The man escorted her deeper into the camp as she asked about the diymas.

“I can only answer with rumors. All I saw was that we were suddenly under attack by thousands of them. We fought and won with ease, but we were confused why the battle had begun at all. Jaymes questioned his officers about what they saw. It took hours for them to determine what sparked the battle.” Pain came into his eyes. “One man saw a diyma high in the trees. He shot the creature. I didn’t overhear his interrogation, but word has since spread that this abhorrent act was done out of amusement.”

Shara wiped away burgeoning tears. Thousands of diymas were slaughtered because one man wanted a bit of fun.

“So it seems like you saw their bodies?” he asked.

She nodded. “We...I mean I, also saw them take their revenge on the man who initiated it.”

He politely ignored her mistake. “Did he see you?”

“Yes. He wanted help, but I assumed he was tied up because he was responsible.”

“The diymas let you go after?”

“Yes.”

He asked her more questions as they walked, such as how she knew about the ambush. Shara decided to give up the farce about being alone and told him how Neeko had obtained the coded message, as well as everything that had happened since. He asked her what she and Neeko would do next. She knew whatever answer she gave would be spread among the rest of them, but she didn’t see any harm in telling him the truth.

“While you and the others march to the capital for battle, we’ll go to the city of Wertisall and kill Priest Elbick. Then we’ll go to the city of Tramberr and kill Priest Gamilt.”

He looked confused. “The two of you?”

“And Cedri, if she’ll join us.”

He rubbed his chin as he thought. “Why?”

“Why are you marching into battle?”

“Because I needed money three years ago and joining the army seemed like a good way to get it.”

Shara frowned. The tempo of their conversation slowed after that.

Eventually they passed by a line of thousands of men waiting for Cedri to question them to determine their loyalty. Officers, marked by the golden sigils of a dalion on their armor, were scattered around the line, watching it closely. Shara overheard one mage complaining to a nearby officer that he needed to relieve himself.

“Use that tree.” The officer pointed.

“Solid waste, sir,” the mage replied. “And I don’t think you want it in the camp. I can feel some of the burn already. It’s going to be bad enough to scare away every animal in this forest.”

His comment earned some chuckles from the others waiting nearby.

“Fine,” the officer said, “let’s go.” He took the mage out of line and looked as if he’d stay with him all the way to the perimeter.

Shara asked her escort, “Are these just the archers and mages?”

“Yes. It will take all night to get through just them. Then it’s on to swordsmen. Who knows who might have a secret ability at manipulating bastial energy.”

Shara came to the front to find Cedri, Jaymes, and Laney. The three of them were seated on rocks. Cedri and Jaymes looked tired but focused, clearly aware this was only the beginning of a long night. Laney, however, looked like a bored child stuck at the market with her parents, playing with a stick. But as she looked up and noticed Shara, glee spread across her face.

Shara hugged Laney and stared at a scowling Jaymes—his face revealing that he’d hoped not to see her again. Cedri appeared to be too focused on questioning the bowman in front of her to notice Shara.

Laney kissed her cheek. “You look tired and hungry.”

“I could say the same about you.”

“What are you doing back here?”

“Yes, Shara.” Jaymes stood as he spoke. “What are you doing back here?”

It was difficult to keep from walking over and embracing Cedri. Shara had worried she’d never see her friend again. At last, Cedri turned and dipped her chin in acknowledgement. Shara smiled and gave a quick wave.

“I’ve been trying to catch up to you for a week to inform you about the ambush,” Shara told Jaymes. “But I just found out Cedri has already told you everything you need to know.”

Jaymes glanced at the man being questioned. Cedri asked him if he was a spy or an ally of this army, and then shooed him aside after he told her he was an ally. There seemed to be one woman for every twenty men in the line, each one a mage. Just being among so many men, with their unabashed glances, made Shara uncomfortable.

“Yes, she told us everything,” Jaymes said. Shara wondered if this meant Cedri had revealed the truth about Neeko. She feared what the commander would say next. But he fell silent, shifting his gaze to the next man to be questioned.

It seemed as if Jaymes was done with Shara. It would be foolish to ask if she was to be detained. So she took Laney’s hand and walked where they could speak in private.

“How have you been?” Shara asked.

“Bored, tired, hungry. All we do is walk and train. I miss the castle.”

Laney seemed no less ready for battle than when they’d last spoken. “Are you scared?”

“Yes, but I can control it. Jaymes has taught me how.” She closed her one hand into a fist. “I’ve gotten stronger.”

Shara didn’t know if she meant with using pyforial energy or being brave. But as she looked the woman up and down, her gaze taking in the light leather armor, Shara thought Laney did seem stronger in every sense of the word. Perhaps she was ready for battle.

Shara would never be ready herself, and this gave her no shame. She’d often wondered what she would do in Laney’s position, asked to choose between staying in prison and killing Southerners. She imagined she’d be in much worse torment than she could find on Laney’s cheerful countenance.

“Where is Neeko?” Laney asked.

“I’m unable to say.”

Her jaw dropped, insulted. “Not even to me? I care about him just as much as you.”

Shara didn’t believe anyone could feel the way she did, but she would never doubt that Laney’s feelings were fierce.

“He’s nearby and safe.”

Laney’s shoulders tensed. “I want to see him. I might never again.”

Shara held back a grumble. That wasn’t going to happen. Jaymes had hardly let Laney out of his sight. He certainly wouldn’t let her walk out of camp with Shara.

“If I could bring you to him, I would,” Shara assured her. “But we would be followed. I can only return to him once I’m alone.”

“We can sneak out right now.”

Shara had forgotten how absurd Laney could be. She denied the insistent woman several more times before Laney finally gave up and sat beside Jaymes again, sulking.

Shara now felt eager to leave, but she needed to speak with Cedri first. She desperately wanted to know what had happened with the PCQs, but that could wait. Their plan for killing the first priest needed to be reviewed instead.

She put herself behind Cedri and waited patiently, but the petite young woman never turned to face her, just asked the same question over and over to each new man or woman.

“Cedri,” Shara finally said as one man left and another stepped forward. “I must be leaving.” The psychic put out her hand to stop the next man from coming closer.

Shara leaned and whispered, “Do you remember where to meet us?”

“Yes, but be careful. There are many enemies in this forest, and it’s likely they’re on their way here.” She squeezed Shara’s hand, shocking her.

Shara gladly squeezed it back, wanting to bring it to her lips, but Cedri had turned away to question the next man. This was the first time Cedri had initiated a touch. It made Shara even more curious about what had happened with the PCQs.

She started to leave but then turned and waved to Laney. The pyforial mage just looked away. It felt like a slap to the face, and it stung even worse when Shara realized it was unlikely she would see Laney again.

She turned for one more try. Fear took over the pain as she noticed two men coming for her. One put out his hand, motioning for her to stop.

Two hells.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

NEEKO

 

Neeko knew he should be sleeping during this time, but he was too worried to rest. He’d lifted himself onto the branch of a tree overlooking the perimeter of the army where Shara had entered. He’d seen an archer raise an arrow at her, then she gave her name, and another man had come to bring her to Jaymes.

It was a constant temptation to hover farther south, to find another tree in the middle of the army where he could watch Shara and ensure she would be safe.

He sat with his legs extended along the broad branch, his back against the trunk. Neeko could hear whenever the archer moved, but he couldn’t see him through the darkness.

It felt like an hour had passed before Neeko heard voices from somewhere nearby.

“What’s this?”

“He needs to relieve himself.”

“I certainly do, and it’s going to stink like the bushbox of an eighty-year-old prostitute, so you might want to give me some distance.”

It sounded like three different men. But when Neeko looked down, all he saw was a sea of black. Then a yellow light broke through, and the three of them appeared. One held out a wand, the source of the light.

“That tree, there,” said what looked to be an officer. Each wore leather armor, but his was thicker and adorned with the symbol of a gold coin—a dalion.

The mage walked out and disappeared behind the trees. The officer walked after the man.

“You like watching?” teased the mage.

“Shut up and go.”

The archer remained in his current spot, glancing toward his officer and the mage. There was a crack—fire and light, nearly startling Neeko into falling. Mixed into the sound of the explosion was the deep scream of a man.

“Traitor,” a weak voice sputtered out. Then it found some strength and yelled again, “Traitor!”

Neeko moved pyforial energy beneath his arms as he noticed the archer begin to run toward the explosion.

“Sir? Sir!” the archer yelled.

There was no reply.

“Gods. Stop! Traitor!”

The mage was running, the light of his wand traveling quickly and about to disappear. Neeko soared to get above the forest canopy. The light was faint from so high up, but the dark night made it easy enough to follow.

He flew as fast as he could. It wasn’t much faster than he could run, but given that his quarry had to be running around trees, bushes, and rocks, Neeko soon caught up. Knowing he needed time to get down, he went farther.

As he descended through the trees, he heard the archer screaming in panic about the traitor and trying to catch up. Neeko came down a few trees in front of the mage, bracing his harsh landing by bending his knees and slapping his hands on the ground so he wouldn’t topple forward.

“Oh shit,” the mage muttered, panting as he aimed his glowing wand. Neeko shot out his hand and grabbed it with pyforial energy, then yanked it free from the man’s grip. The light went out, leaving only the mage’s silhouette amidst the dark forest.

Neeko flicked his wrist, using another cluster of pyforial energy to grab what looked to be the man’s leg. Feeling the py squeeze down on flesh, Neeko pulled hard. The silhouette fell and let out a grunt. Neeko felt fingers trying to pry off the energy. He held steady while gathering more, then pressed it down on the mage’s chest to trap him.

Men were coming, the archer closest among them still screaming about the traitor. Neeko had just enough time to escape if he wanted to avoid capture, but it would mean letting the spy go. His mind raced for alternatives. He had swords. He could kill the spy and then flee. No, they need to question him.

It was too late, the archer had arrived. There was a moment of silence save everyone’s haggard breaths. The archer seemed confused, not yet drawing an arrow as he slowly came toward the fallen mage. Then he crouched down over the grunting man as Neeko kept him subdued with py.

“What’s this on him?” the archer asked.

Before Neeko knew how to answer, the mage screamed out, “Pyforial energy! That’s Neeko. By the order of the king you must shoot him.”

“If I’m going to shoot anyone, it will be you, traitor.”

“Can you detain him?” Neeko asked, needing to leave. There were more men coming, all of them shouting for the location of the traitor.

The archer answered them instead of Neeko. “Here! Come here!”

“Please,” Neeko said. “I want to help, but I can’t stay.”

“Stay!” The archer sounded panicked as he aimed an arrow at Neeko.

He could knock the archer off his feet so he could get away, but the traitor would get away as well. The mage might’ve just killed an officer. Neeko couldn’t bring himself to do it.

“Shoot him!” the traitor urged. “He is to be shot on sight and you’re not following this order.”

“I don’t want to kill you, Neeko,” the archer told him. “But I will shoot if you try to run. You’re coming back to the camp with this traitor, and Jaymes will decide what to do.”

The other men arrived. There were about ten of them, and more kept coming. Many were mages who lit the forest for hundreds of feet around them.

It didn’t take long after that for everyone there to understand what happened.

They roped Neeko in the same fashion as they did the traitor, with his hands behind his back. Then they surrounded him, two holding his arms firmly so he couldn’t fly away. But just in case, three archers had arrows knocked, warning him that they would shoot if he tried to escape. The majority of them watched him instead of the spy as they were brought back into the camp.

They walked past many people, and Neeko could see the gossip spreading ahead of him.

“He shot Officer Marron with a fireball.”

“Who’s the other?”

“That’s Neeko, the pyforial mage.”

Everyone stared as they spoke openly. Shara’s not going to be happy to see me like this.

“Was the officer killed?” Neeko asked the surrounding men.

“He’s still alive,” one answered, “though he might not be for long.”

Another man cuffed the spy on the back of his head. “You must be with the South, you bastard.”

The spy gave no answer.

The man smacked him again. “Admit it!”

“We’ll get the information out of him soon,” someone else said.

Officers came to oversee the escort. Neeko and the spy were marched between thousands of watching eyes, campfires illuminating the tents and foliage.

They were brought straight to Jaymes. The commander showed no emotion as he spotted them.

“My gods,” Shara’s voice rang out. Then he saw her, separated from Cedri, Jaymes, and Laney, with two men on either side grabbing her arms to stop her attempted approach.

Neeko showed her an apologetic look. She looked more hurt than worried, as if wondering why he would allow himself to be caught.

“Chain them both to that tree,” Jaymes said.

“Wait, is that Neeko?” Laney hurried toward him. Everyone stepped out of her path as if afraid, making Neeko figure she’d used py on someone who’d tried to stop her from getting somewhere before. The men holding Neeko’s arm tightened their grip as she came near.

“Laney,” Jaymes called to her. “Stay with me.”

She halted halfway between the commander and Neeko and looked back at Jaymes. “You won’t kill him.”

Neeko couldn’t let her get involved. “Laney, it’s all right. I’m cooperating.” For now.

Thick chains were thrown around Neeko’s chest as well as the spy’s. Jaymes’ men brought the chain around the massive tree at Neeko’s back. All the slack was pulled out, the metal digging into his chest. It locked in place, and the men came back in front of him.

“What happened?” Jaymes asked them.

“This one shot Officer Marron and tried to flee,” one answered, then pointed at Neeko. “And he stopped the traitor from escaping.”

Neeko hoped this would earn him some respect, but Jaymes was his usual emotionless self.

“Ask him,” Jaymes requested of Cedri.

“Are you a spy?”

“Are you a whore?” the spy replied in a childish voice.

Jaymes drew his longsword. The spy tried to move away as the commander trudged toward him, but the chain held him in place. Jaymes pushed its tip into the spy’s shin. It stopped against bone as the mage howled in pain.

“What do you know about the ambush?” Jaymes asked.

The spy only replied in whimpers until Jaymes pulled out his blade and moved it over the man’s crotch.

“Wait, I’ll tell you!”

“So tell me.”

“First, I’m not allegiant to them.”

Jaymes twisted his neck to give Cedri a pointed look. 

“He’s telling the truth, sir.”

“Then you must not be allegiant to anyone,” Jaymes concluded.

The spy shifted his leg and groaned, then cracked a smile. “That’s correct. I’m allegiant only to the coin, commander.”

“How many years have we paid for your service?”

“Six. But those pyforial bastards have been paying me for three, and they pay me much, much more.”

Neeko finally found some emotion on the commander’s countenance, a twist of his mouth in anger. “Tell me about the ambush.” He pushed the tip of his sword against the man’s crotch.

The spy squirmed as his voice went shrill. “I will say nothing until my demands are met!”

Jaymes put a small amount of weight behind his sword, leaning forward. The spy shrieked and tried to push against the chain holding him steady. “Time is not in your favor!” he yelped. “You’ll want to hear what I have to say soon.”

“Is this true?” Jaymes asked Cedri.

“It seems to be. It’s difficult for me to tell because he’s so scared about…that…” She gestured at Jaymes’ sword.

The commander stepped back reluctantly. “What do you know?”

“I want to be let free after I tell you everything.”

“You shot an officer. He’s with my medics, fighting to stay alive, and you want me to let you go?”

“Think of it this way, commander,” the spy said with a sneer. “If you kill me, many more of yours would die than if you’d listened to what I had to say and let me go.”

“You can go free if you give me information that will save lives,” Jaymes said.

The spy looked to Cedri. “Is he telling the truth?”

“Yes,” she answered in a cold and raspy tone, making a face that showed she was cursing the man in her mind. “He’s telling the truth.”

“Now how can I be sure you’re telling the truth?”

“I am.”

Neeko hoped this wasn’t the case. This man didn’t deserve to go free, no matter what information he had.

“I don’t believe either of you,” the spy said. “Here’s what we’ll do. Bring me to the edge of camp and give me a scroll and a quill, then I’ll write everything down from atop a horse. When I’m done, I’ll toss it to you as I ride off.”

Jaymes didn’t even take a moment to consider the man’s offer. He stepped forward and grabbed the spy’s neck with one hand, pushing the blade against his stomach with his other.

“Here’s what we’ll do, instead. I’m going to start slowly cutting open your stomach until you’ve told me everything you know, and then I’ll stop.”

The spy scoffed. “I will say nothing.”

“Take off his armor and shirt.”

They had to go around the tree and loosen the chain, but Jaymes’ men obliged. Neeko didn’t dare try to escape and neither did the spy as they waited for the chain to tighten again.

Now bare chested, the spy shivered heavily, probably as much from fear as from the cold. Jaymes drew a dagger and pressed it firmly against the man’s side.

“I’d recommend you start talking.”

“This will get you nothing!” the spy shouted.

“I think otherwise.” Jaymes spoke in a cool tone as he pushed the tip of his blade an inch into the spy’s bare flesh. A shriek scraped out of the man’s throat. Jaymes ripped his blade out at an upward angle, opening the wound. Blood oozed out as the spy’s scream sharpened.

“It’s going in again,” Jaymes warned, readying the tip next to the wound. “Talk!”

“Stop!”

Jaymes pressed in the blade, producing another scream. Then he ripped it free, extending the wound even farther toward the spy’s chest. Neeko was nearly shoulder to shoulder with him and could smell the unmistakable odor of blood.

“Our medics will have no hope of saving you if this keeps going,” Jaymes told him, readying the blade again.

“Stop! Stop!”

Neeko’s ears stung from the man shouting right beside him.

“You’d better tell me something quickly,” Jaymes warned.

Neeko glanced at Shara. She’d covered her face with her hands. But Laney and Cedri had matching hard stares at the spy’s bleeding stomach. Neeko, like them, felt no sympathy for the traitor, though it had started to sicken him.

“You cut me again and I won’t say anything,” the spy threatened.

“We’ll see about that.” Jaymes opened the wound farther.

The spy yelped, his scream half full of panic instead of complete pain. “You’re still going to be attacked!” he yelled.

“When?” Jaymes yelled back.

“There’s no way to know. They would’ve changed their plan once they realized that whore left early, after they figured out she was a spy.”

“It sounds like you know nothing.” Jaymes readied his dagger, about to extend the cut.

“Wait. I know much about the PCQ because of my involvement!”

Jaymes halted. There were hundreds watching, all silent. Shara peeked from behind her hands, then quickly covered her eyes again.

“They want the North to lose this war just as badly as the South wants to win.”

“Obviously, but why?”

“I can tell you that, sir,” Cedri said. “They share the same belief as the South. They’re deeply religious and think the gods will kill everyone in Sumar if the sacrifices don’t recommence. In fact, they’ve already made other sacrifices they believe are responsible for stopping the weeks of rain that came months ago. There is more that I know—I probably know more than this man does.”

“You don’t know half of what I do, bitch.”

Jaymes pressed the bloody tip of his blade against the spy’s navel. “I’m going to rip your whole chest open if you say anything else besides what you know about the PCQ.”

“Let me out of this chain and give me a horse. Bring me to the edge of the camp, and I will—” His own scream interrupted him as Jaymes plunged the blade into the center of his stomach.

Neeko closed his eyes and looked away as he realized that Jaymes wasn’t pulling out the blade but leaving it in and wrenching up his arm to rip his way through to the man’s heart. The man’s scream reverberated throughout Neeko’s skull.

Finally it was over and Neeko opened his eyes. He decided not to glance over at the gurgling spy whose life was quickly slipping away. Instead, Neeko looked straight ahead to find Shara running for the trees, holding her mouth but unable to keep in the vomit for long.

“This is what happens to spies!” Jaymes announced, then stared straight at Neeko, stilling his heart. “Now for you.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

NEEKO

 

When Neeko used to train under Jaymes’ tutelage, it was always the same man coaching him in the armory: stern, unfriendly, but forgiving—allowing Neeko to rest when he hadn’t slept the night before, and allowing him to eat when he needed sustenance, even if it cut into training time.

But there was one moment when he saw the commander’s unforgiving side, when Neeko had made a careless joke about Jaymes’ wife. In response, he’d grabbed Neeko’s wrist and twisted, threatening to take Neeko’s hand if he made another comment like that…just as he’d threatened to cut open the spy’s chest.

Looking into Jaymes’ eyes now, Neeko couldn’t find the forgiving instructor. Before him was a man who’d just taken a life and was ready to take another.

“The king gave an order.” Jaymes turned. “Archers!”

No one moved.

“Archers, dammit!” he yelled again. Several bowmen looked at each other while others slunk back behind the lines of men. Jaymes started pointing and calling out men by names.

Soon five of them had gathered with reluctance at the front of the crowd.

“You can’t!” Shara screamed. “You know he’s an ally!”

“Aim,” Jaymes commanded, clearing himself from the line of fire. Neeko stared at the five archers each nocking arrows, all too far for his py to reach. They loaded their arrows hesitantly, but their guilt wouldn’t keep them from shooting. He strained against the chain, the pressure on his chest making it difficult to breathe. It was no use trying to escape.

“Jaymes, please,” he tried, but he barely heard himself over Cedri, Laney, and Shara, all pleading for his life.

None of the archers drew their strings. “I said aim!” Jaymes screamed.

Neeko was in disbelief. Straining for breath, he shot looks in each direction. There must be something he could do. He noticed Laney running toward him. Behind her, Shara tried to follow but the two men held her tight.

Jaymes jumped in Laney’s path, but she made no motion of stopping. The commander drew his blade. Neeko noticed the archers keeping their strings drawn but diverting their attention to the one-armed woman about to run herself into Jaymes’ sword.

She tossed her hand and the commander stumbled out of her way. She kept running, putting herself directly between Neeko and the archers.

“Don’t shoot!” Jaymes yelled. “Dammit, don’t shoot.”

Laney reached Neeko and spun around. She held out her one, right arm. “You will not kill him!”

The archers let their arrows come off their strings. Laney spun again and pushed herself against Neeko. She stood on her toes and pressed her cheek against his, using her hand to hold the other side of his face. He could barely get his hands on her hips, the chain around his chest too restricting.

“Thank you,” he whispered.

“Laney, come here!” Jaymes demanded.

She shouted back, “I’m not moving until he’s unchained.”

“It’s the king’s order, Laney.” Jaymes sounded like he was pleading. “To ignore it is the same as treason.”

“It was a failed threat,” Neeko said. “He wanted to keep me in his army instead of going after Shara. But I went after her anyway, and now both of us are fighting on the same side as you are. If he knew this, he would retract his order to have me killed.”

There must’ve been more than a thousand watching now, all eyes on Jaymes. Even his trusted officers failed to recommend a solution.

“Let me speak with Neeko in private,” Jaymes said at last.

Everyone stood still.

“Now!” he demanded, and they broke apart like a flock of frightened birds. He pointed at Cedri. “Tell my officers everything you know about the PCQ.”

 

 

*****

 

 

It took the better part of an hour before Jaymes was ready to speak to Neeko. His officers had stayed in the area and spoken with the commander for too long for it to be only about Neeko. In the distance, he watched Shara convince her holders to bring her to Cedri, where the psychic was surely telling the officers everything about the PCQ.

Shara shot many looks at Neeko, the worry never leaving her eyes. He tried to return a look that told her not to fear, figuring a slight smile was the best way, but she never smiled back.

Laney was the last to clear the area, leaving Neeko with Jaymes only after she made sure the commander had no weapons with him.

“We’ll be speaking about your actions later, Laney,” he called out to her.

She nodded glumly and went to join Cedri and Shara.

Jaymes stood just a step away with his arms folded. Fatigue made Neeko want to sit, but the chain held him up against the tree just as it did the spy’s body beside him. Neeko felt sick whenever he glanced over at the mangled carcass.

Jaymes sighed. “I wonder what the history books will say about you, Neeko Aquin. If you’ll be described as stubborn or brave.”

Neeko didn’t care about the history books when the fear of death still squeezed his heart.

“I knew Laney would interfere,” Jaymes said. He sighed again. “But I haven’t yet determined what to do now.”

Neeko had never seen uncertainty from his commander. It reminded him that the man was as human as the rest of them.

“How did you know Laney would do that?”

“She’s spoken about you enough for anyone to know she would risk her life for yours. It’s foolish but admirable.” Jaymes gave a sideways glance at Neeko. “I first thought she had superficial feelings for you, but after weeks of walking beside her, I know now that it’s not that. She values her friends more than many people value their own family. She knows what it’s like to lose everyone and everything, so it means more to her to keep who she has.”

“I know the feeling,” Neeko admitted.

Jaymes’ face twisted for a moment as he thought, probably remembering Neeko’s past. Then the lines in his forehead faded as he nodded.

Neeko could feel himself relax seeing this side of Jaymes. It was as if the long trip had chipped away at the commander’s rough exterior and now some emotions besides anger could come out.

Jaymes seemed to be waiting for Neeko to tell him something that would make the decision easier. He spoke quickly at the opportunity.

“After I found Shara, we thought about leaving Sumar. The group from Ovira was still willing to take us. But we’d both gone through too much. This war has become part of our lives, sir, and we can’t leave without forever regretting the decision. We teamed with Steffen and Cedri. We plan to eliminate the two red priests who would take over the army once the king is removed from his throne, and then the king himself.”

“Shara has said this much. She hasn’t had the opportunity to explain your plan, though. Knowing you, there isn’t much of one yet.”

Neeko frowned, for it was true. “We have to see the cities first.”

“Even if you somehow manage to kill two of the most powerful men in the Southern army, you’re relying on us to take over the capital.” Jaymes took a long breath, showing his fatigue and reminding Neeko that it was the middle of the night. “Shara knows as well as anyone that we don’t have the numbers to take the capital after the battle. She should’ve told you.”

“She has. We’re not relying on you to take over the capital. I’ll find a way to the king while Khalinar is under enemy control. No walls can keep me away, and no one knows I’m coming.”

Jaymes rubbed his chin. “You’re too eager to end this war, and it’s putting Shara, Cedri, and Steffen in danger. Instead, you should join our army once more. Join the battle.” His voice rose back to what Neeko was used to, strong and deep. “You’ll fight beside Laney as you promised her.” Neeko felt a pang of guilt. “Yes,” Jaymes continued. “I remember all the times you gave her courage by telling her you would be there. And she remembers, too.”

“But how many more years will it take for this war to end if I don’t focus my efforts on eliminating the red priests and taking King Marteph down from his throne?”

“You keep refusing to use the words ‘kill’ or ‘murder,’ although that’s what it really is. If you can’t even discuss catching these leaders by surprise and murdering them, how do you expect to actually do it? You’ll need more than Cedri’s psyche, Shara’s brilliance, Steffen’s potions, and your ability with pyforial energy. You’ll need luck.” Jaymes stopped as a thought seemed to cross his mind. “Is Steffen hiding as you were? He might as well come into our camp.”

“He left with Terren to go back to Ovira.” Neeko had hoped Steffen would return, but it seemed as if the chemist had made up his mind. “It’s just the three of us now, but we can still do what we came to do.”

“Murder Southern leaders.”

Neeko proved he could say it. “Yes, I will kill them.”

Jaymes shook his head. “Stubborn or brave…I just don’t know.” He sucked in a slow breath as if about to sigh. Instead, he crossed his arms as words came out in a stern tone. “Let me tell you what’s going to happen now. I’ll fetch someone to unlock these chains. Then I’ll confer with my officers who’ve spoken to Cedri and decide what to do about this possible ambush. You’ll leave with her and Shara. Your party will go to Wertisall and kill Priest Elbick. Meanwhile, I’ll take my troops east to infiltrate Priest Gamilt’s city of Tramberr. This will draw the Southern army away from the capital, giving you the chance you need to get within the city’s walls, unseen. Kill the king, Neeko, if you can. If you can’t, find the Southern Queen, Wendi Mallen, and speak with her. She might be able to help.”

Shocked, Neeko felt his breath come out in a small gasp. “The enemy queen…she is still in love with Quince?”

“Even Quince doesn’t know the answer to that anymore. It might be just as difficult getting to her as it is Marteph, but don’t worry about scaring the woman if you do encounter her. Even as a child, she was fearless.”

So Jaymes was likely the commander when Quince’s father was still ruler. “I’ll do that.” Neeko felt eager to escape the chains pressing against his chest. But there was one more thing he needed to know. “Sir, why follow through with the king’s order to have me shot if you knew Laney would interfere?”

“I needed to gauge the response of my men. Their reluctance to kill you told me that this might be one order better left ignored, however I didn’t decide until our conversation that I was going to let you go. You’re no longer the distracted sixteen-year-old orphan I trained in the castle armory. You’re determined and focused…and brave, even if you are stubborn.”

It was the first compliment the commander had given him, sending warmth throughout his body. “Thank—”

“We’re under attack!” Jaymes yelled over his shoulder. He must’ve seen something behind the tree.

Still chained, Neeko could only see the curve of the wide trunk as he turned. When he looked back, Jaymes was gone, already rushing toward his officers. Neeko didn’t know what the commander had seen, but he didn’t want to stay there, trapped, waiting for them to come.

“Jaymes!”

His shout was drowned out over the scramble of everyone around him, officers yelling orders and the scrape of weapons being drawn.

Arrows shot past the tree, burying in the legs and chests of Neeko’s allies. Fireballs came next, exploding against tents, one striking a woman in her stomach. Light flashed from the impact, then dimmed instantly and revealed her toppling body.

Where was Shara and the rest of them? His allies started firing their own arrows and fireballs. He was caught in the middle, his tree shaking as fire slammed against it from both sides.

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

NEEKO

 

All of Neeko’s efforts went into breaking free from the chain. He got his hands behind it and heaved. The chain came away from his chest enough for him to slide down an inch. Then he was stuck again.

The chain had been at the base of his chest, and all he’d managed now was to move it near the top, where his muscle was fuller, preventing him from sinking lower.

He couldn’t tell what was going on around him, too many fireballs, arrows…and were those daggers zipping through the air now? Pyforial mages, of course.

He tried to push the chain again, this time getting his hands and pyforial energy behind it. The metal links began to give when he noticed movement just beside him—the dead spy falling now that the chain no longer held the top of his chest, the man’s chin catching the top of the metal.

The extra weight pulled it down. It seemed looser now. Perhaps Neeko could lower it enough to get his feet free.

He got it down to his knees, but he couldn’t seem to get it over them no matter how hard he tried. The entourage of arrows, daggers, and fireballs slowed. He took a quick glimpse. His allies had all fallen back and taken cover behind trees…except Laney and Shara.

He was about to yell for them to go back, but it was too late.

“Turn the chain around,” Shara instructed. She and Laney seemed to have the same idea, grabbing it and turning it along the tree as more arrows flew past them from both directions. A fireball landed near enough to blast Neeko’s side with heat. It stopped everyone for the moment, Shara grabbing him for balance as she stumbled.

Neeko didn’t understand why turning the chain would help, but he trusted them, and soon they’d brought the locked-end around. Then Neeko noticed the key in Shara’s right palm. One of Jaymes’ officers must’ve given it to her, and Laney probably had volunteered to help.

The lock came open and the chain fell. “Run back to everyone else, Laney,” Neeko said, crouching. “Shara, get on my back.”

A moment later, Neeko and Shara were hovering above Laney as they sped toward their allies. Neeko landed in the ranks well behind a line of men donning shields, and then let Shara down. Laney was right beside them.

Keeping mostly behind the trees, Neeko edged closer for a glimpse at their enemies. They, too, had the cover of the trees, making it impossible to tell how many there were.

Shara grabbed his hand. “Let’s go, Neeko!” She tried to pull him away, but he held his ground.

“I need to fight.”

“Jaymes may kill you when this is done.”

“He said—”

Laney popped between them and grabbed the back of Neeko’s head to press her lips squarely against his. The kiss was over before Neeko even realized what was happening.

“In case I die,” Laney said, then ran toward the front line.

Shara stared after Laney, her mouth open in a mixture of shock and infuriation.

“I’m going, too,” Neeko warned.

Her eyes bulged as her head snapped back to him.

The men at the front had begun marching forward to shield the hailstorm. As Neeko and Laney found Jaymes, Neeko noticed that fireballs were giving the frontline the most trouble, for even a blocked fireball often sent the man behind the shield rolling backward.

Neeko spotted the tree where he’d been trapped, the dead spy slumped and the chain drooped over him. The PCQs had advanced to now stand directly behind it and other trees at its side.

Men and women on both sides fell, picked off by arrows or daggers. But as a whole, neither side seemed to be losing or winning. Neeko had his swords drawn and Laney her single sword, but neither of them were close enough to do as they’d trained. Hurling a weapon now would mean losing it.

Jaymes yelled to his officers managing the line farther down, “Halt here!”

The same order was screamed by the officers, and the line stopped.

“We can’t get too close!” Jaymes yelled next, “or their py mages will take the shields out of our men’s hands.”

With numbers in their favor, he sent out two battalions, one to flank from the left and the other from the right. Neeko and Laney joined the left.

Laney grabbed his hand and looked hard into his eyes. “I knew you would find a way to be beside me during battle, like you promised.”

It was mostly luck, but he decided to tell her something more comforting. “I won’t let anything happen to you if I can help it.”

Unfortunately, their enemies began to retreat before the battalions could close in, falling back to their mounts, and riding away in haste…but seemingly without fear. It was a strategic choice, one that left Neeko filled with rage when he saw what they’d left behind.

About a thousand of his allies had been killed before Jaymes had spotted their enemies.

“Damn!” Laney made a fist and struck her leg. She bit her lip as tears came next, her face still contorted by anger.

Neeko thought about going after them. They couldn’t ride through the forest at night. Flying above the trees, he should be able to at least catch up to those in back. He could slay a couple of them, though he probably would leave his swords behind when he fled.

No. What was the point of killing only a few? If he had the chance to slay them all, he would. But he couldn’t.

It made him realize that all that mattered in the end was who won the war, not the individuals who died. He looked at the bodies of his allies again, this time with sadness.

Others asked their officers for permission to chase after the PCQs.

“Save your emotion for something useful,” Jaymes announced.

Silence followed. No one seemed any less angry, and Laney stormed off.

Neeko stayed, too curious as to how so many people were slain without him hearing anything. Jaymes soon explained that he’d seen a group of his men fall in complete silence. Pyforial mages had led the coordinated attack by wrapping pyforial energy around their victims’ mouths before they were taken out by arrows.

“We should’ve been better prepared for this!” Jaymes thundered, glaring at his officers.

Neeko decided it was time to go. He looked around to find that Shara already had spotted him, waving him away from Jaymes. Cedri was behind her.

Shara squeezed him fiercely when he came to her, as if he could slip away forever if she let go.

“Shara, Cedri!” Jaymes yelled. “Come here. You, too, Neeko.”

Shara looked as though she was considering running. Neeko put his hand on her back. “Jaymes said he would let me go.”

She let out her breath, relieved. But as the three of them started toward Jaymes, she caught Neeko’s eye with a harsh glare. “We’ll be talking about that kiss later.”

Neeko chuckled. “I care about Laney, but not in the same way I care about you.” He was a little embarrassed that Cedri was listening, but this needed to be said right now. “Laney was determined to have her first kiss in case something happened to her. Shara, there’s no pair of lips in the world that can make me feel the same way that yours do. Cedri can confirm I’m telling the truth.”

The psychic grunted. “Maybe if I wasn’t too focused holding back my vomit.”

Shara giggled as she slid her arms around his back and stepped in for a lingering kiss.

“Oh my gods,” Cedri muttered. “If it’s going to be like this all the way to the Southern capital, I’ll stay with the army.”

“No, we’ll behave,” Shara promised.

They walked over to Jaymes standing amidst a throng of officers. He asked Cedri, “While you were with the PCQs, did you overhear anything that would give you insight as to whether they plan to return for another attack?”

“The original plan was to come by river and retreat by boat after a single attack. I don’t believe they’ll come back.”

“Do you have any thoughts as to where they’re going now?”

“I believe they’ll separate. The group was composed of members from all over Sumar. Now they’ll probably return to where they came from.”

Jaymes ran his tongue along his teeth as he glanced at his fallen men and women with a look of discontent. “Then we won’t waste food and time chasing after them.” He turned to face his officers. “Agreed?”

“Agreed,” they chimed.

“Now Neeko,” he said, “I want you to discuss the details of your plan and how intent you are on carrying it out. Cedri, use psyche to tell me if Neeko means everything he says.”

Neeko recited the plan he and Shara had developed, making sure to use the word “kill” when bringing up Priest Elbick and King Marteph. He added Jaymes’ addendum to the plan, that the army would infiltrate the city of Tramberr and kill Priest Gamilt. Shara couldn’t seem to help herself from enthusiastically interrupting with how good of an idea that was. An awkward silence followed until Neeko picked up where he left off.

“I fully intend to follow this plan.” He found himself talking more to Cedri, knowing she was listening for a hint of doubt. “I won’t lie and say that I have no fear, but nothing will stop me short of figuring out the plan is impossible.”

Cedri yawned and closed her eyes, suddenly reminding Neeko how tired he was. “It’s true,” she said.

“Do you wish to go with them?” Jaymes asked her.

“I do. My psyche will be far more effective sneaking through our enemies than on a battlefield. I need more training before I can pain two people at once.”

“Then train on them during your trip.” Jaymes pointed his chin at Neeko and Shara. “It’s an important skill.”

“Are you serious?” Shara asked, her voice rising.

“Yes.”

Shara’s eyes darted back and forth as she looked to be thinking of an excuse.

“Shara, you haven’t even experienced what it feels like,” Cedri realized.

“And I don’t want to.”

“You’ll get used to it,” Jaymes said in a peremptory tone. “And that’s enough about that. You three can stay with us for the night. But tomorrow, you’ll leave and help Cedri train whenever she feels able and willing.”

Neeko had trained enough with Cedri to know he could handle it, but he wasn’t sure about Shara.

She had an expression as if Jaymes had told her she would have to sleep with a rat in her blanket. With her enormous eyes, she looked too comical for Neeko to hold in his grin. Even Cedri began to snicker.

Shara’s mouth dropped open as she pointed at their smiles. “You’re both sick to be enjoying this!”

Cedri giggled as she stretched and yawned. “Better get some rest. I feel as if I might want to train all day tomorrow.”

As Cedri walked off toward a campfire, Shara looked at Neeko. “That better have been a joke.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

NEEKO

 

Neeko awoke to bright daylight and realized it was already well into the morning. The army was eating, sparring, and taking down tents. It amazed him he’d slept through the noise this long.

I’ve been staying asleep better as the guilt about my mother and Eizle has diminished.

He saw Shara speaking with Laney, but by the time he got himself together to approach them, Shara was already on her way back to him.

“She was just apologizing,” Shara said. “For kissing you.”

“And you forgave her?”

“Yes. You should say goodbye. Then we’ll leave.”

Laney took Neeko for a short walk around the campsite as they recalled training together and he spoke of the trip south. It was a comforting chat until Laney abruptly asked, “Do you ever feel like you should be afraid but you’re not?”

To Neeko’s surprise, he couldn’t remember feeling that way. “Actually, no. I always feel the fear.”

“Did you feel it last night when we were under attack?”

“Yes.”

“I didn’t.” She turned her lips inward in a sad look. “I think I’m ready for death.” Her eyes glistened. “I think that’s why I’m not afraid much anymore.”

What has Jaymes been telling this woman? “No one should feel the need to be ready for death, especially someone as young as you, Laney. There is danger in our future, but you’ll live through it.”

“You’re not understanding,” she answered calmly. “I’m not scared of death anymore. I’m not even worried about it. I’m ready. But if for some reason I don’t die, then I’ll be scared.” She wiped her tears. “In front of Cedri, I asked Jaymes to tell me what would happen to me after this war, and he refused to discuss it. He’s going to put me back in prison. I can feel it, and I would rather die.”

He could give her hope that this might not be the case, but what if it was? He thought it better to give her advice.

“Then you run as soon as the battle is ending. Don’t stop, no matter what they yell or promise.”

She shook her head. “I won’t be able to escape. I can’t lift myself with py like you. I’ve been trying to learn, but I’m convinced I’ll drop myself if I go too high or fast.”

“Then keep a horse nearby during the battle.”

“I doubt I could keep track of the animal.”

“I’ll try to be there, like I promised. I’ll do everything I can to be at your side. We can escape together.”

With her head down, she looked at him through the tops of her glistening eyes. “You’ll be halfway to the capital while we engage our enemies at Tramberr.” She put up her hands. “Neeko, it’s all right. I wasn’t telling you to make you feel obligated. I was just curious if you felt the same way, but I can see that you don’t.”

Neeko could think of nothing to say. He embraced her instead.

“Is Shara nearby?” she murmured into his chest.

He looked around. “I don’t see her. Why?”

Laney glanced up. “I never do anything for myself. I live for the army and I’ll die for the army. I’m not going to ask you to fight beside me, because I know that’s unfair. But I am going to ask you for something else right now, and you must not refuse.” The tip of her tongue came out to moisten her lips, making Neeko well aware what she was about to ask.

“The kiss last night was too quick. Every time I imagined it, it was nothing like that. I need a real kiss. You don’t have to tell Shara. It doesn’t have to mean anything to you.” She pulled on the collar of his shirt. “But it will mean something to me.”

“You don’t want this,” he said. “This kiss you’ve dreamed about is clearly more than just the act of a man’s lips on yours. You want there to be feeling—that’s why the quick peck last night did nothing. This wouldn’t either because I care about someone else.”

She released her grip on his collar. “Damn, you’re right.”

An awkward silence followed. It felt wrong to tell her goodbye after that. Luckily a young warrior who Neeko hadn’t met approached them.

“Good morning to you both,” the man said, brushing the long hair out of his eyes. “I’ve come here for two reasons. Neeko, I’d like to shake your hand. Kill that king for us.” Neeko gladly shook and promised he would do everything he could. “And two…” The man turned to Laney, again moving the hair out of his eyes. “It should be quite obvious I need a trim. I was hoping you could help.”

She whipped her head back in confusion. “Me?” She used her one hand to gesture at her missing arm. “I can only use shears or a comb, not both.”

“You won’t need a comb, it’s just the front.” He pinched his dangling hair. “I’d like this gone so I could see you better…and I suppose it would help to see my enemies as well.” He smiled at his quip.

Laney didn’t smile. “Why are you acting so flirtatious all of a sudden?”

The poor man frowned and grabbed the back of his neck. “Well, I don’t know, I guess.” He laughed awkwardly. “I’ll be going, then, I suppose…and finding someone else to do it. Neeko, good luck.”

“Thank you.” Neeko glared at Laney as soon as the man left. “He’s obviously interested in you.”

“No he’s not—the rules of the army prevent it.”

“It seems that he cares about the rules as much as you do.”

“That doesn’t make sense. He’s been friendly to me throughout our trip, but never flirtatious like that.”

“Based on what happened last night, it would make sense to assume his fear of death has overridden his fear of rejection.”

She gasped, then jumped up and kissed Neeko’s cheek. “You’re right! I’m going after him.”

Laney didn’t even look back, running all the way to the young man.

A sad thought crossed his mind as he walked back to Shara. That might be the last time I see Laney.

At least it was a fond memory.

 

 

*****

 

 

The forest was bright with sunlight. After such a night, Neeko felt lucky to be alive. Jaymes had horses to spare now that nearly a thousand of his men and women had fallen, so he gave one each to Neeko, Shara, and Cedri, as well as a small bag of food.

Shara removed her cloak, revealing a sleeveless tunic open around the collar. The sun added a shine to her creamy skin. The locks of her dark hair were a beautiful contrast, falling down to the center of her back and swaying with each step of her horse. She had on form-fitting leather pants that drew Neeko’s eyes to her luscious curves.

As they rode throughout the day, Shara didn’t seem to notice her effect on Neeko. Instead, she mostly peered nervously at Cedri. In the afternoon, it finally occurred to Neeko that she must be expecting the psychic to request training at any moment. Jaymes had ordered Shara to obey Cedri’s request, but there would be no repercussions if Shara refused, as it was just the three of them now. Neeko didn’t understand. If Shara was so worried, why not simply refuse?

When Cedri needed a moment alone to relieve herself, Neeko asked Shara about it.

“For a couple reasons,” she explained. “I know Cedri does need to train—and that’s the most important reason. But even though Jaymes isn’t here, I still trust his judgment enough to follow any order he gives us.” Her voice fell to a whisper as she noticed Cedri coming back. “That doesn’t mean I can’t dread it.”

Cedri returned and they remounted. After a few trots, she said, “Shara, you can stop worrying about it. I’m not going to need your help training until we’re out of the forest.”

“I thought psychics couldn’t detect specific thoughts,” Shara said.

“No, but I’ve felt your worry stronger than Neeko’s lust for you from the moment we left the army.”

Neeko felt his cheeks flush from embarrassment. “Can’t you ignore it?”

“Not when I’m riding right beside you and there isn’t much else to distract me. I would ask you to stop if you could. It’s annoying.”

He snuck a peek at Shara to his other side. She was grinning with her teeth pressed down against her bottom lip, clearly holding back a laugh.

Neeko quickly changed the subject. “Why wait until we’re out of the forest to train?”

“Because we need to be somewhere where Shara’s screams won’t attract diymas or PCQs.”

Shara’s smile flattened. “Isn’t there some way to help you train without being hurt enough to scream?”

“You’ll learn to resist it in time.”

“That didn’t answer my question.”

Cedri shrugged.

By evening, Shara pointed and announced, “I think that’s Sastien Village ahead.” She reached into her bag for the seescope.

Squinting, Neeko could make out something between the trees. Thatch roofs rose above some sort of green wall. Sartious energy? he wondered, remembering what he’d read about the village.

“Do you know what happened here?” Shara asked Cedri.

“No, is it important to know before we get there?”

“Somewhat.”

“Then hurry and tell me. You waited this long for reasons I can’t understand.”

“Well, it’s not extremely important. I did say ‘somewhat.’ ” Shara cleared her throat and continued quickly. “Days before the drought of 1425, it had been raining for a week and Sastien River was engorged. Religious historians believe this was the beginning of the anger of the gods. An unexplained enormous wave came from the ocean and hit Sumar’s eastern side. It was big enough for some of it to flow over the hills on the edge of our continent, especially the smaller hills between Nymre and Thalcea.”

Neeko had read all of this during his stay in the castle. He wasn’t sure how much of it was true, but as they came closer to the village, he could see that there was indeed a wall of sartious energy around the village. The enormous wave wasn’t as difficult to believe as the formation of this wall, so perhaps the rest was true.

“With the river already engorged,” Shara continued, “the excess of water from the ocean formed an even bigger wave, large enough to destroy the entire village. The people living there saw the wave coming a mile away with the forest disappearing beneath it. Everyone began to run, but one man stayed: a mage called Sastien Grailer. The village, the forest, the river, and the lake were all named after him when he died the morning after he saved them.”

“How could a mage stop all that water?” Cedri asked.

Shara extended her hand toward the fifteen-foot wall they were fast approaching, the translucent color like healthy grass. “He was a sartious mage.”

“One man made that?”

“According to the story.”

“And you believe it?” There was some judgment in Cedri’s tone.

“I’d like to think it was true,” Shara said, slightly irritated. “It’s not like I’m some hawker trying to sell you magic beans. There’s no harm to giving the story a chance.”

“Fine.”

Shara’s tone reverted to the smooth rhythm of her storyteller voice. “The people of the village soon grasped there was no higher ground they could seek in time. Looking around, a woman caught sight of Sastien staying within their village, drawing in clouds of sartious energy and then hardening them into walls. She told the others, and everyone returned. The water came—”

“And the walls saved everyone,” Cedri interrupted. “I got it. So they named everything in the forest after him.”

The corner of Shara’s mouth scrunched.

“Sastien died the next morning,” Neeko said, wanting to tell the part of the story he found most interesting. “Apparently he had nightmares every night of being attacked by some monster, and when he awoke, he’d have fresh cuts on his torso. No one could figure out why.” Cedri stared at him with skeptical eyes, but he continued anyway. “When he awoke after saving the village, the cuts on his chest and stomach were too deep and he lost his life to infection.”

“Even if all of that was true,” Cedri began, “it would take more than a day for his wounds to become infected and for him to die. I don’t believe it.”

“Well, maybe he died a few days later,” Neeko said. “But it’s more poetic that he died the day after.”

Cedri sighed loudly.

“What is so annoying about this?” Shara asked in an acrid tone.

“You two annoy me,” Cedri retorted. “I risked my life pretending to be a PCQ, then we manage to reunite among our allies, but there’s an attack. Many die. Finally it seems like we’re safe again. I feel like I can breathe and enjoy the fact that I’m going to live, and neither of you say anything about it. You don’t even ask me what happened with the PCQ. Neeko is too busy thinking about ripping your clothes off. And you’re too busy telling me ridiculous tales that don’t matter.”

Neeko swallowed a lump in his throat. Although she was exaggerating, she was right.

“Two hells,” Shara muttered, coming off her mount and walking toward Cedri with her arms out. “I’m so sorry.”

They were at the wall of the village. Blurry shapes could be seen behind the thick sartious energy.

Cedri turned away from Shara’s approaching hug. “We’re here now anyway, and I’m tired. Let’s buy what we need and rest.”

Shara didn’t give up, putting herself in front of Cedri, though she did lower her arms. “I already know most of what happened during your infiltration because I heard what you told Jaymes. That’s why I didn’t ask. I still have questions, but I didn’t think you wanted to talk about it.”

From a sideways glance, Cedri peered up at the taller woman. “I’m glad you’re telling the truth.” Then she turned to face Neeko, waiting for his excuse.

He had none to give. He’d been too distracted thinking about Laney, his promise to Jaymes that he would do everything in his power to kill the red priest and the king, and Shara. She was so beautiful to him, he felt powerless when he looked at her.

“I’m sorry, Cedri. I feel terrible that I didn’t think to ask, but I’m sure I would’ve tomorrow.”

“It’s the three of us,” Cedri said, “not the two of you and me. I made a decision while I was with the PCQ that I’ll see this through to the end. I’m not like Steffen. I don’t have another life waiting for me. This is our life until we finish our mission.”

Shara’s eyes widened. “Does that mean you’re coming to Ovira with us when this is over?”

“That…I don’t know yet. But maybe.”

Shara leaned down and kissed her cheek. Cedri wiped her cheek after, though she didn’t voice a complaint.

They walked with their horses along the wall until they came to the opening on the southern side. Although this village was in the South, Neeko figured from what he’d read that they wouldn’t be in danger. Sastien Village was known as a place that welcomed travelers, similar to Aylinhall, except this was in no way a city.

Many of the houses, if they could be called houses, were smaller than the room given to Neeko and Cedri at Grodger’s Inn at Aylinhall. The walls of these buildings were made of wood nearly as thin as bark. And like the thatch roofs, hardly any of the walls were built straight. Some looked as if a strong gust of wind could knock them over. Others looked like that had happened already.

Trees were scattered along the village, growing between houses and sometimes used as a makeshift corner. Only some homes had doors, and none looked sturdy enough to withstand a strong boot.

“I could spend a lifetime here working on their houses,” Neeko commented, “and I still wouldn’t come close to finishing.”

“We should pay them extra for food and shelter,” Shara said.

It was easy to do when their meals and beds came cheap. Neeko paid five times the asking price for everything they bought, and he still only spent ten silver. By nightfall, he’d replaced his old bag with a new one filled with clothes and food.

The merchants of Sastien Village made him feel as if this was his home. They didn’t bombard him with false compliments like in Antilith, and they didn’t act as if only his money mattered to them, which was the case in nearly every other town and village he’d visited throughout Sumar. These traders were all similar to the traveling merchant Neeko had encountered on the way to Cessri after separating from Shara and Rao. The man had saved his life and hadn’t taken advantage of Neeko’s desperation.

“I like it here,” Neeko told Shara as he joined her in bed. Cedri was in the hut next door. “I’m glad to finally be traveling across Sumar. I just wish it was for the sake of the experience itself, not a product of trying to stop a war.”

“Trying? Are you now having doubts we’ll be successful after we’ve come this far?”

“I’ve always had doubts.”

She was quiet for a few moments.

“What is it?” Neeko asked.

“I haven’t had doubts, and I was trying to figure out if that makes me or you the strange one.”

“I think you.”

She laughed, and Neeko couldn’t keep his lips off hers any longer. She happily returned his kiss, but then pulled away to tell him something.

“This might be the last time we have a bed and some privacy until this is over.” She gave him a quick kiss on his nose. “I thought I might warn you in case you didn’t realize.” 

So much heat coiled in his stomach and chest that he felt on fire. “Oh, I’m well aware. Why do you think I was being such a terrible companion earlier—thinking lustful thoughts when I should’ve been asking Cedri about her experience?”

Shara let out a soft giggle. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

“I’ve loved you for longer. I’ve loved you ever since we reached Antilith on our way to redeem our redemption scrolls.”

Neeko paused, realizing it had taken him much longer than that.

“It’s not a competition,” he finally muttered.

She laughed and then kissed him.

It soon became clear that Shara knew as well as he did that they would be up well into the night. So they took their time with each act of love, focusing on every kiss, every caress, and every surge of pleasure that their bodies shared.

Several times throughout, Neeko thought his body had reached its limit, but then a simple touch or kiss would give him new life. He saw Shara go through the same cycles, falling asleep with her hand draped over his stomach, her head on his chest, only later to awake to his kiss and climb on top of him with fervor.

Finally, when they were both completely sated, Neeko fell into a sound slumber while holding Shara’s damp back against his chest, his bent knees tucked behind hers.
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He found it too difficult to get out of bed in the morning and hoped Shara would take responsibility and get him up. Instead, she lay on her side and faced him, refusing to look anywhere else as they spoke.

“The hardest part is coming. The most dangerous part of our trip,” she said, sliding the tips of her fingers around his stomach.

“Are you still without doubts?”

She rhymed in a steady tone. “That’s right, but I am scared. What’ll come into sight? I don’t know if I’m prepared. It can’t be easy to kill a priest, and especially not a king. And escaping after they’re deceased might be the hardest thing. If we get there to find, that our task can’t be done, I will accept in my mind, that we can leave without the war being won.”

“As long as we’ve done everything we can,” Neeko said, “then I can leave as well. But I truly mean everything.”

When they finally left the shanty, they knocked on Cedri’s door to find that she wasn’t there.

Shara touched his shoulder and pointed behind and upward. “People are gathered on that hill, though I don’t know why.”

A few dozen villagers seemed to be peering to the south, and none of them looked pleased at what they saw.

“And there’s Cedri,” Shara added.

Neeko saw her standing with a hand cupped over her eyes and wearing her usual scowl. She didn’t notice Neeko until he and Shara were halfway up the hill.

“What is it?” Shara asked.

“It looks like a storm,” Cedri said. “And people are saying Eppon’s volcano might be erupting.”

Neeko had the urge to fly into the air for a better look. But he stayed on the ground, not wanting to draw attention to himself. The storm looked to be hundreds of miles away, but it still felt too close. The sky was dark gray in the distance, almost black. Lightning tore down nearly as often as Neeko took a breath, sending flashes through pillars of dense smoke billowing up from what he assumed to be the volcano. Mountains blocked him from seeing more.

The crowd murmured about the fire god’s anger, believing what they saw was the beginning of wrath for a lack of sacrifices. Some said that because the water god didn’t kill them, now the fire god would try.

“We should go,” Shara and Cedri said in near unison.

Neeko agreed, and soon they were back within the forest, where he felt the diymas were watching them.

 

 

*****

 

 

It took a day to reach the Sastien Bridge and finally leave the forest behind. As a child, Neeko loved being within any forest. It felt like discovering a new world…or it used to. He assumed it would be a long time before that feeling returned, if ever.

When they stopped to eat and let their horses rest, Cedri requested help with training. Right before the psychic began, Shara made a face Neeko had never seen before, sucking her whole bottom lip into her mouth while squinting her eyes and clasping her hands at her chest. She looked as if someone had a clamp on her fingernail and was about to rip it out. Cedri took one look, then covered her mouth as she turned away and unsuccessfully stifled a laugh.

“Stop, Shara,” she said through her giggles. “I need to concentrate.”

“What? What am I doing?” The expression was gone as she looked to Neeko for the answer. It took him a moment to realize that, amazingly, she wasn’t joking. She truly had no idea what face she’d just made.

Soon Cedri was focused and ready. Neeko prepared himself for pain as he’d done countless times in Aylinhall, the last place he’d trained with Cedri. He thought of resisting psyche almost like thickening his mind, describing it this way to Shara.

Cedri had explained that every living creature produces bastial energy, which she went over again now for Shara. “When you feel something, your bastial energy emanates from your body in a certain pattern,” she said. “From joy to pain, it’s the same pattern for the same emotion for every person and animal. A psychic manipulates the shape of this bastial energy to mimic the emotion we want you to feel. This is what we call psyche, or a psychic spell. To resist it, you need to make your energy more difficult to manipulate.”

“How can I do that?” Shara asked.

“Do you know how seeing someone in pain can make you feel pain as well?”

“Yes.”

“Well, resisting pain is just the opposite. You need to maintain control, which will make my attempts to hurt you fail.”

“So, thicken my mind, as you said.” Shara looked at Neeko. “What does that feel like when it’s working?”

“To me, it’s like there are no other feelings besides strength. My mind is nothing but a wide tower of bricks, and my opponent is a weaponless child. Nothing can hurt me.”

“Confidence is important,” Cedri added.

“All right.” Shara made two fists and shook them at her hips. “Confidence! I’m a wall. You’re nothing. I can’t be hurt.” Slowly, her face changed to match the look of utter fear she had before, making it quite clear she had absolutely no confidence.

Cedri formed a sly smile. Neeko felt nothing, but Shara collapsed and shrieked loudly enough for Neeko to throw his hands over his ears, instinctually protecting them. Cedri did the same, stopping her spell.

“Gods, Shara,” Cedri complained. “You make it sound like I’m ripping your hair out. It’s not that bad.”

Panting from her hands and knees, Shara slowly raised her head as if the act were monumentally difficult. She looked weary and years older, her forehead already damp with sweat.

“Horse piss, Cedri. You’re not doing that to me again. I don’t care what Jaymes said.”

Neeko helped her up, asking the psychic, “Why didn’t I feel anything? Have I gotten better at resisting?”

“No.” Cedri sighed. “I thought it would be humorous to focus all of my psyche on Shara.”

“You put all of your strength into hurting me just to amuse yourself?” Shara yelled.

“And it was utterly disappointing because of your dramatic reaction.”

Shara ran two steps and kicked Cedri in the shin with what looked to be all of her might.

“Shit!” Cedri stumbled and fell over backward, grabbing her shin with both hands as she rolled back and forth on the ground. “That hurt you pig fucker!”

“Oh my gods,” Neeko muttered out of shock, never having heard a woman swear like that. Nor had he seen Shara kick anyone before, and so viciously as well. He put himself between the two women. “That’s definitely enough psyche for now.”

Shara didn’t look offended by Cedri’s sharp tongue, but apologetic instead. She no longer seemed weakened by the spell of pain, either, the youthfulness back in her face.

“I’m sorry, Cedri,” she said. “I shouldn’t have kicked you.” She helped Cedri up, then took a look at her shin. It was already discolored. Shara sucked in air through her teeth. “Sorry,” she repeated.

“It’s all right. I shouldn’t have started with so much pain. I regret what I said.”

“I have something that might lighten the mood.” Neeko glanced between them to find burgeoning interest in their eyes. “I need to practice lifting extra weight with pyforial energy so I can get better at it. I need one of you to get on my back.”

Shara laughed nervously. “As long as you don’t go as high as before.”

“He’s taken you with him already?” Cedri asked.

“Only because we had to, otherwise we would’ve been killed by diymas.”

Cedri’s mouth went flat. “What?”

“Let’s explain after,” Neeko suggested. “And Cedri can tell us everything about her experience with the PCQs.” He shifted to point his back toward the petite psychic, who would be easier to lift. “Would you like to go first?”

“You won’t go high, right?” She sounded nervous.

“I won’t. This is just practice, after all. It will be safe.”

 

 

*****

 

 

The next four days of riding took them more than a hundred miles along another marvelous Southern road, this one extending from two towns within Thalcea. They practiced psyche and soaring many times.

By the end of the fifth day, Shara had somewhat improved in resisting the spell of pain, but Cedri had greatly improved at delivering it to both of them at once.

Neeko was better with someone on his back than the first time he’d lifted himself with Shara, but he was nowhere near comfortable enough to take her or Cedri so high that they’d fall to their deaths if the energy slipped out from beneath his arms.

Eventually they reached the end of the road, which led into Finkestown. Neeko knew nothing about it from books, but the name alone made it seem harmless. However, Shara assured him it wasn’t exactly safe for Northerners.

They used aliases and claimed to be from Sastien Village when asked, figuring it was the easiest place to use given the three of them knew its history and that Neeko’s rough linen shirts and pants were made there.

The three of them shared a room so no one would be separated. Though there were only two beds, Neeko intended to respect Cedri’s wishes and do nothing with Shara while Cedri was nearby.

It immediately became difficult when Shara got into bed to lie beside him, sliding her leg over his beneath the sheets. She found his hand and pushed her fingers between his. Cedri got into her bed on the other side of the small room.

“I’m curious about the people here,” Shara said, speaking as if the three of them were having dinner back in the great hall of the castle. “We only dealt with merchants, so we’ll never know what the citizens of Finkestown are really like.”

“They seem just like the people anywhere else,” Cedri said with her usual lack of emotion.

Neeko worried the psychic might pick up on his longing for Shara, but Cedri didn’t seem to be paying attention, turning away from them to face the wall.

Shara shocked him with a question aimed at Cedri. “Do you miss Steffen?”

“Yes, all right. I miss him. What do you want to know about that?” She spewed her words into the wall and tossed her hand through the air as she spoke.

“Nothing you don’t want to say.” Shara paused as she squeezed Neeko’s hand. “I miss him, too.”

“I really miss Charlotte.” The sadness of Cedri’s tone made her sound like a different woman in that moment.

Shara gave Neeko a subtle jolt with her knee. “Say something,” she whispered. “You knew Charlotte better than I did.”

Neeko scratched his forehead. “I know what it’s like to lose a close friend. Sometimes it feels like you had an argument with them and you want to apologize but you’ll never be able to. There’s this longing for something that’s impossible.”

Cedri turned and faced their bed. “I sometimes forget that you’ve lost most of the people you’ve cared about.”

Her words made him feel as if his heart had been twisted in his chest. “It’s easier to feel bad for them for not being able to live out their lives, instead of focusing on my own longing to see them again. Then there’s no pitying myself.”

“But there’s more guilt, don’t you see?”

“I’m used to guilt by now. I’d rather feel it than pity.”

Cedri gave a quick “hmm” as if telling Neeko she would consider it.

“Good night,” Shara said.

“Good night,” Cedri muttered back.
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They didn’t ride for long before Shara slowed her mount to a stop. “Neeko, will you check to see if there’s still a storm over Eppon?”

He’d lifted himself into the air every day, at her request, since leaving Sastien Village in the forest. He didn’t worry about the storm as much as Shara did, for it didn’t seem to be moving out of Eppon.

“Please,” she added. “There’s no one around right now.”

“Do you want to come with me?”

Fear made her lips purse. “Are you confident we won’t fall?”

“No, I was just curious.”

“Sometimes in my dreams I’m flying with you again and it’s exhilarating.” She waved her hand in his direction as if swatting a fly. “Don’t tempt me until you’re confident.”

I’m never going to be confident. But he wouldn’t tell her that.

He checked on the storm, lifting himself high into the air to see over the mountains. The volcano wasn’t erupting in that moment, no smoke, no spewing lava. The storm continued, though, with lightning striking twice in the short time he watched. Being a hundred miles closer now meant he could see the hallowed ground of Eppon around the volcano.

He couldn’t imagine being a human sacrifice and jumping into the volcano. Peering through his seescope, he could see steam coming off milky pools gathered around it. He thought he saw something resembling an enormous lizard stick its head out of one particularly large one.

He told himself it was just the water shifting over a rock. It was too big to be anything else.

There were many thin pillars of smoke coming out between the milky pools, some billowing softly like a flag in the wind, others spurting out suddenly as if from an explosion beneath the blackened ground.

He came down and told them, “The volcano has stopped for now, but the storm is still going.”

“What does it look like? What’s the land like?” Shara asked.

So Neeko explained what he’d seen, leaving out the rock that might’ve been some lizard-like creature as big as five men.

She sighed as she glanced up at the sky. “I wish I could see through your eyes.”

“No you don’t,” Neeko said. “Then you would never get anything done.” He waited for her look of confusion. “You’d be too busy staring at yourself all day.”

She squeezed her hands up by her shoulder. “Aww.”

Cedri pretended to vomit.

 

 

*****

 

 

The city of Wertisall was frustratingly difficult to find. It took them three more days of riding to come to where they believed it should be based on Shara’s map, but they found nothing but hills and eerily black trees.

The land had been changing the farther south they went into Thalcea. There were more swamps than lakes. Many of the hills were completely covered in a dusky green plant that looked like the top of a bushy tree. It made travel even more difficult, as they couldn’t ride through clumps of them.

There was a smell to the air, a hint of sulfur. It took a day before Neeko stopped feeling a slight sting in his throat with every breath.

He began to panic when Shara started to wheeze one night. She sat up holding her chest. Neeko put his hand on her back.

“How bad is it?”

“It’s manageable,” Shara said, her wheezing unchanging.

Cedri peeled back her blanket and pushed herself up. “What’s wrong?”

“I’ll be fine,” Shara said.

The psychic came over and knelt beside Shara. She surprised Neeko by taking Shara’s hands. “Having trouble breathing?”

“A little.”

“Damn. Steffen would probably know of something to give you for that.”

“I should’ve asked him before he left.” She had a long, strained breath.

“Is it the air, or is it worry?” Neeko asked.

“I think it started with the air—” a wheeze interrupted her. “And now it’s worsening as I worry. I should be fine if I can just calm down.” Another wheeze came, louder now. “I’m going to be fine.”

Cedri removed their blanket, pushed Neeko aside, and crawled onto Shara’s lap to face her. She wrapped her arms and legs around Shara and rested her chin on Shara’s shoulder. Shara squeezed her in return.

“Slow breaths,” Cedri crooned.

Gradually, Shara’s rapid breathing returned to normal, her wheezing disappearing. But Cedri stayed clasped to Shara for a full minute more, the rustling air the only sound. Finally, she rolled off Shara’s lap.

“I feel wonderful,” Shara said in disbelief. “Was that all psyche?”

“Mostly.”

Shara gasped. “I just realized something.” She shook her finger, pointing at Cedri. “You know how badly you can cause pain?”

“Yes?”

“Can you cause all other feelings with the same force?”

“Not exactly. Pain is actually the easiest feeling to manipulate. Our bodies are ready to detect pain at any moment, and just as ready to tell us when it’s gone. Comfort is similar, so I can make people feel physically comfortable with ease, but relaxing takes much more effort.”

“Is attraction one of the easy ones?” Neeko asked. “You said it wasn’t difficult making the luminary of the PCQs feel lust toward you.”

“Well…that’s only because he already had an attraction toward me. If he’d thought I was revolting, it would’ve been impossible to make him lust for me.”

Shara lifted a clump of Cedri’s oily blonde hair. “You should have a bath before we find Wertisall, then. Might as well use that beauty again.”

“You don’t exactly smell fresh, either.”

“I’m aware, but I’m not going to be the one flirting.” Shara smirked.

Cedri folded her arms. “I really hope I will be of more use than that.”

Shara dropped her silly grin as she embraced Cedri.

“You already are.”

 

 

*****

 

 

It took until late evening of the next day for them to finally find the city of Wertisall, though Neeko wasn’t sure he could think of it as a city now that he’d seen it.

Wertisall was tucked away against the southeastern mountains of Thalcea. With only one route available to its entrance, a man-made tunnel through a hill rolling off the mountains, Neeko expected to find strange people in this secluded dwelling.

The city itself was fortified with walls of stone ten feet at their shortest and twenty at their highest, crowned by parapets protecting attentive archers who paced along the high walkways.

The mountains behind the city were sparse with dying trees drooping in the shadows. Night had come quickly. The moon glimmered ominously through the cascading clouds of gray. 

Worry tightened Neeko’s stomach as he saw all of this through his seescope. He gave it to Cedri. 

“Besides the obvious archers,” she said as she looked, “I can’t tell if there are other guards.”

“We need to reach higher ground to see,” Neeko said. “Shara, from what you know about Wertisall, would we be in danger of being attacked if we’re seen?”

She pondered it as she shifted her mouth from side to side. “Without knowing who we are, they wouldn’t shoot us, but we would be captured and questioned.”

“Without going all the way around and floating down from over the mountains, I can’t get in without being spotted.”

“You’re not going alone. We just need a good lie and they’ll let us in, especially with the freshly cleaned Cedri the Beautiful here.” Shara danced her hands around Cedri as if presenting her to a crowd.

Cedri scoffed, then used a voice as if performing on a stage. “Lock away your husband when she comes to your town. Shield your man’s eyes when she walks by. For no man can resist…Cedri the Beautiful.”

Neeko was in disbelief, but Shara lightly applauded with a jubilant look. “She jokes! She jokes!”

“All right, Shara.” Cedri pushed out her hands. “What’s our story? Who are we to these Wertisall wretches?”

“These Wertisall wretches are men and women of deep faith. Wertisall is one of the South’s oldest cities, though it’s been rebuilt in the last twenty years since Priest Elbick took over for his late father. He fortified the city with those walls of stone and reverted to some of the old rules of faith. A prayer to both gods must be spoken before any meal. Women cannot be out alone after sundown or show any skin beneath their neck. Things of that kind, nothing we need to worry about in our current attire, and with our gentleman escort here.” She extended a hand toward Neeko. “Though, I believe it will be too risky to claim we’re from Wertisall. None of us knows enough about the city to get away with that. Let’s use the same story that we did in Finkestown: We’re traveling from Sastien Village, but this time we want to see the great Priest Elbick. We don’t often get to leave the village, but we’ve saved up enough for our trip and we’re going to the capital next.”

They walked straight to Wertisall, protected by nothing but a false show of confidence.

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

NEEKO

 

The entrance to Wertisall was wide enough to fit two carriages side-by-side. Only one person stood in the center, a threateningly large warrior clad in steel armor that looked too heavy for any man to bear all day. Behind him awaited an open door of the thickest wood. Neeko was thankful Jaymes would be attacking Tramberr and not this city. He wasn’t sure if they’d ever get through, even with their battering ram.

Shara had told Neeko to speak for them, so he greeted the man. “Hello, sir. May we enter?”

“Where are you coming from?” Archers peered down from the parapets.

“Sastien Village.” Neeko provided the story Shara had created.

The armored guard regarded the two women behind Neeko, though no expression crossed his face.

“Because of the storm in Eppon, Priest Elbick has reverted to the old mandates of faith in an attempt to appease the god of death.”

Neeko wasn’t familiar with the old mandates of faith. Did this mean there were even stricter rules than Shara had predicted?

“Being from Sastien Village,” the guard continued, “you might not have the proper knowledge to follow our rules. If that’s the case, I suggest you come back to see the priest once this war is over and the sacrifices have recommenced.”

Neeko couldn’t ask Shara if she knew about the old mandates of faith without revealing that he had no knowledge of them. He glanced at her for a clue as to how dangerous it might be for them to enter. She showed him a hard look, determined.

“We appreciate your concern,” Neeko told the guard. “But we’re familiar with the rules. We would greatly like to see your leader and meet him if possible.”

“You won’t be meeting him, but you will see him at the stadium. Tonight is the weekly sacrificial battle. Even as a visitor, you’re forced to attend if you step within these walls.”

A stadium full of people might be an easier place to get away with killing the priest. “Has it already begun?” Neeko asked.

“It’s just about to start.”

“We’ll hurry then. May we pass?”

The guard motioned at the watching archers. “Wait for your escorts.” As two archers disappeared from the parapets, the guard took a long glance at each woman with Neeko. “The three of you must be of stronger faith than most in your village for you to wish to attend.”

Neeko didn’t know exactly what that meant, though he didn’t like the sound of it.

“We are,” Shara said, bowing her head in deference.

Cedri mimicked her.

“Good. Leave your horses here and come back when the event of faith is over. If you didn’t get the chance to speak with the priest by then and wish to stay the night in the city, I’ll help make arrangements for your mounts.”

Neeko was somewhat surprised by the man’s convivial attitude. The archers appeared from an opening in a side wall. Neeko thanked the guard and walked to them, the two women following like servants. He glanced at Shara to find her making a face that indicated she wanted to tell him something.

She knows what to expect in the stadium. Unfortunately there was no way of asking until they were there.

Within its walls, Wertisall reminded Neeko of nightmares he’d had. From what he knew, Wertisall was an army city—there were more living here who were paid by King Marteph than those who weren’t. Neeko figured the city was rebuilt and fortified with stone walls to support the army’s defense of this location. It made him wonder exactly how long Marteph had known he was going to war.

The city seemed deserted with everyone at the stadium. Only half of the buildings looked close enough to a typical house for Neeko to think of them as homes. The rest were stone towers and monuments that did nothing more than confuse him, as he was unable to understand their purpose.

They crossed by many small fields, each one with a statue at its center. Most seemed to be of mythical animals, possibly representing something spiritual. Neeko hadn’t read enough about the history of faith to know. There were children with wings, horses with hands, and a man fending off a dragon. He soon found other scenes of battle—some with giants fighting among men.

There were a few other people in sight by then, all of whom were ahead of them and walking in the same direction. The long stretch of quiet was broken by a rumble of voices as the massive stadium came into sight. It was as big as King Quince’s castle, though it was a perfect oval. Yellow light poured through the entrance of a long tunnel built through one side of the stadium. It seemed to be the only entrance, so it was the only exit as well.

Heat blasted Neeko as he came through the tunnel. It was the source of the light: a stone tower with a lit brazier at its top. It held a raging fire that looked as if it was about to spill over the edge. Neeko was thankful to step away from it as the archers brought him and the others toward the stairs.

“Sit anywhere,” one of the escorts instructed.

The stadium’s stone benches were mostly occupied by people who didn’t look all too different from those in Lanhine. Neeko had expected much more armor and weapons, but it seemed as if these soldiers didn’t bring them to this…show? Neeko didn’t know what to call it. Based on the looks Shara had given him on the way here, he assumed there was much more to it than an audience watching an act of entertainment.

Fortunately, most of the empty space along the benches was at the front, so he hurried to a spot in the first row. The arena was just seven or eight feet below him.

Shara was reluctant to sit. “We should go farther back,” she said quietly.

“I want to be close to the priest.” Neeko pointed directly ahead. There were two more braziers atop a stone tower. Between them was a long, wooden altar with a statue of the gods standing on each end. The blue one was the god of life, a woman clasping flowers to her chest, her head bowed in a look of profound thought. The red one on the other side, the god of death, looked out at the arena before him. His shoulders were armored in spiked flames and he posed as if he dared anyone to stand against him.

The priest stood between the statues and behind a table that stretched across the altar. Upon it were brass ornaments holding candles. At the very center was a gem-encrusted bowl, its rim lined with gold and large enough to fit a baby.

“It’s a risk to be in the front.” She gestured at the empty space all around them. “Which is why no one sits here. Let’s at least move to the third row.”

No matter where Neeko sat, he’d still need to be closer to get py around the priest’s neck, so he figured he might as well move.

They climbed up a couple of rows and Shara sat in the center so she could whisper to both of them.

“Cedri, look as ugly as possible.” Shara yanked at Cedri’s hair to make it disheveled.

Cedri leaned away and pulled the hood of her tunic over her hair to hide herself. “Why?”

“No, you can’t wear that.” Shara pulled it down for her. “Every woman must show her hair and face during this ritual. Oh, two hells, I can’t believe we’re here and so close to the front. Look, almost all the other young women are in the back.”

Neeko took a glimpse to see that she was right.

“Two men are going to drink from the sacred water blessed by the priest,” Shara continued. “Then they’ll fight to the death. Supposedly, the gods will decide who should win so the victor will be deemed a ‘blessed man.’ He will then choose any woman he desires from the audience and take her to bed in the hope of impregnating her with his now blessed seed. Afterward, he’s sacrificed.”

“Hells, I’m not doing that if I’m chosen,” Cedri whispered, folding her arms.

“You’ll be killed here in front of everyone if you refuse.” Shara wagged her hand. “It doesn’t matter. It won’t be either of us. The odds are in our favor.” There was no certainty in her tone.

“This is barbaric,” Cedri whispered. “I can’t believe men actually agree to fight.”

“It’s widely believed that this is the most glorious way to die, to be victorious in battle, then bed the woman of your choosing and give her a ‘blessed’ son. From what I know, the last time this ritual was done was over a hundred years ago, before the first sacrifices were brought to the volcano and the waterfall. There are still family lines of ‘blessed’ sons and daughters, and they’re treated with the same deference as a member of the royal family. I’m sure there’s some in this audience.”

The priest came forward to the edge of the altar. He commanded silence with a simple lift of his arm. “The sacrificial battle will begin shortly,” he announced. He looked to have aged just past the middle of his life. He was an average-sized man, Neeko noticed as he focused on the priest’s neck. The collar of his red robe came up around the sides of it, but that wouldn’t be an issue.

Neeko could feel himself begin to sweat as he thought about the act of killing. It wasn’t that he disliked the idea; he was ready. It was completing the act and escaping with Shara and Cedri.

Don’t move your hands when you choke him. Stay steady as a statue.

The priest returned to stand behind the table as two armored men walked forward from either side of the arena. The crowd murmured, then hushed when the men faced each other with the statues of the gods looming over them.

The priest gestured at the man to his left beneath the god of fire. “Colin Gare is an officer of our army. He’s a master swordsman who’s sworn to protect the South against any foe. He’ll be missed, but the gods will be pleased at this sacrifice.” The priest gestured to his right. “Rebel Gare is Colin’s younger brother and another officer in our army.”

My gods. “Did they volunteer or were they chosen?” he asked Shara.

“Volunteered.”

“So they knew they would fight each other?”

“Aye.”

When the priest finished, the crowd applauded without enthusiasm. Cedri leaned forward to whisper through clenched teeth. “This is totally reprehensible! Two brothers killing each other to see who gets to rape a woman?”

Shara put her hand on Cedri’s leg. “I know, but be quiet.”

“How far do you need to be to use psyche?” Neeko asked as the applause quieted. Perhaps she could sway the mind of the victor to avoid choosing her or Shara.

“Ten yards.”

So it was a similar range to controlling pyforial energy.

“These two men will now drink from the blessed water,” the priest announced, gesturing at Colin to go first.

He had a long drink, the dark liquid spilling down the sides of his chin.

Neeko heard a child somewhere behind him say, “I wonder what it tastes like.”

His parents whispered some reply, too soft for Neeko to understand. Probably telling the boy whatever they can so that he won’t be too curious.

After the younger brother drank next, the two combatants bowed to each other. There was no expression of love, nothing to show they were brothers besides the same square shape of their jaws. They walked to the center of the arena. Colin was first to draw his two-handed sword from his sheath. Rebel followed suit, and they began to circle each other.

Cedri put her face into her hand, but Shara swiftly pulled it away. “Need to watch. Rules.”

Colin trotted toward his younger brother, swinging from one side to the other as Rebel danced backward, blocking each advance. Then Rebel spun, putting himself out of reach.

“Come on!” Colin yelled. “Don’t draw this out.”

“Then attack if you’re so eager.”

Colin grunted as he swung, his sword slapping Rebel’s away so he could go for a lunge. Rebel deflected it and thrust his shoulder into Colin’s breastplate.

The older brother eased back, a low laugh rumbling out of his throat. He sheathed his sword and undid the straps of his armor at his shoulder with a few flicks of his wrist. “The gods can be very impatient. We shouldn’t keep them waiting.”

Rebel kept his sword ready, as if expecting a trick.

Colin looked offended. “You would attack me in armor after I removed mine?” He tossed his breastplate far out of reach. “What’s the point in protection if the gods have already chosen one of us?”

Rebel drove his sword into his sheath as if angry and embarrassed. He hurried to remove his armor.

Soon both brothers had only their swords. Their dance began again. Colin charged with a flurry of attacks, all blocked except for the kick to his brother’s shin at the end.

Rebel winced and stumbled backward while Colin advanced. Their swords locked, each man trying to guide his blade into the other’s flesh. Both weapons came close to Rebel’s hip, then slid back to slice at Colin’s neck.

Colin spun out. “Close,” he said calmly. Then he charged, bringing his sword down with an aggressive overhead swing. Not expecting such force, Rebel crumbled beneath his pitiful block, and his brother’s sword lodged into his shoulder. Rebel screamed as Colin slid the blade out, taking flesh and blood with it.

The air became dense with worry as the crowd muffled their gasps. Neeko was too focused on Priest Elbick to wonder for more than a moment why the citizens of Wertisall wanted the younger brother to win. He needed the priest to come closer, but it didn’t seem as if he would be moving until the battle was over.

And then will he leave through the tunnel? Neeko would have no chance if that was the case. He needed to think of something.

He had his two swords with him. It would take some luck, but he could throw one at the priest with pyforial energy. If he missed, he still had another chance. But it would be obvious he was the culprit. There was no hope of escape after that.

Rebel, now wounded, moved slower as he tried to defend himself from an onslaught of attacks. Colin hardly worried about defending himself, putting his whole body into each massive swing.

Giving up on figuring out what to do about the priest for the moment, Neeko watched Rebel narrowly avoid impalement over and over. It was only a matter of time.

Shara took his hand. Neeko could feel her sadness deep in his chest. The emotion fell to his stomach as Colin’s blade pierced his brother’s other shoulder.

Rebel fell backward and struggled to regain his feet. Colin came down on top of his brother, driving the point of his sword straight into Rebel’s heart. He pulled it out just to push it in once more.

Then Rebel didn’t move.

There was no applause. Shara let go of Neeko’s hand and clutched her stomach. She looked as if she might be sick. Cedri was shaking her head, her eyes moist.

Neeko stared at the grotesque scene and couldn’t help think of Swenn killing Eizle. Anger burned away his sadness. It turned into fury as Colin slowly turned to peruse the crowd while wearing a smug grin.

The women in the audience noticeably slouched, Shara and Cedri included.

“The gods have chosen,” the priest announced. “Now the victor will select the seminal.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

SHARA

 

As Colin’s gaze glided over to Shara, she could see only Swenn leering at her. Her breath caught in her chest and she barely resisted the urge to run. She shuddered as Colin continued to ogle her, and a horrid taste filled her mouth.

Stop, look away, choose someone else!

But now he was walking toward their section of seating.

A sudden fear came that he liked nervous or shy women. Should I scowl at him? She tried, but her face was frozen by fear.

“You, stand up,” Colin called out.

Shara’s heart threatened to stop as she glanced back at him. She wanted to jump on Neeko’s back and fly out of the arena. She grabbed Neeko’s hand with such force she felt him wince.

“Let me see you,” Colin called again. “Stand up.”

Whispers skittered around Shara’s ears as she refused to stand.

“Black hair,” Colin said, now clearly irritated. “Fifth row.”

Fifth row—Shara felt as if she could breathe again. She was on the third.

The priest had come to Colin’s side at the edge of the arena. He pointed while wearing an inappropriate smile, as if overjoyed at Colin’s choice. “Stand, young woman.”

Shara could hear everyone shifting for a glimpse of the possible “seminal.” She was the last to look, finding a frightened young woman not much older than her with straight hair as black as night behind her pale face.

“You’re the progeny of the duke, aren’t you?” Colin asked.

The duke…what do I know about him? Her mind worked quickly, recalling everything instantly. Before Priest Elbick came to rule Wertisall, this city was governed by Jarriston Affligate, a young man with more royal blood than brains. He wasn’t so young anymore, Shara saw, as he jumped up and threw a protective arm around his daughter.

“She’s only nineteen and she’s already been promised to a nobleman in the capital,” the duke protested. “The wedding is next month!” 

“The victor can choose whoever he likes,” the priest retorted, doing slightly better at hiding his grin.

Of course, Shara realized, the duke and the ruling priest have been in political strife ever since the change in leadership. She hadn’t read anything about a rebellion, but she knew enough history to be certain there must’ve been rumors the duke planned to regain control, even if it was just by winning the king’s favor and whispering in his ear.

“And I choose the little blackberry.” Colin swayed his shoulders and hips in a slow, sensual dance. “I’ll be gentle…at first.”

The audience reacted to the unsavory comment, scoffing and groaning. The priest slashed his hand through the air to show his displeasure and silence the army officer.

The poor woman had begun to cry, though she seemed embarrassed about it, quickly wiping away her tears as she remained standing.

“Please,” the duke begged the priest. “I’ll do anything.”

“The gods want the blessed man to choose the seminal, and there are no exceptions.”

Something startled both Priest Elbick and Colin, for they turned to stare at something between them as they jumped back.

“What is that?” Colin blurted.

Then Shara noticed it, a bubble of clear pyforial energy distorting the ground within the arena. She heard a faint grunt from Neeko as it moved quickly toward Colin, and then she lost sight of it.

His heavy sword slid out of its scabbard. Neeko remained still while everyone else gasped and jumped up.

“Pyforial energy!” Colin yelled as he tried to grab his sword out of the air. But Neeko’s mind was too quick. He turned the blade and drove it straight through Priest Elbick’s neck.

Gurgling, the priest stumbled and fell to his knees. Five men came running from the other side of the arena, some of them screaming for healers. The whole audience came to its feet as the priest gasped for a breath that wouldn’t come.

Neeko remained seated, every muscle tense. Shara pulled him up by his shirt so he would match everyone else.

The five men who’d jumped into the arena surrounded the priest as a few more came to join the cluster. A man who must’ve been a healer pushed through and disappeared among them. 

Everyone watched, waiting.

Slowly, the men began to part and the priest was revealed, his hands up around his chest as if reaching for the sword lodged in his neck, his eyes still open.

“Someone among you did this!” one of the men yelled, thrusting out his arm in Neeko’s direction. A few other men standing over the priest removed their coats to cover his body.

Surprisingly, Shara had felt more anguish watching Rebel die than she did watching Neeko take Priest Elbick’s life. She’d always thought guilt and shame would haunt her for assisting in murder. But all she cared about now was getting out of this wretched city.

“It had to be someone over here!” the same man yelled, his arms wildly gesturing. “There’s a short range to py energy. Lock the gate. No one leaves the stadium until we find the mage.”

Noise broke out across the arena. Archers and swordsmen were called to the center by this man who’d taken charge. Mages joined the small army of men around the priest’s body. It looked as if they were about to be questioned. But then they separated and joined the other army men in yelling at the crowd for silence.

“Any ideas?” Neeko asked.

“I have the smoke substance Steffen gave me,” Shara replied, “but I don’t know how we’ll get out with the gate closed.”

Cedri leaned in. “Just wait. They can’t keep the population of an entire city locked in here forever. Eventually they’ll open the gate.”

They could say no more, for the stadium had grown quiet.

“Maxwell, isn’t the duke’s daughter a mage?” someone asked the man who’d taken charge.

“Yes, that’s right.” Maxwell glared with furious eyes, looking at the woman no differently than if she’d admitted she’d done it. “Why else would you train when you have no intention of fighting?” he called to her.

“She’s a bastial mage,” the duke said. “She has no skill with pyforial energy and has never desired any.”

Maxwell continued to stare at her as if he didn’t hear the duke. “Speak for yourself, young woman.”

She seemed as if she might faint as she clutched her father, her face blanched.

“What’s her name?” Maxwell asked his men.

Colin stood among them, looking confused and angry as though he wanted to demand something but he didn’t know what.

Maxwell’s men said something too quietly for Shara to hear. Then Maxwell turned back to the woman, slightly more calm. “Arrieta, are you going to lie to me?”

“No,” she replied in a weak voice.

“Louder. I can’t hear you.”

“She will tell the truth,” the duke said. “She did not do this.”

“If you speak for her one more time—”

“I am the duke! I may not have authority over Priest Elbick, but I do over you.”

“I am running this investigation!” Maxwell screamed. “You have no authority until it’s over. Now if you speak for your daughter again, I’ll remove you from her.”

Arrieta called out, “I will not lie.” Her voice was louder, though it held no more confidence than it did previously.

“You didn’t want to be the seminal, did you?” Maxwell accused.

“I’m already promised to another man. My marriage is important to the future of our family.”

“But carrying a blessed child is important to the future of all of Sumar. Do you care about the will of the gods?”

“I…do care.” She didn’t seem to want to elaborate, speaking each word as if it were painful.

“You don’t sound like you care.” Maxwell shot a look at the hundreds behind him, all wielding weapons, before turning back to her. “The only person who would kill our priest would be someone who doesn’t care about the gods.”

“I do care!” Arrieta repeated. “I would never hurt anyone. I don’t know how to use pyforial energy.”

But Maxwell’s expression didn’t change. “I don’t believe you.”

“I’m being truthful!” she choked out between sobs.

Shara could see Neeko tensing. She would’ve paid a dalion for his thoughts. Would he let Arrieta take the blame for this?

Shara considered the smoke potion in her bag. Horse piss. I’ll have to mix two bottles together, and then the smoke takes time to build. It would be too obvious.

“You must at least question others,” the duke called down to Maxwell. “There are hundreds around us that might’ve done it.”

One of the archers who’d escorted Shara came to bow before Maxwell. “May I speak?”

“Yes.”

He straightened his back, then pointed straight at Shara, causing a shiver up her spine. “I brought those three into this arena. They’re from Sastien Village. The light-haired young man told us they came to see the priest. I believe they should be questioned as well.”

Maxwell seemed upset by the news as he stared up at the three of them. “Who, exactly?”

“They know who they are.” The archer faced them. “Stand.”

Shara saw no point in refusing. Cedri and Neeko joined her as worry churned in her stomach.

“Tell us more about why you’re here,” Maxwell demanded.

Shara shook with nervousness. She did not lie well and was even worse at speaking in front of a crowd.

“Speak!” Maxwell ordered.

Neeko took a small step forward. “I’m sorry, we’re still in shock after what happened to Priest Elbick.” He stopped for an appropriate pause, his face full of pain. “We rode all the way from Sastien Village to speak with him. We knew we might only see him from afar, but that was enough. As you probably know, there’s no priest in our village. The three of us are dedicated to our faith, and we’ve saved money for months for this trip. I still can’t believe what happened.” He shook his head. “I’m Jon.” He pointed across to Cedri. “This is my sister, Jane.” Then he took Shara’s hand. “This is Sarah, my lady. Both of them have some skill with bastial energy, and I have some skill wielding short swords, but none of us are pyforial mages.”

Maxwell already looked convinced, looking at Neeko as if proud of him. Perhaps psyche had some involvement? “We welcome you to our city. It’s nice to know there are those who have faith as deep as yours, who were willing to travel here just for a chance at meeting Priest Elbick. Would you explain what you hoped to gain from speaking with him?”

Neeko glanced at Shara, some of his confidence draining from his face. He’d taken care of the most difficult part, though, and she was finally ready to lie.

“It was my idea,” she answered. “Sumar is in need of help right now because the Northern king has disallowed sacrifices to the god of life. The only guidance we have as to what to do comes from a single book about the rules of zuji that is, unfortunately, written for children. There are villagers who offer religious guidance, but there’s too much disagreement between them about the proper way to pray and sacrifice in these dire times. We seek counsel.” She turned her head, pretending to look abashed. “And if we couldn’t speak with Priest Elbick, at least we could tell the others that we saw him. It would earn us respect from our elders.” She made a face as if she’d been betrayed. “It must’ve been a spy for the North who killed him! They must not get away with this atrocious act.”

“And you two, next to Jane.” Maxwell pointed at the older man and woman holding hands a short distance from Cedri. “What are your names?”

They answered, then Maxwell followed with questions about their beliefs and their previous encounters with the priest. Then he called for assistance from the audience, looking for anyone who could either attest or refute their claims. No one volunteered to speak, so Maxwell moved to the next person along their row, and then the next.

After an hour of this, nearly every child Shara saw in the audience had fallen asleep, and many adults as well. 

“I’m going to use the smoke potion,” Shara whispered. “But it will take time to find in my bag and mix, then even more time for the smoke to spread. I’ll need you to provide a distraction.”

“What do you propose?” Neeko asked.

“Is there anything you can do with py?”

“Nothing without high risk.” He paused. “And nothing that would be sure to work.”

“Just wait,” Cedri hissed. “There will be a distraction when they choose a culprit.”

“But if they choose one of us,” Shara argued, “I won’t have the chance I need. As soon as I open my bag, they’ll shoot me.”

“They won’t choose us.” Cedri sounded confident. “It will be Arrieta; I can feel it. Just wait until then.”

Shara give Neeko a look, waiting for his opinion.

“I can’t let anyone die for this.”

Her body went hot with fear. Neeko had many strengths, but considering every option before acting wasn’t one of them.

Every scenario that came to her mind ended with the three of them dying while trying to save whatever innocent was accused.

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

SHARA

 

“We have questioned everyone who was in range,” Maxwell announced, “and now we’ll make a decision.” He conferred with a circle of men as the audience came alive again and parents awoke their children.

Shara noticed Neeko glancing in every direction. He seemed to take the most time as he peered behind them and upward.

Deliberation lasted only a few moments. “Arrieta,” Maxwell directed. “Come down here.”

“It wasn’t me!”

“She didn’t do this!” the duke added.

Maxwell said something to the swordsmen and archers around him. They came to the edge and began pulling themselves up into the seating area while twenty more looked ready to follow if they were needed.

Arrieta shrieked and her father screamed that this was a mistake. Neeko leaned forward and grabbed Shara and Cedri’s arms. He pulled them quickly, nearly making Shara trip. He let go of Cedri to catch her, then grabbed her arm again and pulled them farther.

Others were getting out of the way as well while the duke came down a row to stand between his daughter and the approaching soldiers.

“The smoke!” Neeko whispered. “Now, Shara.”

There was no time to make sure they weren’t being watched. She could only hope all attention was diverted to Arrieta, the duke, and the swordsmen.

Gray and yellow, she reminded herself, remembering the colors of the substances Steffen had told her to mix. There wasn’t enough light for her to see into her bag, though, forcing her to pull out each vial to check.

She found the gray one as what sounded like a fight broke out. She glimpsed the duke shoving back a swordsman as she went for the other vial.

By the time she got the yellow out, everyone near Arrieta screamed in their hurry to get away. Shara saw one swordsman fall backward as another impaled the duke’s stomach.

Shara removed both stoppers and poured the yellow substance into the vial containing the gray. She put back the stopper as Steffen had instructed, then crouched to place it at their feet so no one could catch sight of her throwing it.

“We need to move away from it,” she told Neeko and Cedri.

“But nothing’s happening,” Neeko said, staring down at the cloudy mixture of dark gray.

“The vial should break in a moment.”

Shara started in the direction of the locked gate, but Neeko took her hand to stop her.

“This way.” He led them toward the top of the arena, bounding up tall rows of stone as quickly as if they were stairs. He veered toward Arrieta. The poor woman clung to her fallen father as a swordsman lifted her and ripped her away.

The duke tried to get up, holding one hand over the wound on his stomach. Shara had seen how far the sword had penetrated. The man would die, though it would take some time.

Shara heard glass breaking. The vial. She shot a look over her shoulder to find the smoke exploding into the air, spreading like water breaking out of a dam. It moved faster than the fleeing people nearby, enveloping them as they screamed in confusion and horror, many thinking it was flames.

The smoke didn’t appear as harmless as Steffen described it. The dense cloud shot out in every direction, not thinning but remaining dark even at its origin.

Cedri cursed in awe. But Neeko hardly seemed to notice the smoke, gripping Shara’s hand harder as he pulled her toward Arrieta.

One man had Arrieta in his arms, but he suddenly dropped her as his hands went to his throat.

Shara was against this idea, about to scream for Neeko to stop before realizing how idiotic it would be to reveal Neeko as the pyforial mage. He kept his hands at his sides, though he did stare at the man he was choking a few feet away.

“She is the py mage!” a man shouted, his voice barely heard over the confusion caused by the smoke. He got a hand on Arrieta’s arm only to be pushed away by py before he could get a good grasp. The same happened to the next man.

Then everything went dark as the smoke enveloped them. Shara could feel the laden air adding weight to her lungs. Each rapid breath tasted dry. She could still see Neeko and Cedri but nothing beyond them.

Please lungs, keep working. At least she wasn’t coughing, which she heard coming from others in every direction. People screamed Arrieta’s name as Neeko pulled Shara closer to her.

“Just keep following me,” Neeko instructed. A moment later, he had Arrieta’s wrist in his hand.

She tried to shake free.

“I’m getting you out!” he yelled.

A swordsman’s arms appeared through the haze, his sword already drawn. “She’s here!”

He tried to stab Arrieta, but Neeko threw him out of the way with py.

“Which way?” Arrieta asked, no longer resisting.

“Up.”

Neeko pulled Arrieta and Shara while she kept her other hand locked with Cedri’s. There were fewer people as they climbed higher, but those who did spot Arrieta called out to the swordsmen. No one remained in sight for more than an instant, the smoke too dense.

As they sped up the rows of stone, Shara couldn’t believe they hadn’t broken out of the smoke yet. There was less light the farther they went from the braziers in the center of the stadium.

Neeko slowed as they climbed. “Gods, how many rows are there?”

Then Shara realized what he was doing. He wants us to jump off the top. She focused to draw in bastial energy, then pushed it out in a gust of hot wind. For a moment, the smoke cleared before them, revealing a few more rows of stone benches before the final wall. Then the smoke closed back in.

It felt darker and quieter than before. Her wand and Cedri’s came alive at the same moment, blasting out yellow light. Shara used her mind to keep up a constant flow of bastial energy. Her lungs burned. Her heart pounded.

She didn’t get her foot all the way onto the next row and started to fall backward. She shrieked, but Neeko pulled hard enough to steady her, practically catching all of her weight with his one arm.

“Up there!” people yelled below them. The sound of her shriek had drawn their attention.

The wall was about as tall as Cedri, making it easy to climb. Neeko was first up and turned on his knees to offer his hand to Shara. She took his support, using her other hand to hoist herself up.

“Careful,” Neeko warned. “There’s only about a yard of space before the drop.”

Shara sent out another gust of hot bastial energy, creating a tunnel of clarity. She almost toppled backward at the sight. She didn’t know how high they were, but she was certain a fall from here would kill her.

 The smoke closed around them, darkness returning. Shara and Cedri both created light once more as Neeko pulled Arrieta up with them.

“We’re going to float down,” Neeko said. “We have to go at the same time. It’s the only way I can carry us all.”

And even then, he might not be able to.

“I’m going to make the bed of py now. Shara, blow the smoke out of the way so I can see. Cedri, keep the light aimed at the ridge.”

Straining for breath, she managed to create the soft gust of bastial energy Neeko needed to see his energy. She watched as he formed a ball of py. As it grew to the size of his torso, the light bent around it and caused it to shimmer.

Then it went flat, pushing away the smoke beneath it. Neeko pulled his arms into his sides and the long sheet of energy came to the edge of the stone they were seated upon.

“When I count to three, everyone leap forward onto it. Land on your stomachs to distribute your weight evenly. We have to go at the same time because I can’t keep it hovering with any weight on it.”

The energy was barely visible, making it look like they were about to jump off the edge onto nothing.

Shara stopped her wind as she prepared herself, fear making it impossible to focus. Cedri’s light went out.

“Is it still there?” Arrieta asked.

“Yes.” Neeko started his count. “One, two, three.”

Fear almost prevented Shara from moving, but she forced herself to leap. Her scream of terror was instantly muffled by the cushion of energy. She began to sink with her shins still atop the edge of the stadium. They slipped off to crash against the edge of the py, her nails digging into it like a cat to keep her from tilting backward.

There was a lurch as if something had grabbed the bed of energy and yanked it downward. Shara heard herself screaming, though she could do nothing to stop it. Neeko had lost control and now she was going to die.

They left the smoke behind as they fell fast, the city of Wertisall a blur around them. Then the py began to jerk through the air, slowing and then speeding repeatedly. It caused Shara to flop like a fish on land. She dug her nails deeper and tried to press herself flat.

There were moments when the energy felt as if it was about to slip away, falling faster than her body could catch up. Then it would slow, and Shara’s face and chest slammed against it. She could hear Neeko grunt with each jerk of the energy.

Through all of it, she could see the ground approaching at a rate that would crack open her skull. But soon they slowed as the energy glided at an even pace. They were ten feet from the ground, now floating down like a leaf carried softly by the wind. Neeko eased them all the way to the ground, where the energy kept them hovering for a moment longer. Then it disappeared, and they plopped down onto the grass.

“Where is Arrieta?” Neeko asked, already on his feet and pulling Shara up.

Shara looked behind Neeko. There was only Cedri. “Could it be she didn’t jump?”

Cedri shrugged. “Must not have. Let’s go.”

Shara glanced up, still expecting to find Arrieta somewhere. Smoke curled over the edge of the stadium high above them.

“Let’s go!” Cedri repeated, grabbing Neeko’s arm.

Shara followed as Neeko stumbled after Cedri, a puzzled expression on his face. He looked back up at the stadium, then suddenly stopped.

“Why wouldn’t she jump? They’re going to kill her!”

Shara grabbed his hand. “She made a choice.”

The women dragged Neeko away from the stadium before he could decide to go back.

“We need to get our horses,” Shara told them, “before word spreads to the guard at the gate to stop anyone trying to leave.” 

They ran frantically through the empty city. Soon the chaotic noise of the stadium receded, leaving only the patter of their footsteps.

“Dammit!” Neeko blurted. “Why didn’t she jump? I could have supported her weight for long enough.”

“She was scared,” Cedri answered.

“We all were scared!” Neeko snapped.

Cedri showed him a vexed look.

“You did everything you could,” Shara assured.

He didn’t seem to want to be consoled, ignoring her to bark something else at Cedri. “You should’ve used psyche to ease her fear.”

“You think this is my fault? You’re going to blame me now?”

Neeko stopped and turned back toward the stadium. “Gods, why didn’t she jump?”

Cedri’s anger disappeared as disappointment seemed to come next. “I can feel your guilt,” she told Neeko. “But the woman wasn’t brave enough, or perhaps she didn’t trust us enough. Nothing you could’ve done would’ve changed that. And I never could’ve known she wasn’t going to jump. There wasn’t enough time for me to read her with psyche, let alone sway her emotions.”

Neeko cursed under his breath as they began to run again. Shara wanted to ease his conscience, but now wasn’t the time.

“Put on a smile,” she told Neeko. “We got to meet the priest, and we’re excited to return to our village, so we don’t want to stay the night.”

“I’ll use psyche to make him want to believe us,” Cedri said.

The guard they’d met on their way in was still there. He seemed concerned by their approach.

“Where are your escorts?” he asked.

“They stayed at the stadium,” Neeko lied.

The guard began shaking his head. “They wouldn’t do that. All visitors must be escorted at all times.”

Neeko couldn’t seem to figure out what to say. Cedri stepped forward, drawing the guard’s gaze.

“There was an issue with the choice of the seminal. They stayed to oversee it. We met with Priest Elbick, and he allowed us to go.”

“That’s why we’re not staying,” Neeko broke in. “We’re excited to return to our village with the counsel he gave us.”

“May we have our horses?” Cedri asked.

The guard suddenly smiled as if they were old friends. “Of course. I wouldn’t keep you against your will.”

Soon they were riding away, the city gate growing smaller behind them. They should’ve been proud to have carried out their mission and would’ve been if Arrieta had just jumped.

They rode in silence for miles as exhaustion caught up to Shara. “Let’s make camp ahead.” She pointed at a copse of trees.

After they settled and made a fire, Neeko sat on a rock. He didn’t speak, even when Shara sat beside him and put her head on his shoulder.

Cedri said nothing, either, as she shook out her blanket and curled up in it.

“If they don’t kill her, they’re going to torture her for information because they think she’s a spy,” Neeko finally said. “And it’s because of me.”

Shara kissed his cheek. “You have nothing to regret.”

Cedri got up with a sigh and sat on Neeko’s other side. “There’s a chance they’ll realize it was the three of us, Neeko. Someone saw us rescue her, and they’ll notice we’re no longer there. They’ll figure it out.”

Neeko put his hand on his chin and gradually began to nod. “You’re right. She might live.”

“Though if she does, she can only look forward to a night of being raped over and over,” Cedri murmured as if speaking to herself.

Neeko grimaced. “And they killed her father.”

“The poor woman,” Shara said to the fire.

After some time, she could feel Neeko’s eyes on her. When she looked over to meet his glance, he turned the other way to make sure Cedri was looking as well.

“I won’t be responsible for the death of another innocent person,” he told them. “Even if it means allowing King Marteph to live.”

Cedri’s face showed she disapproved, but she said nothing.

Shara thought about what had just happened for some time, a mixture of pride and sorrow twisting in her mind.

 “Sometimes we do everything we can,” she told Neeko, “and it still isn’t good enough. One of the hardest things in life is to accept that.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

NEEKO

 

Neeko saw the morning sun’s red fringe coming up from the horizon just before he settled beneath his blanket and attempted to sleep. It had taken the entire night to ride a safe distance away from Wertisall, but one of the two priests was dead.

He felt nothing as he remembered pulling out Colin’s sword and running it through the priest’s neck. Instead, he worried about Arrieta until sleep finally claimed him. 

They rested until noon, when a crow awakened them with a deep caw. Neeko and Shara bolted up to find Cedri glancing around nervously.

“Just a bird,” Cedri said.

It squawked again. Shara lay back down and put her arm over her face. “Neeko, can you scare it off with py? I want to sleep another hour.”

But Cedri was already up and walking toward them. “We should go. They could be looking for us.” She bent down and touched Shara, who sat up immediately and blinked several times.

“What did you just do to me?” she asked.

“Used psyche to help you wake up.”

Shara put her hand over her heart. “Please don’t do that ever again.”

Soon after breakfast, Neeko decided to check on the storm and the Northern army’s progress toward Tramberr. He could see both from the air.

The storm had been changing each day, sometimes spreading northeastward toward the Southern capital, Khalinar. Other times, the storm seemed the same as the day before, but it never looked to be receding.

“Neeko, wait,” Cedri said somewhat sheepishly. “There’s a lake there.” She pointed at a large body of clear water maybe a half mile away. “Let’s go there first so you can hover over the water…and lift me with you.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“But you’ve been practicing a lot, and you said the distance from the ground doesn’t affect the difficulty because the pyforial energy remains close to you.”

“That’s true, but if I make a mistake we still might break our bones falling into the water.” He pointed to the sky. “I need to be extremely high to see over the mountains.”

“I still wish to ride if you’re confident you can hold me.”

“It’s not a ride.” She’s just doing this for fun. “It’s not worth the risk.”

“I’ll never be able to experience anything like it.” She took a breath. “Please. You’ve never let the energy slip out while training with Shara, and I’m lighter than she is.”

Shara clicked her tongue. “Only because you’re the size of a child!”

“I’m not saying that you have an excess of heft about your waist, Shara. Calm yourself.”

The corner of Shara’s mouth curled as she folded her arms.

“Fine,” Neeko said. “I suppose I can hold you.”

They rode to the lake, where Cedri bit down on her lip in an excited smile Neeko was certain he’d never seen before. He aimed his back toward her.

“Lower,” she requested.

“Oh.” He was used to Shara.

She locked her arms around his neck and wrapped her legs around his waist.

He folded his elbows down, trapping the energy against his torso. He would never be comfortable with the pressure, but it wasn't nearly as painful as the first time, when he’d carried Shara over the canopy of the forest. He willed the energy up, jolting him and Cedri from the ground. She gasped and squeezed him so tightly she almost drove the breath from his lungs.

Knowing he wouldn’t be able to hold both of them for long, he forced the energy up at a quick pace, giving his stomach the fluttery feeling he’d come to enjoy.

Cedri constantly seemed to be losing her breath, sucking in one after another. “My gods!” she screamed in his ear.

Damn, he’d forgotten to warn her not to do that. It was a habit that took Shara some time to shake. The higher he went, the more the mountains to the south seemed to shrink, until finally the great volcano came into view. Even at hundreds of miles away, it looked massive, dwarfing the mountains bordering Eppon.

The air felt fresher; it didn’t smell like sulfur, which he only then realized he’d gotten used to. Cedri clutched him hard, but he didn’t mind the slight pain. It was better than feeling she might slip.

As he looked out at the storm, lightning struck continuously around the volcano while lava spewed out of its center. Feeling the strain of Cedri’s extra weight, he quickly turned to face southeast for a look at Tramberr. The city, having no walls, was more like Lanhine than Wertisall.

“There they are,” Cedri said, “about twenty miles north of the city, just before the hills.”

Neeko caught sight of the columns of soldiers. They were still on horseback, their massive battering ram at the front. Neeko’s heart jumped as he realized he could make it there in time to fight with them.

He let it out of his mind for the moment to focus on descending. By the time Cedri was off his back, he was panting.

Cedri had an enormous smile. “Shara, it was indescribable.”

“The storm is stronger than before.” Neeko struggled to catch his breath. “And the army is close; the battle should take place in two days.” He stopped himself from saying more.

“Will you take me that high now?” Shara asked.

He frowned.

She folded her arms. “Or do I have too much heft?”

He took in her generous curves and gave the only answer he could. “I’ll take you as soon as I’m ready.”

While he regained his strength, he decided he would head east toward Tramberr, not south to the capital as they’d planned. He’d promised Laney he would be there if he could, and even though she’d given her blessing to break that promise, he knew how valuable he would be at the battle.

But during his second time in the air, with Shara on his back, he noticed something he didn’t before. Another army of a few thousand was approaching Tramberr from the south. They must’ve come from the capital to aid the forces already within Tramberr. Neeko had to assume his army would now be greatly outnumbered.

He came back down safely with Shara.

“I fear for Jaymes and Laney,” Shara said.

Cedri nodded while Neeko was too busy regaining his breath to answer. He was glad for the pause, for he was still trying to decide how to tell Shara that he would be fighting.

“We need to go east,” he said, feeling a terrible pang of guilt, knowing what he was about to put Shara through. “Because I’m going to join the battle.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Are you seriously considering that?”

“I’ve already considered it.” He softened his tone. “I know how hard this must be for you to let me go.”

“I’m not letting you go!” She stomped her foot. “What about the king?”

“This battle is more important…and closer.” Neeko didn’t have to say much. This was an argument he would win because Shara already knew he was right, she just didn’t want to admit it. “Come with me. You and Cedri can wait a safe distance from the battle, and I will meet you after it’s over. Then we can continue to Khalinar.”

“Don’t you know how many people are going to die? They’ll target you as soon as they realize you’re a pyforial mage.”

“It’s a risk, but it’s one I need to take.” He spoke in a calm tone while Shara drew quick breaths, her hands clenched.

“You won’t listen to anything I say, will you?” He couldn’t respond, giving her an unhappy look instead. “Well then, what’s the point! Don’t you realize that if you die I’ll have nothing? I don’t want to be in Sumar any longer, and I don’t want to go to Ovira without you!”

“Shara—”

“Neeko, don’t do this.” She spoke in a betrayed tone, as if he were about to go spend the night with another woman.

It hurt not to have her blessing, but he wouldn’t let that stop him. “You’ll feel better once I come back, alive.”

“Damn you, Neeko!” She turned and got on her mount. He was thankful to see that she started east instead of south. At least she would go with him until they neared the city.

He found Cedri looking at him. “That was quite uncomfortable,” she mumbled to herself as she started toward her horse.

 

 

*****

 

 

Shara refused to speak with him. He tried using her name, asking her questions, and then he reverted to explaining himself further. Eventually she even stopped looking at him.

By evening he’d given up. They made camp. Neeko helped Shara gather sticks and brush for the fire, but she moved away from him whenever he came near. When they had the fire going, she whispered something to Cedri, and then the two of them moved away, clearly not wanting Neeko to hear them.

The psychic stood attentive as Shara spoke. Then Cedri began shaking her head and sighing. Eventually he overheard Cedri’s irritated voice. “I’m not going to change his opinion! You have to accept it.”

Shara stomped away and ignored them both as she stared at the fire.

Cedri showed Neeko an annoyed look as if blaming him for her being in the middle of this.

Shara must be more than just angry to enlist Cedri’s help. She must really believe I’m going to die.

He tried to sit beside her and assure her he’d return from the battle. But as soon as he came close, she turned as if disgusted by his proximity. “Unless you’re coming to tell me you changed your mind, you need to get away from me.”

“I will come back after it’s over.”

She stood, pulled the blanket out from under him, and walked over to the other side of the fire.

The next day was just like the one before except that Cedri was unrelenting during training, refusing to let Shara or Neeko dictate when she stopped. It finally occurred to Neeko that she might be considering joining the fight.

“Cedri, are you coming with me or staying with Shara?”

Her mouth opened to answer but no words followed.

“You’re actually considering fighting?” Shara seemed incredulous, her dark eyebrows arching.

Neeko realized something. “You’ve been in the army for years. You must’ve trained for battle.”

“Only as a mage,” she bit out.

“But you’re even stronger now as a psychic. You can pick out the enemies one by one and disable them completely, and you can still cast fireballs. You have the abilities for both long- and close-range combat. That’s something no other mage has.”

“I know, Neeko.” She didn’t seem to want to hear it. “I’ve been thinking about joining the moment you mentioned going. I was wondering if either of you would even consider what I want.”

“I just figured you would stay with me,” Shara said. “It’s likely we’ll need you just as much as Neeko to get to the king, which is where we should be going right now.”

“You want to believe that. But you don’t. You know how important it is to win this battle…and so do I.” Cedri let out her breath. “Which is why I need to fight as well.”

“Then I’m going, too.” Shara’s look dared them to disagree. “I can cast fireballs. I can fight.”

“Shara, you can’t,” Neeko argued.

“Oh I can’t?” she yelled. “Why do you think you can tell me not to fight but I can’t tell you the same thing?”

“You’ve admitted that you’re not meant for battle,” he replied in an even tone. “You excel at many things, but among tens of thousands of allies and enemies, you’re just going to be a mage without battle training.”

Neeko was thankful when Cedri spoke up. “Do you think the rest of the mages will be stepping onto the battlefield without training?”

Shara didn’t reply.

“They train for years,” Cedri went on, “making sure they know how to react to every situation and command from their officers. It’s difficult to be a mage in a battle. Fireballs are hard to aim, and they explode. You’ll probably kill more of your own than—”

“All right!” Shara threw herself on her mount and rode on without looking back.

When evening came, Neeko decided to lift himself into the air to check the progress of the Northern army. They seemed to be stopped a good five miles outside the city. So they would attack tomorrow. This meant he could have another night of rest. Maybe he could persuade Shara to share blankets and get a few words out of her…maybe he could even get more than a few words. He was going to battle after all.

It bothered him that instead of commending his bravery, she treated him as if he were invisible. It’s just a strategy, he reminded himself. She thinks she can make me agree to stay. But now that we’re nearly there, she might finally accept it.

“I’ll be sleeping over here,” Cedri announced after they’d made camp, aiming her thumb at a set of trees a good distance away. “It’s warm enough not to need the fire, and I figure you two could use some privacy.”

“That’s not necessary,” Shara said.

Cedri sighed at her and simply walked off.

Neeko didn’t bother Shara, figuring she would come to him eventually.

Sleep remained a chase. He could feel himself come close several times, but he never could quite get there.

The fire went out, but the night was warm enough without it. He pined to feel Shara in his arms but more than that, he just wanted her to return to her old self. A simple smile would put him completely at ease.

She didn’t come, and eventually he fell asleep.

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

NEEKO

 

Neeko awoke to Shara’s voice. “I can’t believe how stubborn you are.”

He didn’t feel as if he’d been asleep long. Shara seemed to be shifting her legs to get them beneath his blanket. He lifted it, and she slid down beside him.

“I’m sorry for how I treated you,” she said. “It was the only thing I could think of that might work.”

“You weren’t really angry?”

“Oh I was and still am. It’s this damn war.” She took his cheek and guided his lips onto hers for a long kiss. When they parted, she smiled and said, “Shara has been miserable these last two days.”

“Shara? What about poor Neeko? He’s been far more miserable than Shara.”

Her laugh died on her lips as she began to cry. Neeko pulled her to his chest and held her close.

“I keep imagining you never coming back.”

“Don’t. I will return to you,” he promised.

“Only if we win. But their army will overwhelm ours.”

 “You forget I killed hundreds of terrislaks by myself. And I’ll be near Laney. I’m sure Jaymes won’t have her out in front where she could be shot. Then once we’re in the city, the close-quarters will be to our advantage.”

“Will you watch over Cedri?”

“Yes, we’ll both be fine.” He kissed her, and suddenly he could think of nothing but how her lips felt.

 

 

*****

 

 

Neeko awoke again with the sunrise, wishing he felt more prepared for what was ahead. As he ate and tried not to wake Shara, he nearly choked on his food, his stomach jumping with nerves. It wasn’t long before Cedri and Shara were eating with him and silently watching the sun gently rise from the horizon.

“What a beautiful day…for thousands to die,” Shara said. Then she let out a discouraged hum when no one replied. “That was more humorous in my mind.”

“I think all instances of irony will go unappreciated today,” Neeko said.

Cedri laughed, earning a frown from Shara.

“Really?” she challenged. “That’s what you find humorous?”

Cedri shrugged, then her smile slowly straightened. “Neeko, we should be leaving. We need to speak with Jaymes before the battle begins.”

He nodded. Then he turned to find Shara’s expressive eyes full of pain. When she pressed herself against him, the rest of the world faded. Even his worry dissolved as her warmth washed over his body.

It all came back when they pulled apart.

As the two women said goodbye with an embrace of their own, he checked the straps on his bag and put on his belt containing his two sheathed swords. The three of them mounted and, after a long look, Shara set off for the hills where she could watch from a safe distance.

 

 

*****

 

 

By the time Neeko and Cedri met up with the army, all seemed at the ready—the front a perfect line of men standing with brass shields protecting them from feet to neck.

Neeko and Cedri slowed their horses and held out their hands as archers and mages raised their weapons.

“It’s Neeko and Cedri,” he called to them, “the pyforial mage and psychic from Sastien Forest.”

He watched as word spread and each lowered his or her weapon. Many asked what they were doing and if another attack of the PCQ was imminent.

Neeko and Cedri explained that they were there to join the fight and another attack would be unlikely. The PCQs had used trees for cover. Without shields like Jaymes’ men, they would be felled by arrows and fireballs before they could get close enough.

Neeko began asking for Jaymes as he rode toward the front, passing by ranks of fearful faces that didn’t help to set him at ease. He was directed to continue forward, the commander being near the front line.

If Jaymes was surprised to see them, he didn’t show it. “Neeko, you’ll be with this crescent here to the right of Laney. Cedri, you’ll be on the other side. I’ll be with Laney. Stand in the second row and at the center of your crescent while I speak to my officers.” His volubility impressed Neeko. It was as if he’d expected them.

Neeko soon figured out what Jaymes had meant by a crescent. The commander had split the front men into separate groups, putting those with shields in an arced line at the front to better block arrows and fireballs.

So they would be advancing slowly in groups. Neeko didn’t know how he felt about that, as they certainly would be met with a hailstorm of arrows and fireballs. But he trusted Jaymes.

Laney broke ranks within her crescent to follow Jaymes, appearing to ask him something while Neeko watched Cedri disappear behind the nearby swordsmen, all more than a head taller than her.

Jaymes shooed Laney away, and she happily bounced toward Neeko. He came out of his spot to join her in the space between their crescents.

The Southern army had gathered, forming their own ranks similar to the Northern troops. Neeko had chosen not to take more than a glance at them, knowing that their numbers had to be far more.

He hugged Laney as she curled her right arm around his back. “What are you doing here?” she asked, some joy beneath her tone of confusion. “You’re supposed to take this opportunity to go to Khalinar.”

“I’ll find a way to get there after this battle is over. I had the chance to join you here, so I did.”

“I’m thankful! But what happened in Wertisall?”

Neeko hurried to tell her about the stadium and the priest, leaving out Arrieta as there was no point to trouble Laney with that detail.

“These priests are madmen,” Laney said when he was finished. “Jaymes has told me about them, but I’m still surprised to hear he would pit two brothers against each other and allow the winner to choose a woman to rape. I’m glad Priest Elbick is dead and Priest Gamilt will soon be next.” Then she gave a sly smile. “A man kissed me,” she whispered. “Many times.”

“The one who wanted your assistance trimming his hair?”

“Yes, he has strong feelings for me. It’s wonderful.” Neeko listened for fear coloring her tone as she went on. “He’s with the archers. I hope he’ll be safe.”

He heard what he was listening for. “I’m sure he hopes the same about you.”

They spoke for what felt like an hour while Jaymes strategized with his officers and then shared his battle plan with his troops. Laney expressed her worries once more about what would happen to them after the battle. Neeko offered to find her, wherever she may be, and bring her with him and Shara, and possibly Cedri, to Ovira. But Laney made a sour face at the suggestion.

“They wouldn’t take me, yet Jaymes did. I would much rather stay here where I’ve been welcomed, so I’m putting my trust in Jaymes. I certainly don’t want to spend my life teaching others how to use pyforial energy. Unlike you, I was growing bored with training the more we did it.” She showed him a wry smile. “And my man is here.”

As Neeko chuckled, Jaymes ordered everyone back to their spots. “It’s time to begin.”

There was palpable aggression in the air as men gripped their weapons and thumped their armor. Neeko glanced at the men of his crescent and was surprised to see all of them staring at him.

The crossbow wielder beside him asked, “Are you as strong as Laney with pyforial energy?”

He didn’t want to make Laney seem any less valuable, so he gave a modest answer. “I am.”

“You’ll stay with us until the end?” a swordsman asked.

“Until Priest Gamilt has fallen.”

He got approving smiles all around.

Neeko took his long-awaited look at his enemies. They’d formed their lines a mile out from the city of Tramberr, their front loaded with shield bearers who looked no different than those at the front of the Northern army, except that their armor was black instead of blue.

By the time everyone’s engaged in battle, we might look to Shara like a massive bruise on the land.

There wasn’t much open field between the armies, perhaps only five hundred yards. Jaymes walked past the front line and turned to face his troops. A horse was brought to him so he could mount and be seen by all those he addressed. Farther down on each side, officers took the same position, ready to give direction.

“If you have not fought under my command before, there are two things you need to know,” Jaymes boomed. “If you listen to my commands during the battle, you will live. If you don’t, you will die.” Neeko didn’t quite feel inspired, though he did find himself afraid to disobey any future order. He supposed that was the point.

Jaymes continued, “In a moment, your enemies will become boisterous. They will sound brave and fearsome, and you will feel terror like you’ve never felt before. But their confidence will be their undoing, and by the end of this day, you will have walked uninjured over their corpses and wondered what in the two hells you were so afraid of. Our strategy is superior and our army is superior, which you will discover as soon as this battle begins.”

Neeko knew Jaymes well enough to realize those weren’t just words. The commander earnestly believed everything he told them. Neeko finally could feel his confidence building.

Distant drums began to thump. War cries echoed the beat. Beneath the sound was Neeko’s own heart slamming against his chest.

Jaymes didn’t turn even for a glimpse as his voice rose to a thunderous shout. “Remember why you’re here. They burned the homes of our innocent citizens! They have no respect for us. Today, they will regret everything that they did to us and our people!”

Neeko could feel his fear diminishing with each word Jaymes spoke as screams of agreement poured out from all around him.

Jaymes put his fist into the air and a hundred drums beat in perfect unison. “By the end of today,” Jaymes roared over the drums, “both you and our enemies will have learned a lesson that will stick with all of us for the rest of our lives.” Just as Neeko thought the drums couldn’t get any louder, they did, making him feel as if the ground was shaking beneath his feet. “No matter how many fight against us, we cannot be stopped!”

Neeko screamed with the rest of them, no longer afraid. Horns blared as Jaymes dismounted and someone came to take his horse. He fell back into the ranks, his steel breastplate glinting under the high sun.

“March,” he commanded, and they began to move. “Keep the formation tight!”

They quickly approached the Southern army. Neeko could feel the barely contained power of his allies, their slow pace like a leash to a wild dog.

Jaymes continued to uplift them, his voice a comfort to Neeko. The distance closed between the armies, the short grass flattening beneath thousands of marching boots.

Jaymes yelled for the mages to fire, the same order screamed out by every officer on each side of Neeko. Hot air brushed by him as hundreds of fireballs shot into the air. Another hundred fireballs soared into the air before the first set had descended.

But the enemies were firing as well.

“Archers release!” the commander shouted. A rapid succession of twangs followed, arrows darkening the fire-filled sky.

“Sartious shields!”

A horizontal wall of green energy appeared over Neeko’s head as a sartious mage flicked his staff. Every fireball seemed to land behind their crescents. Neeko cringed as he waited for the sounds of explosions and screams. But all he heard was a soft sizzle. He shot a look behind him to see the green energy temporarily above the entire army, all the sartious mages coordinated.

The fireballs seemed to melt into the green energy, yellow and orange waves rippling out. Neeko had heard of sartious shields, but never had he seen one in action.

There was no time to marvel. The arrows were about to fall.

Apparently the sartious mage in his crescent was strong enough to make a solid wall, grunting as he jerked his staff upward. Shade came over Neeko as the energy filled in with a grinding sound and then a snap.

The sartious mage screamed as he held the hovering wall of energy. Neeko listened for the patter of arrows above him but heard only screams of agony far behind.

The sartious energy disappeared above his head, the sun finding him once again. The mage staggered, almost losing his grip on his heavy staff. It didn’t look as if he would be ready to create another sartious wall anytime soon. Another set of fireballs and arrows soared, darkening and brightening the sky all at once. It looked as if all would fly far behind him.

“Direct shot!” someone yelled from in front of him. Neeko lowered his gaze and flinched.

Dirt and grass exploded as a few fireballs fell short. But one hit a shield bearer straight on, causing a burst of light and heat, and a snarl like a roaring beast. The shield bearer was bathed in fire yet held steady.

The Southern army was close enough for Neeko to see the fear in their eyes, their expectations for an easy victory crushed. The front lines of each army slowed to a walk. The only arrows and fireballs that continued were shot in an arc, meant for those in the back waiting to replace their fallen allies. 

“Stop the lines!” Jaymes ordered.

Neeko hurried forward to put himself directly behind the halted front line. He moved his energy over everyone’s head as he chose a target, all enemies still incoming.

“Straight in front,” he told the two men wielding crossbows on either side of him.

The crosshand to his right placed his weapon on the shoulders of two shield bearers in front of him. But the crosshand to Neeko’s left was either daft or afraid, struggling to find a place to shoot from.

The enemies came closer with their commander a few rows back ordering them not to slow.

“Hurry,” Neeko told the panicked crosshand.

Finally he seemed set, though he was visibly shaking. “Ready.”

But some sort of disruption among the enemy army caused men to stumble into each other. Someone bumped into Neeko’s target and caused Neeko to miss grabbing the man’s shield. But it didn’t seem to matter, for the enemy shield bearer was still left vulnerable when he staggered forward, taking a bolt to the chest.

The Southern officer yelled for his men to get back in order, while others screamed about stopping pyforial mages. Neeko crouched, expecting arrows.

“They’re trying to flee!” a chorus of voices shouted from among the Southern ranks.

“Stop them!”

“No, kill them!”

Neeko looked up over his allies. Stumbling enemies undulated down their lines. The Northern archers and mages loosed arrows and shot fireballs, felling exposed foes by the dozen. The Southern army’s officers screamed at their men to keep their lines as they continued to stumble and fall.

There was no retaliation from enemy archers, as they seemed too busy dealing with what appeared to be pyforial mages who’d turned against them.

Both armies had mounted men at the flanks designed to keep the rival army from coming around, and it looked as if the mages were headed straight toward them. It was easy to follow the wave of disruption.

Finally, he saw a Southern archer thrown off his saddle and an emaciated woman jump up to take his place. Before she could get her hands on the reins, though, one of the many arrows shot at her found a place in her back and she fell.

Neeko’s attention was diverted to the next pyforial mage. A younger man about Eizle’s size threw someone else off his mount and hopped on in his place. Arrows and fireballs all missed as he kicked the horse into a gallop.

Southern horsemen followed. The pyforial mage aimed a hand in their direction, and it looked as if a gust of wind had struck them as they pulled up on their horses’ reins to stay on. The animals reared up and tried to buck off their riders. Most succeeded, galloping off as the mage escaped.

There didn’t seem to be any others. Neeko suddenly understood what he’d seen. The Southern army had tried to recruit pyforial mages from prisons like the Northern army had. And that man and woman were the best, or most sane, they could find. When they saw their chance to escape, they took it.

The crosshand to Neeko’s right smacked him in the chest. “Who’s the next target?”

“Same spot as before,” Neeko said. “The last one’s replacement.” He gathered a cluster of energy in the span of a blink.

The crosshands aimed as Neeko moved the energy toward his next target and wrapped it around his shield.

“Now.” He pulled with all his strength. The man only had a moment to register surprise before he was shot twice. Neeko’s allies loosed arrows toward the fresh gap in the shields, but only two made it through to find flesh. A mage shot a fireball, but it missed high. Neeko caught sight of it absorbed by a sartious shield.

“Charge them!” enemy officers screamed, frustration building as both front lines refused to move.

Neeko chose his next target—again the replacement for the last. He knew it was the best method of chipping away at their bravery.

To his side, he noticed Jaymes choosing targets for Laney as the same situation occurred. Even farther down, Cedri picked her own target, dropping a man to his knees with pain. Crosshands shot into the gap.

Neeko got his energy around his target’s shield and pulled, expecting it to rip free like the last. But this man held on, bracing his knees and pulling back. Neeko edged him forward, beginning to overpower him, but the man found his footing and fought to steady himself.

“Get the shield!” the right crosshand yelled to Neeko, waiting for his chance to pull his trigger.

“Get ready.” Neeko went from pulling with all his strength to pushing.

With the sudden added force, the shield bearer flew backward into the ranks behind him. Neeko’s crosshands shot, taking down two unsuspecting swordsmen in the second row. Archers were too late, though, as the shield bearers shifted to close the gap.

“Shoot the pyforial mage!” screamed the enemy officer in the crescent ahead.

Arrows and fireballs bombarded Neeko’s allies. All of them were blocked. Neeko yelled out his next target and pulled the man’s shield out of his grasp.

Many of the Southern troops seemed to have lost hope, backing away now with their shields held tight. Their officers commanded them to charge, but no one obeyed. Neeko noticed the enemies in front of Laney and Cedri’s crescents shifting back as well.

“Follow them!” Jaymes ordered.

But to Neeko’s right, his ally crescent was engaged with the enemy, the front-most shield bearers on both sides shoving each other as archers and swordsmen seemed to be focusing more on staying alive than trying to kill their enemies.

As Neeko’s crescent trudged forward, they came up to flank their enemies. There weren’t enough shield bearers to protect all the Southerners engaged, and Neeko chose one of them as his next target.

With a clear view of the man’s leg, Neeko pulled it out from under the man instead of worrying about his shield. As he fell, bolts, arrows, and even fireballs exploded into the massive gap. The hailstorm didn’t stop anytime soon, feeding on the enemy’s panic as they tried to get behind one another.

Soon they were running. Neeko’s allies chased after them. He glanced over to find the same occurring to his left.

Most of the enemies were in full retreat. Some Southern shield bearers tried to run backward, keeping their shields out to deflect arrows. But they soon fell.

Hundreds of foes died with each breath Neeko took. Fireballs scored two, sometimes three kills at a time where the Southerners were clustered.

Finally the enemy officers gave the order to retreat, and all began to run. It was a good two miles to the city, though, and Neeko ran with his allies and grabbed all the Southerners he could with py. He felt no remorse. Whoever lived would only fight again later.

The more that died, the larger the gap between the armies grew, and soon it was too large for Neeko to have any hope of catching up. Only allied mages and archers continued to fire, but even they gave up as the Southern army disappeared behind the houses of Tramberr.

Taunting and cheering began. Neeko smiled, though he didn’t partake.

A laugh rumbled out of him when he saw Laney screaming, “Yes! Yes! Yes!” She thrust her fist into the air with each repetition, her face contorted as she bared her teeth.

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

NEEKO

 

After the victory, Cedri felt the war already was won. She came to realize something about herself that gave her immense relief, as if she’d endured an illness that finally had come to its end. She held back tears for as long as she could, but when Neeko embraced her, she couldn’t keep them contained any longer.

“I should’ve realized this earlier,” she said, responding to his look of confusion. “I know what I’m meant to do.” Cheering continued around them as Cedri wiped her eyes. “I’m supposed to be with the army.”

“Cedri, you must know the battle isn’t over.”

“I know. But I felt this way before I joined the army. I lost it when Charlotte died and I was accused of her murder.”

Neeko’s perplexed countenance didn’t change, though he chuckled. “I’ve never seen this side of you, so open about yourself.”

“How could I be open when I was confused? Not anymore.”

“I like this new Cedri. I just hope she’s ready for another battle.”

“I’ll always be ready.”

It took until then for Cedri to notice night had fallen. The battle, although it felt short, had lasted through the entire day. She didn’t want to wait until tomorrow to finish this. Cowards, she said to herself. They’ll probably retreat to the castle.

She and Neeko were offered their own tents, a privilege usually reserved for officers. Jaymes sought them out to speak with them, filling Cedri with honor.

“Tomorrow,” the commander said, “we’ll observe the enemy formation and plan accordingly. Sleep well, and we’ll finish after day breaks.”

Before retiring for the night, people sat around campfires in large groups, eating and laughing. The spirit of the army couldn’t have been higher. Cedri sat with Neeko among a mixed group of swordsmen and mages, half women, half men.

It didn’t take long before Cedri and Neeko were the focus of the conversation. It seemed as if everyone had a multitude of questions. They asked her what she could do with her psychic ability. As she began to answer, a crosshand interrupted to ask if she could get a man to do anything she wanted. One of the female mages answered for her by saying that the women in the army didn’t need psyche for that, earning a good laugh from the group.

Neeko ate in silence, but soon the questions shifted to him. They all seemed interested in confirming the rumors they’d heard. Was it true that Swenn abducted Shara and the king wanted Neeko to go to battle rather than look for her?

Neeko only nodded, as if he didn’t wish to speak about it. But the group didn’t seem to care. They asked more questions. How did Swenn capture her? How did Neeko find them? What did Swenn do to her?

Neeko struggled to answer the last question, making Cedri realize she didn’t know the answer. She’d felt sudden fury and pain from Shara out of nowhere while they’d traveled, as if she’d remembered something terrible. But Cedri knew how she would feel if questioned about her own emotions brought on from Charlotte’s death, so she never asked.

“He tortured her,” Neeko said.

“You killed the bastard, right?” one man asked.

“Shara did…while I was there. But I wish I was the one who’d done it.”

They encouraged Neeko to explain what happened.

Cedri had never heard the story. It was somewhat surprising she hadn’t even thought to ask. I’ve been too involved in my own thoughts, she realized. And I’ve blamed them for doing the exact same thing.

She’d known there was something troubling both Neeko and Shara, but she always thought it had to do with an argument between them, never something that had happened to them.

As soon as Neeko finished his story, he stood and put on a false smile. “I’m going to try to get some rest. Good night.”

A few of the men said they looked forward to fighting with him tomorrow.

Cedri was interested in getting to know the two women beside her. They were both mages, one in the middle of her thirties and the other closer to Cedri’s age, perhaps nineteen or twenty. But there was no opportunity to speak, as the group had too many questions for her about psyche and even more about Neeko.

It amused her how their image of Neeko was so different from her own. They greatly admired him as if he were their champion in this war. But to Cedri, Neeko was just…Neeko. He was like the rest of them, fighting for a cause. He just happened to have ability with pyforial energy.

But the more she thought about it, the more that she realized there was more to him than that. If it wasn’t for him, Cedri wouldn’t have joined this battle. He was brave, especially considering how much fear Cedri could feel within him that he never let show.

Heavens and hells, the man taught himself how to fly. From what Cedri had seen among the PCQs, even other pyforial mages couldn’t do that. The experience he gave her, taking her into the sky, was unlike any other. Have I ever praised him…for anything?

She decided to visit his tent soon.

Another woman walked by who Cedri recognized from her time in the castle. Suddenly elated, Cedri wasn’t sure why she hadn’t expected her friend to be here. She was a mage, after all. Cedri invited her to sit with them.

The four women spent much of the night speaking, even after the men went to sleep. Then Cedri remembered Neeko and cursed.

She said good night and hurried to his tent, but he already was asleep.

I’ll tell him after the battle tomorrow. She went to her own tent and fell asleep smiling.

 

 

*****

 

 

She no longer felt elated in the morning. She just wanted the battle to be over. Hopefully they retreated to the castle. Then we can lay siege, take away their food, and win without more combat.

She had a quiet breakfast with Neeko, and then an officer brought them to a small hill flanking their camp. When they arrived, Jaymes and his other officers were looking to the south through seescopes. Laney stood behind the commander with her arm wrapped around her stomach as if she was cold even though the morning was warm.

“They’ve begun to set up their ranks,” Jaymes said, handing Cedri his seescope. She looked through it as he described what she was seeing. “Our numbers are about equal now, and their strategy has changed. They’ve dressed cavaliers in their best armor and put them in front. They’re going to start the fight with a charge.”

There were hundreds of armored men getting their horses into position. Steel covered them from head to toe. Even the horses had chainmail over their heads, necks, shoulders, and chests.

She passed the seescope to Neeko as Jaymes continued.

“We don’t have enough armor or the appropriate horses for our own cavaliers to face them, so we need another method of defense against their charge. We have pikemen I can put behind the shield bearers. With our mages up front, we should be able to knock some riders from their saddles before our frontline is reached, but even then they will break through.” Jaymes paused, pinning them with his gaze. “I need to know how the three of you feel about stopping the cavaliers with pyforial energy and psyche.”

“We would be at the front?” Laney asked, void of nervousness.

“Yes, and at the center.”

“I should be able to throw them from their mounts,” Neeko said, “unless there’s more than two coming at once.”

“There will be more than two,” Jaymes said. “But you’ll have mages, pikemen, and shield bearers with you. I just need to make sure you’ll be useful against the cavaliers if I put you at the front.”

“I will be very useful against them,” Neeko said.

“I will as well,” Laney added.

All of Jaymes’ officers looked to Cedri, the commander last to glance over. She was still undecided and not nearly as confident as the pyforial mages. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to pain the men quickly enough or with enough force to make them fall off their saddles. The day before, she’d had plenty of time to choose each target.

Before Cedri could speak, an officer gestured at the enemy army and handed Jaymes his seescope. The commander peered into it and took in a breath. “It will begin soon. They’re falling into formation quickly.” When he lowered the seescope, his eyes were eager for Cedri’s answer. “Can you do what I need you to do?”

“Yes,” she answered without allowing herself to think about it further.

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY

CEDRI

 

Jaymes and his officers yelled instructions at the entire Northern army until they were loosely in their ranks. There were no gaps except where long pikes stuck out between shield bearers.

Cedri was in the second row. Laney was about twenty yards to her right with Neeko another twenty yards past her just like in the first battle. Across the burned and bloodied grass ahead of them sat her mounted targets: some three hundred men dressed in so much armor they didn’t look human. Cedri feared all that steel would make their bastial energy harder for her to grasp.

She swallowed nervously, trying to clear the lump in her throat. It wouldn’t seem to go down.

Jaymes didn’t rouse them with a speech this time, not when the enemy charge could begin at any moment. Then the drums began booming from the distance. Aggressive battle cries followed. Cedri felt as though she was holding her breath as she waited. She jumped as the first of the Northern drummers began, the rhythm quickly falling into place.

Focus, she told herself. Get ready. The mages among her, half of them women, stirred with uneasiness. Cedri was somewhat thankful her friend from the castle hadn’t been put in her group. She didn’t want to worry about her on top of everything else.

Finally the charge began, all cavaliers set into motion. The entire Southern army ran at the heels of the horses, so damn many. Could they all be stopped?

No, Jaymes had said they would break through eventually. It was up to Cedri and the others to stop as many as they could. Swordsmen were waiting behind her. Lives depended on her.

Focus, dammit. But the horses were unbelievably fast, already within fifty yards!

Jaymes gave the order for the mages to shoot. Cedri was blinded with an intense flash of light as fireballs shot out from behind and around her.

They rained down, dislodging cavaliers everywhere Cedri looked. But there were so many more left riding. Arrows darkened the sky, then another set of fireballs brightened it again.

The arrows were lost among explosions as all came crashing down at once. Cedri was forced to look away, the burst of fire too much for her eyes. But when she looked back, she counted nearly the same number of cavaliers coming straight for her.

Focus! The first one is in range!

She tried to lock onto the cavalier’s bastial energy, finding it in a sea of terror. She grabbed on and started to twist. A fireball shot out over her shoulder and struck her target, sending him off the saddle, limbs flailing. The horse whinnied as arrows took down the poor animal, piercing through its armor.

There were two more cavaliers right there. Cedri tried to pain the nearest one to her, but her spell wasn’t strong enough. The man was too filled with adrenaline, she realized.

Both riders crashed into the shield bearers. The line shattered, screams and bodies everywhere. Cedri ducked to avoid the wild swings of the cavaliers’ swords as they stormed past her.

With a sudden burst of anger, she turned and twisted one’s bastial energy into a shape she knew to cause immense pain. He stiffened with a yelp and toppled off. The other was too far, already wreaking chaos among the ranks.

With her fear noticeably gone, she trudged forward to face her attackers, lifting her arm to better aim her spell. She hurt two of the horses at once. They fell, crushing their riders beneath them.

But the third cavalier forced his mount to leap over his fallen comrades. It seemed as if she might have time to pain him before he reached her. No! Jump! She twisted his bastial energy anyway as she dodged out of the path of his horse. He tensed and fell on top of her.

He scrambled to find his knife, grunting in Cedri’s ear as she tried to squirm out from under him. Someone ripped off his helmet and stuck a knife deep into his temple. As Cedri kicked him off her, she could hear other horses storming past. She jumped up to find only three more cavaliers coming toward her…but with the entire army behind them.

The first horse fell to her spell, the cavalier unable to jump off in time as his mount rolled over him. The second one was even closer now, too close. Toppling the horse would mean her allies would be crushed. So she pained the rider instead. His sword fell out of his hand as he dropped, and his steel armor clanked as he rolled. The animal continued through the wide breach, sending soldiers scurrying out of its way.

But there wasn’t time for her to do anything to the third cavalier. I’m his target! she realized too late as his horse veered in her direction. She leapt sideways as someone beside her grabbed her arm and pulled. Her airborne feet slapped against the front of the horse, spinning her before she landed.

Disoriented, she got up, unsure which way she was facing.

“Kill the blonde sorceress!” she heard from her right.

Thousands of charging men were close enough for her to see the bloodlust in their eyes. They seemed completely different than the day before, now fearless. Another quick glance was all it took for her to realize she was somehow at the very front, with shield bearers to her sides. Everyone must’ve fallen back except her.

Overwhelmed by the sheer number of them, she backed away as she glanced toward Neeko and Laney to see who might be close enough to help. All of the Northern shield bearers stood steady while all the enemy cavaliers had fallen. Her allies were doing a marvelous job, but they were too far.

Unfortunately, the front line was completely broken through farther down, past Neeko and Laney, and it was the same case on her other side.

Backing away had given her just enough space to draw her wand and pull in bastial energy for one fireball before the attackers would be on top of her. Their clustering made aiming pointless.

She blasted them, the explosion making it impossible to determine who was struck. A couple of bodies lay in its wake as other men were stunned. But those along the edges, who weren’t affected, closed in rapidly almost as if in competition to see who would get to slay her.

Her ally archers and mages, who were at her side when this began, had fallen back as she should have. Her swordsmen were running to get in place, giving her no room to move behind them.

There would be a massive collision between both armies, and she was right in the center.

So she did the only thing that came to mind. She stood her ground, screamed, and used her mind to grab the bastial energy of every man in front of her.

Twisting all of it at once felt like trying to rip a book in half with her hands. The struggle exhausted her instantly, but she didn’t let up, even as she began to shake. Pouring in all of her might, she could feel their energy bending to her will.

Ten of them doubled over as if pelted in the stomach with a rock, the men behind them cursing as they stumbled over comrades.

Cedri’s body felt on fire from the exertion. It was like she’d strained every muscle to lift a horse. Fighting against dizziness, she tried to muster more energy.

It was no good.

Her allied swordsmen bumped her shoulders in their hurry to get in front of her, knocking her to her knees as she strained to find breath.

Shit, now I’ll never get up.

The great collision she’d anticipated finally occurred just in front of her, a cacophony of steel crashing and flesh ripping.

She’d managed to get on one foot when one of her allies was flung on top of her. He swung his sword to deflect an enemy blade Cedri could hear singing through the air. A boot swung out of nowhere and kicked her ally in the ribs. As he groaned, Cedri saw their attacker raise his sword and aim it at her comrade’s chest.

She reached out and pained him, sending him to his knees as the sword fell out of his hands, its pommel striking her ally in the forehead. Both men seemed too dazed to attack while Cedri used her one free arm to grab the knife from her enemy’s belt.

He didn’t seem to notice as he regained his strength, reaching for it only to find it missing. She jabbed at his arm, but he fell backward to avoid the attack.

“Get up!” she yelled at the allied swordsman on top of her, but he didn’t seem to hear her.

The enemy got to his feet and kicked his dagger out of her hand. But her allied swordsmen finally came to life, grabbing the man by his neck with one hand while looking for his sword with the other.

Their foe used both hands to get his neck free. Suddenly they were punching each other, each movement making Cedri feel as if her intestines were being crushed.

The Southerner head-butted her ally, either knocking him unconscious or dazing him too badly for him to move, his body now supple on top of Cedri as she continued to try to squirm free.

As the enemy seemed to be looking for his weapon, she pained him again. Her chest burned with each breath. Her head was so light she knew she would faint at any moment.

The spell only lasted the span of a breath. Then the man was back on his feet. He came to her side and kicked her in the forehead as she tried to grab his leg. He kicked her again and everything went black.

She tried to protect herself, but she was unaware of where she was or what her arms were doing.

Suddenly, the world started to come into focus again, her whole body in pain. The weight on her stomach and chest had doubled, and now her heavy head felt like it was full of liquid.

She had trouble with each breath, the weight on her lungs unbearable. But somehow she was no longer being kicked. All around her, men were killing each other and dropping like rocks. She could hear the thuds of their bodies deep in her ears as if she were underwater.

Finally, the ally swordsman on top of her stirred, gasping as if coming out of a nightmare. He groaned as he turned, his shoulder digging into her trapped left arm. He seemed to throw something heavy off him to the right, and the weight on Cedri’s torso lessened with great relief. Then he rolled off her the other way and the bright sun momentarily blinded her.

She found the foe who’d kicked her, a gaping hole in his back where a sword had passed through him. On her other side was her ally on his hands and knees, trying to push himself up.

She wanted to help him, but it was too much for her to even sit up.

Metal sang as it sliced through the air somewhere near her…and her ally’s head rolled into her shoulder.

This is how I’m going to die. There was some comfort knowing she’d done everything in her power. She only wished she had more time. There were still so many enemies left, and she didn’t know who would win.

Vaguely aware of her enemy lifting his sword to kill her next, she tried to roll. She wasn’t sure if she spun or if she remained still and the world rolled around her, but she was still alive a moment later. Had he spared her?

A multitude of screams rang out, one after another. It sounded like a person was dying for each breath she took.

“Cedri, can you get up?” Neeko’s voice sounded close and far away at the same time.

He’d asked her something, but she’d forgotten what it was.

“Leave me. I’m done.” He needed to save himself and finish this battle or her death would have no meaning.

“No you’re not.”

She finally had the strength to sit up. It was strange to find her arms were up protecting her head without her deciding to move them there.

Slowly, the spiraling shapes—some horizontal, some blurry—came into focus. The ground settled beneath her, and suddenly she realized she was sitting in the middle of what was still a massive battle.

Neeko stood at her side, too busy to help as he threw out his hands in opposite directions. His short swords followed his will, impaling two swordsmen rushing toward them.

How did he get here? Cedri couldn’t remember what she was doing only moments ago.

Suppressing her dizziness, she managed to focus her mind. But for each enemy she prepared to pain, one of Neeko’s swords got there first. He was a torrent of death, his blades swirling about as if caught in a tornado.

She glimpsed an archer drawing an arrow behind the still incoming enemies. He was too far for her to pain even if she had the mind to do it. As he drew his string, Cedri called out a warning. She ducked at the same time as Neeko and the arrow zipped over them.

He was Neeko’s next victim.

The need to survive fought against her throbbing head as she realized it was just the two of them.

“We have to fall back,” she told Neeko, who seemed too focused on killing as many as possible to realize the danger they were in.

“Can you reach those crosshands?” His swords cut through two men as he spoke.

It took her a moment to find the two charging foes wielding crossbows among the sea of enemies. They slowed, trying to find a clear lane so they wouldn’t hit any of their numerous allies. But Cedri didn’t need to wait, grabbing their energy while ignoring those in front of them.

She twisted, the motion easy now that she’d regained her strength. They disappeared among the crowd, though she could hear their screams over all others. As she held them in a state of agony, Neeko began to methodically cut down everyone who shielded them.

Some tried to dodge or swat the incoming sword with their own, but they couldn’t advance at the same time, so Neeko simply impaled the next nearest foe and returned to them.

Soon the lane to the crosshands had cleared and Neeko’s blades pierced them at the same time.

But it seemed as if there were always more to take their place. Cedri helped him by paining one man at a time—whoever seemed the most threatening.

She could feel that something wasn’t right with her mind for she often forgot where she was. It was impossible to determine how long she’d been there. It felt like it had been less than an hour since the battle began, but it was clearly evening now. There was an enormous gap of time she couldn’t account for.

At some point, Laney had joined them, using her own sword to impale enemies as Neeko continued to do. “When did you get here?” Cedri asked.

“I keep telling you, Jaymes sent me! What’s wrong with her?” Laney asked Neeko.

“I think she got hit in the head before I got here.”

Cedri was suddenly exhausted. She was on the ground without remembering falling, her head throbbing, her lips cracked and bloody. Then she was in Neeko’s arms. He was flying with her. Oh, how she loved to fly. But she couldn’t seem to lift her head to see how high they were.

“It’s all right, Cedri. Relax.”

She caught a glimpse of the horizon, finding only the top of the sun. “Is it dusk or dawn?” she asked.

“Dusk. But the battle isn’t over.”

“Then put me down so I can fight.”

“You’ve fought all that you can.”

As intense pain filled her head, she realized he was right and let her eyes close.

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

NEEKO

 

Neeko awoke feeling no pain, and a smile crept upon his lips. But then he shifted his weight to get up and a terrible ache ran through his body. The worst of it was in his chest. Some fool of an ally had gone into battle with a mallet instead of a sword and lost control of his weapon. It had spun out of his hand during a wild swing and struck Neeko just above the heart. Could’ve damn well killed him if it had been slightly lower.

Grunting, Neeko managed to stand. He checked the bruise on his chest and laughed at the absurdly dark color. But then he touched it and a hiss replaced his laugh.

His left knee buckled under the weight of his first steps, reminding him that he’d been kicked by an enemy swordsman who’d thrown his weapon at Neeko in desperation. The surprise had made Neeko lose his concentration, but thankfully the sword had missed impaling him. The enemy then leapt on him and a scuffle ensued. Cedri pained the foe, and soon the man was dead like so many others.

Now that the battle was over, Neeko couldn’t tell if it was from luck or skill that the worst of his injuries was from an ally. Laney, who wasn’t as quick at dodging, had been cut several times. Her worst gash was a deep one down her thigh.

Cedri was in the worst state, though. Neeko didn’t know what had happened to her before he arrived, and she couldn’t seem to remember. All she recalled was partially stopping the cavaliers, then being trapped under one of their own men.

Neeko had noticed that situation unfolding as he’d desperately tried to stop the last of the cavaliers coming toward his group. As soon as he was done, he’d looked over to find Cedri’s group in disarray. He took to the air, landed, but then couldn’t locate her among the living or the dead. After fighting off dozens of aggressive swordsmen, he’d finally found her.

It hadn’t taken him long to realize she’d been struck in the head. She hadn’t seemed herself the rest of the day, often appearing confused and repeating the same questions. At least she never forgot she was in the middle of a battle. Without her help, Neeko and Laney wouldn’t have been able to do the detrimental damage they’d done to the enemy army, and they might’ve lost.

Neeko set out to find her among the healers’ tents. He tried to ignore the complaints of his body with each step. When he did locate her, she seemed more lucid than the night before at least. Her eyes could stay focused on him for more than the span of a heartbeat.

“Thank the gods you’re here,” she said. “They told me we won, but they don’t know anything about what happened to me!” She sounded frustrated.

“I’ll tell you what I know, but I can only guess what happened to you.” Neeko went on to recount the beginning of the battle from his point of view, then finding her on the ground as if wrestling some invisible foe.

The news seemed to startle Cedri, her cut and bruised face scrunching together. “That can’t be. I’m not insane.”

He quickly told her all the great things she’d done after she was back on her feet, helping kill hundreds of enemies. She smiled, though she complained about dizziness, admitting it had kept her awake most of the night.

Shara’s voice came from behind. “Neeko?”

He turned and her lips began to quiver as she touched her chest. He embraced her lightly to avoid hurting himself further. “And…Cedri…alive.” Shara seemed to be holding back sobs. “Are you all right, Cedri?”

“I’ll be fine eventually. Right now, the healers say I’m irritable. You’d better be nice.”

Neeko chuckled with Shara.

“I encountered Jaymes while looking for you,” Shara said. “He told me they’ve begun a siege of Priest Gamilt’s castle. It’ll take time, but they don’t need any assistance, so we’re to continue to Khalinar.”

“What about those who retreated at the end of the battle?” Neeko asked. “There were at least a couple thousand. Are they in the castle with the priest?”

“They went south to the capital, where we’re headed. Jaymes warned me it’ll be difficult to get within Khalinar’s walls. They’ll have lookouts. But it’ll be even more difficult to get to the king.” Her face took on a sad countenance. “Even with psyche, I don’t know how we’ll do it without being captured.”

“I have to tell you both something,” Cedri said, looking even gloomier than Shara. “After the first day of battle, I came to a decision.” She cleared her throat nervously. “I’m staying with the army. This is where I belong.”

Neeko found Shara looking at him, as if hoping he would speak. But he was fine with Cedri staying. If it were up to him, Shara would stay here as well.

She glanced back at Cedri. “I’m sure Jaymes will allow you to return to the army afterward.”

“He would…but…” Cedri looked down. “I have no confidence that I can do anything to help Neeko get to the king, and I don’t think you should either, Shara.”

She scoffed. “Of course we can help.”

“Don’t you know that the only way in is from the sky?” Cedri questioned. “Even if Neeko could carry both of us, which he can’t, what could either of us do? As soon as we’re seen within the castle, we’ll be apprehended. The only way is if he goes alone.” Cedri finally looked up, her tired eyes full of pain as they found Neeko. “But even then, how would you ever get to the king? Maybe you should stay as well and help the army finish this.”

These were all points that he’d thought about many times. It was a relief Cedri had finally brought them out. “She’s right,” he told Shara, then turned to Cedri. “Except I can get to the king. I can take as much time as I need to discover which room is his. I have my seescope and the mountains for cover. All I need to do is find his room. He must have a window.”

“About that.” Shara spoke meekly. “Shara did something that’s going to make Neeko worry, but he should remember that she’s standing here, unharmed.” She removed her bag from her back and fell into a quick squat.

Neeko figured Shara had watched the battle when she wasn’t hunting or foraging, but clearly she had been up to something else. Cedri sat up with a groan to see what Shara had pulled out of her bag as she handed it to Neeko. He stood so all three of them could read the scroll.

It looked like she’d drawn it, many of the lines slightly uneven. The full image was certainly some sort of layout of a building with many rooms. There were four squares, possibly four buildings, or perhaps four floors of one building.

“What is it?” Cedri asked.

Shara tapped her chin as she thought of how to answer.

“Was this in one of your books?” Neeko asked. Shara had been leaving them behind as she read them.

“No. Did either of you see those Southern pyforial mages trying to escape when the battle began?”

“We both did,” Neeko answered, having already discussed it with Cedri.

“So then you know that one of them, the younger man, got away with a horse,” Shara said.

“Oh my gods, you went after him.” Neeko managed to hold back his budding anger. ”He could’ve killed you. In fact, why didn’t he?”

“I was smart about it.” She crossed her arms. “I didn’t chase him. I followed him and used the seescope so I could keep my distance. It was unlikely he would be able to ride through the night, so I saw where he stopped to sleep and approached him.”

 Cedri reacted with an annoyed wave of her hand. “He’s a pyforial mage and likely a madman!”

“That’s not true. His own army shot at him in hopes of killing him. So he was obviously there against his will, which means he’s no ally of the South in this war. He ran instead of fighting, which means he’s scared of combat to the point of risking death to avoid it. Most importantly, he had no food, no water, and no money. He needed help.”

“No matter how you want to think of it, it’s still a risk to approach someone in his position,” Neeko said. “You must at least admit that.”

“Yes, but it was much less of a risk for me than most others.” She stuck a finger straight beneath her chin. “Shara is very endearing.”

Neeko chuckled. He couldn’t argue with that.

Cedri huffed. “I’m sure it helped that you look about as threatening as a mewing kitten. Did you sing to this madman?”

“Once. He didn’t take to it as I’d hoped, but I’d already befriended him by then.”

Neeko gestured with the drawing she’d handed him. “I don't see how you could've known he could help you with this.”

“Well, I can’t say I knew he would, but it was the whole purpose behind taking the small risk of meeting him.”

“You’re lying,” Cedri stated.

Shara pursed her lips. “Fine, it wasn’t the whole purpose. I wanted to help him. It doesn’t matter now, does it? He had spent an inordinate amount of time in the castle, as I’d suspected, and he helped me draw the layout. I know where the king sleeps.” She tapped her dirty nail on one of the squares. “This is his room, on the fourth floor.”

“I assume it will be more clear which room that is once the castle’s in sight?” Neeko figured.

“Aye. But Cedri was right before. There isn’t much either of us can do once we’re in the castle. For this to work, you’ll have to fly in through the king’s window, alone. Is this a risk you still want to take?”

Neeko gave himself a moment to think.

“This recent battle has turned the war to our favor,” Shara continued. “We’ve taken Tramberr. Even though the castle within Tramberr is not yet ours, it will be. The South has retreated. They’ll gather their forces at Khalinar to ensure it cannot fall, then they’ll try to take back Tramberr. That next battle likely will determine the victor of the entire war.”

 “Or they might let us have the city for months, even years, as they formulate a new plan and recruit more forces.”

Shara touched her chin in thought. “I suppose that’s true. But we could still leave for Ovira if you feel differently about it…because now I do.”

Immense relief warmed his body to hear that Shara had let go of her feelings of guilt, of her need to risk her life. But unfortunately, it wasn’t the same for him.

“I can’t leave now, not when I’ve gone all this way and I’m so close to the capital. It would torment me—the number of people I could’ve saved if I’d ended this in another week instead of letting it fester.”

Shara nodded as he spoke. “I had a feeling you would say that, which is why I’ve decided I’ll go with you to Khalinar.”

“Shara—”

“I know,” she interrupted. “You want me to stay here with the army until you return, but I’m not going to do that.” She stuck out her hand as he tried to speak. “Now you’re about to tell me how dangerous it might be. Then I’m going to say that it doesn’t matter, it’ll be safer for you if I’m there. You’ll try to convince me once more, and I’ll insist I’m going no matter what.”

He waited for her to finish, letting the long pause draw out. She smirked, clearly thinking she’d stupefied him. Unfortunately, she didn’t realize his new plan.

“Shara, I’m planning to go over the mountains, into Eppon, and then come around the back of Khalinar where they won’t have scouts.”

Both Cedri and Shara looked incredulous.

“Neeko…” Shara paused and seemed to be searching for the right words. “I know you’re not religious, but you’re not at all worried about the small chance that you’re wrong about the gods?”

“And what about the storm?” Cedri added.

“I’m willing to risk the storm and the wrath of the god of death to ensure I’m not seen by Southern scouts.”

Both women were silent for some time.

“Then I’m going, too,” Shara finally said. “I don’t care if I have to lose my heft around my waist, you’re taking me into Eppon with you.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

NEEKO

 

It wasn’t until he was in the city of Tramberr that Neeko realized he, Shara, and Cedri had traveled nearly the entire distance of Sumar. But murdering King Marteph still seemed so distant and utterly impossible to imagine.

It was evening by the time he’d finished resupplying his food and water, purchasing an extra bag to bring as much as possible. He was to meet Shara at the edge of town for dinner. Neeko tried to look forward to the meal and her company, but all he could think of was spying on King Marteph while waiting for his chance to kill, and that it probably would be while the monarch slept. Neeko could never become used to the idea.

The innkeeper asked where they were from and whether they’d seen any of the fighting. Neeko figured the worst the truth could earn them was a scowl and maybe some spit in their food, but he still gave the false name of Jon, and Shara gave hers as Sarah. They said they were from Sastien Village.

“We saw the army,” Shara said, “but we know nothing of the battle.”

“We lost,” the innkeeper said. “Rumor has it there will be one more battle and then this war will be over. I just hope it’s not here again. I lost too much money providing hospitality to my own soldiers. I can’t imagine what enemy soldiers will require of me.”

Neeko took a ruff out of his money pouch and put it on the table. Giving the innkeeper a pointed look as he slid the coin forward, he said, “I would imagine the Northern soldiers have more tact than most people in the South realize.”

The innkeeper’s mouth gradually took on a smile. “Thank you.”

Neeko chose a table away from the other patrons.

“Was that really worth revealing our identity?” Shara asked with a smirk.

“As I see it, anything we can do to improve the image of our army is worth it. There will be more turmoil the longer Jaymes keeps his men here. I just hope those with good hearts can make up for the rapacious soldiers that are an inevitable part of every army. You know the type of man I mean.”

“Aye.” She looked at him differently, smiling earnestly.

“What is it?”

“Do you remember when we first met in Lanhine? I was saying goodbye to my house and you thought I needed help.”

“You did need help. Then you spat on me.”

She giggled. “We’re certainly not the same people we once were.” She touched his hand across the table. “You especially.”

“But do you feel different?”

“Yes, I’m happy.” She shook her fist in excitement. “Though, I can’t say I’ve healed. My memory works against me. I can still recall how it felt when Swenn touched me, the disgusting pleasure in his smile.” A dry swallow seemed to interrupt her. She looked down at the table, twisting her mouth as if she’d tasted something unsavory. “And I remember killing him,” she said softly.

Neeko squeezed her hand, wishing he could steal that memory and keep it as his own. He’d killed hundreds of men by now. Did they have many friends? What about family? He wished he could replace all of them with Swenn, killing the man over and over.

“But it has gotten easier,” Shara said.

Two plates filled with cured pork, golden potatoes, and cooked carrots were brought to their table. Shara clapped three times in quick succession, smiling as if their previous conversation hadn’t happened.

“Thank you!” she called out, giving the server an entire ruff.

Surprised by her generosity, he stared at probably the largest tip of his life as if waiting for her to tell him she’d made a mistake.

Shara didn’t even notice, already filling her mouth with the steaming food, then letting her jaw hang open. “Itth haaw!” She fanned her mouth.

Neeko reached out to close the server’s hand around the silver, thanking him.

By the end of the night, Neeko couldn’t determine what had been more pleasant, the meal, the bath, or the comfort of the bed he’d just gotten into. Then Shara came in from her bath and undressed in front of him before getting under the covers, and he realized his day was still getting better.

 

 

*****

 

 

They walked out of Tramberr in the morning. About half of the Northern army was stationed just outside the city because Jaymes was still determining where each battalion should go. Upon speaking with the commander, Neeko learned he was waiting for his scouts to return before finalizing his decisions. But the commander was already certain about one thing: They wouldn’t be marching to the capital, for they were certain to lose.

Then Jaymes paused and gave Neeko a pointed look as if to ask his plans.

“We’re going to Khalinar as soon as we say goodbye to Cedri and Laney,” Neeko said.

The commander’s brow furrowed. “I would never order any of my men or women to do what you’re doing, no matter how capable they were.”

Neeko felt Shara glancing at him, silently asking if he wanted to reconsider. They’d spoken about it throughout the night, though, and his mind wouldn’t change.

“I understand, sir,” he said, “but we’re already here, and I’m able to do it.”

“Very well. Then do you need any supplies?”

“Neeko got everything in Tramberr yesterday,” Shara said.

A bow would be ideal…if I knew how to use one. He relished the thought of shooting the king from afar.

Neeko extended his hand, hoping he’d at least get a handshake from the usually aloof commander. “It was an honor fighting under your command, sir.”

To Neeko’s amazement, Jaymes wrapped both of his enormous hands around Neeko’s and gave him a firm shake that rippled through his entire body. “I’ll send word to the king about what you, Shara, and Cedri have done. If you ever wish to return to the army, go to his majesty or find me again.”

“Thank you,” Neeko said.

Shara shyly reached out her arms, hoping for a hug. Jaymes offered his hand to be shaken instead. She then barreled into him, throwing her arms around him for a one-sided hug. One of his arms was trapped between them while the other was extended outward, bobbing about with uncertainty. But he freed his arm and returned the embrace without enthusiasm, patting her back while she nestled against his chest.

“You helped me learn so much about myself, Commander Jaymes,” she said. “Thank you for the opportunities you’ve given me.” Neeko knew she referred to the recommendation that she serve on the king’s council, the first woman ever to do so.

Jaymes took her shoulders and stepped away, looking straight into her eyes. “You earned every opportunity you were given, and I don’t believe anyone else would’ve figured out how the terrislaks were involved. Make sure Neeko doesn’t do anything foolish.”

“I’ll try.”

But that wasn’t enough for Jaymes. He showed her a stern look. “If this mission is impossible, then it’s impossible.”

“I understand.” She nodded dutifully.

It can’t be impossible, Neeko thought. Not even a king could be protected every moment.

They made their way to Cedri.

Yesterday, while Neeko purchased supplies within the city, Shara had spent the day helping the healers with the injured.

“Was Cedri doing better the last time you saw her?” Neeko asked.

“Yes, although she was upset with me because I wouldn’t give her any of the caregelow potion Steffen left us.” Seeing Neeko’s confusion, Shara elaborated. “It’s supposed to help fight against any illness and improve healing. I brought it to the healer’s attention in the morning, and we’d begun distributing it to those near death. Unfortunately, it has a strange side effect that Steffen had warned me about, but not with enough emphasis.” She paused, appearing to think. “Have you ever been so drunk that you acted completely on impulse?”

“I’ve never been drunk, but I’ve seen my father get that way.”

“You’ve never…?” She blinked, looking bemused. “I’m surprised I’ve never asked.”

“Have you been drunk?”

“Shara…has.”

“As drunk as you just described?”

“Anyway…the people who took the caregelow were dangerously misbehaving. Even with open wounds, they wanted to run and eat and dance, many of them forming ideas they thought extremely important but made no sense to the rest of us. One man thought he simply needed one moment with the Southern king and he could convince him to stop this war. He hobbled out of his bed and started toward Khalinar, leaving a trail of blood behind him.”

“My gods, how long did this effect last?”

“Many hours. Eventually they all fell asleep, but there were nearly twenty of them like that at once. It was terrible. I gave some of the substance to Laney so the gash on her leg wouldn’t get infected. She…did inappropriate things that I would rather not discuss. I was exhausted by the time I came back around to Cedri. Then the stubborn woman was convinced she would’ve been able to behave under the influence of this substance! No matter what I said, she wanted it to help reduce the bruising of her face and restore her mind. We argued.” Shara sighed. “Both Laney and Cedri were upset with me by the time I left.”

“Why was Laney upset?”

“She had to be scolded so she would stop behaving like an animal.”

Neeko held in a laugh. “Let’s see Laney first.”

Shara sneered, her dark eyes nothing but slits. “You’re amused by this.” She turned and murmured something. Neeko thought he heard it as, “You won’t be for long.”

When they reached the medical tents, Shara gasped in surprise to discover Laney no longer needed a bandage for her leg.

“Look!” She pulled one side of her pants up past her thigh, revealing a patch of red skin where Neeko knew her wound to be previously. “That was a potion of the gods, Shara! Of the gods!”

Shara squatted to investigate Laney’s thigh closely, poking at it as if it were an illusion. “Remarkable.”

But Laney seemed concerned about something as she looked down Shara’s back.

“Um…Shara.” Laney’s face reddened. “Did I pull down your pants and bite your ass?”

Shara quickly got to her feet and took a few steps back. “I was hoping you wouldn’t remember.”

“It just came back to me—” Laney gasped. “My gods, did I also—?”

“Don’t bring it up! Let’s pretend none of that happened.”

“What?” Neeko asked. They looked at him. “What else did you do?” He tried to contain his smile, but it was simply impossible.

Shara retrieved the bag that she’d set down upon entering. “You probably didn’t notice this before because they look similar. But this bag is different from my last one. I bought this before I met you at the inn for supper.” She paused, appearing to have trouble continuing.

“I ruined the other one,” Laney admitted.

Neeko’s smile disappeared as he remembered he’d left his cloak with Shara yesterday. The weather had been too warm for him to wear it, and he needed as much room in his bag as possible for supplies. If he knew Shara, she’d crammed it in her own bag.

“How did you ruin it Laney?”

Shara and Laney had matching nervous looks as they shared a glance.

“Shara, where is my cloak?” A tremble found its way into his voice. He’d come to love that cloak. It had been with him most of the time he’d spent with Shara.

“It had to be destroyed.”

“No! It must be salvageable.”

Shara tried to comfort him with a hand on his back. “There are some things that water and soap cannot clean.”

Annoyance coursed through him. He jabbed his finger at Laney as if she were a misbehaved pet. “What did you do?”

Laney smacked her hand over her face and let out something between a scream and a groan.

Shara threw her arm around Laney. “It wasn’t her fault. It was the damn caregelow.”

Neeko softened his tone. “I’m sorry, Laney.”

She nodded, though she kept her hand over her face.

He asked Shara, “Were your clothes ruined?”

She flashed a smile as if she’d been holding it in. “Your cloak was at the top of my bag. It protected all my clothes.”

“I’m sorry, Neeko!” Laney let her hand slide down.

He sighed and forgave her.

Shara’s smile had somehow widened even more. “Now do you find it as amusing?”

“No.”

The mood became somber as they explained to Laney what they would be doing in Khalinar. As the conversation started to drift toward the danger of their task, Shara quickly changed its course by asking Laney, “Have you decided if you would like to come with us to Ovira?”

She lowered her head. “I spoke to Jaymes about that.”

Shara gasped. “He knows we offered to sneak you out of the army?”

Laney nodded without looking up. “I’m sorry. I needed to know what his plans were for me…and then he got it out of me. He knows me too well by now for me to keep something from him.”

Neeko was surprised the commander hadn’t mentioned it when they’d spoken.

“What did he say?” Shara asked.

Laney looked up. “He wants me to stay in the army. He says that even when the war is over, there’s much to be done to help Sumar.”

“And this is what you want to do?”

“I appreciate your offer to take me with you, but I’m happy here. Everyone has always seen me as a frail girl missing a limb. Even my family looked down at me when I couldn’t assist them in the way they wanted. Then, when I started using pyforial energy, it just scared them. But the people in the army value me.” She smirked and blushed. “And I like having a man, even if it’s disallowed. I’m fairly certain Jaymes is aware yet doesn’t care so long as it doesn’t affect my ability to train or take orders.”

“All of that could be waiting for you in Ovira,” Shara said.

“Perhaps.” Laney shrugged. “But if I were to go, it wouldn’t be for any reason other than to keep the three of us from separating. It’s easier if we all stay.”

As Neeko glanced at Shara, he realized for the first time that he could see himself staying in Sumar. Before, it was never an option so he hadn’t considered it, but now he was no longer to be shot on sight. As emotion filled Shara’s eyes, he could see she’d begun to consider the same thing.

“We might be able to do that,” Shara said. 

Laney bounced, then winced and grabbed her leg. Torn between grimacing and laughing, her face took on a twisted look. “That’s wonderful!”

“After the task is done, we’ll find you to let you know what we’ve decided,” Neeko promised.

They said their goodbyes, and then they were off to see Cedri. But she was asleep when they came to her tent. Knowing she’d been having trouble sleeping, they decided to leave a note. Neeko watched over Shara’s shoulder as she wrote outside Cedri’s tent.

But Cedri surprised them by coming out before Shara was finished.

“How are you feeling?” Neeko asked.

“Better. I remember parts of the battle I hadn’t earlier. I’m glad I awoke before you left. I need to tell you both something.” Her next words seemed to get caught in her throat as she cleared it. “I’m not sure why it took me this long to realize, Neeko, but you are admirable.”

It was almost too strange to be complimented by her. “Thank you,” he managed to mutter.

“Even if you hadn’t fought in the battle, I still would’ve been impressed by everything you’ve done. I’m proud to have gone this far with you.”

“The honor is mine, Cedri. Everything we’ve done, we’ve done together. And I never could’ve pretended to be a PCQ. Even if they wouldn’t have recognized me, I still couldn’t have—”

“Enough.” She smiled as she pushed out her hands to stop him. “Thank you, but I just wanted you to know how I felt. You don’t need to praise me in return.” She quickly turned to Shara. “And you.”

Shara responded nervously, leaning back. “Yes?”

“The only other people who’ve cared for me as much as you have were my sister and my mother. If more people were like you, fewer would be hungry and more would have homes and work. You are a caring, smart woman.”

“Thank you, Cedri, I—”

“Wait.”

Shara chuckled nervously. “Please, I’m not sure I can handle any more praise.”

“Then let me ask you a question instead. Why did you care for me when this began? We hardly knew each other. You were even somewhat suspicious of me in relation to Charlotte’s death.”

“You became my friend. I care about all my friends, for I don’t have very many.”

“Well, I hope you stay in Sumar. I’ll remain in the army with Laney. I’m not sure she’ll ever become as close a friend as the three of us, but I’ll try…for I don’t have many, either.”

Shara embraced Cedri, kissing her cheek. “We’ll see each other again.”

“Good.” Cedri gave her cheek a quick wipe with the back of her hand as she took a step toward Neeko. He leaned down and put his arms around her.

“Be careful,” she said as she pressed her hands against his back.

“We will.”

It was soon after that Neeko realized it was just him and Shara now as they started south to their final destination.

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

NEEKO

 

It was on their way to go through Tramberr instead of around it, and Neeko needed a new cloak anyway. They ate one last meal, filling their stomachs until they could barely walk. Then Shara took his arm as they strode toward the castle to check on the siege.

From Neeko’s understanding, Jaymes didn’t need many men to keep food and water from getting to the castle. This was confirmed when they saw only a few hundred guarding. The troops stopped Neeko and Shara for a moment, until they recognized him as the pyforial mage who’d fought with them. Then they took turns shaking his hand.

He felt somewhat embarrassed, for Shara had done just as much to help the North in this war. At least Jaymes is aware of that, he realized. Though, it would be ideal if more knew.

Neeko asked about the progress of the siege and was told the only inhabitants left in the castle were the priest and some of his servants. Eventually they would run out of food or water and the priest would be taken prisoner. So there’s no chance he can take over the king’s position.

Neeko didn’t like the idea of letting the priest live, but he disliked the idea of killing him even more. Soon they were headed out of the city, and Neeko realized he had other things to worry about.

At least he and Shara still had plenty of money. They purchased horses that seemed to be well-trained. According to Shara, Khalinar was seventy miles from Tramberr, a minuscule distance compared to how far they’d gone already.

They rode twenty miles that day, staying clear of the highway to the capital. They saw no one, making it easy for Neeko to remain in good spirits as he worried little about being caught. They told stories from their childhoods. Neeko was surprised that he could speak about Eizle and his mother without pain. He even had a few tales about Jon that got Shara laughing.

The ache of missing his friend and family lingered during moments of silence but disappeared when Shara spoke, touched him, or kissed him.

“You’re like a caregelow for the ache of my memories,” he told her as they were falling asleep that night.

“But without the nasty side effect?”

“I don’t see myself biting your ass and pissing in your bag.”

She giggled as she covered her eyes and shook her head. “I’ll never look at Laney the same way again. I was horrified, Neeko!”

Neeko laughed with her until she stopped and put her hand on his stomach.

“Shara kept a small amount of the caregelow although she wasn’t supposed to,” she said. “In case something happens to you.”

“That was a good idea.”

She sat up. “You’re supposed to say that nothing will happen!”

“Oh. Nothing will happen.”

She lay back down. “Anyway, don’t use it on me unless I’m going to die.”

“Wait a moment,” he said. “How could anything happen to you? I thought you were going to stay hidden.”

“I am. I’ll be safe.”

He wasn’t sure he believed her.

They rode with more caution the next day, staying near the mountains on their right side where the land curved over hillocks. There were far fewer stories and absolutely no laughs. 

Neeko thought the third and final day of their trip to Khalinar would be easier than the last. But getting there turned out to be painstaking, for there were scouts everywhere as if anticipating assassins like him and Shara. Even worse, their horses certainly needed water by midday.

Neeko risked lifting himself into the air and found that the only source of water that wasn’t ten miles back was a river a few miles on the other side of the road to the capital. He went higher to check on the storm in Eppon. The dark clouds had receded, now concentrated strictly over the volcano, which had finally come to rest. There was no fresh lava around its base, but steam still rose from silver pools scattered around the land.

He told Shara what he’d seen, letting her wondrous mind work.

“We’ve spotted numerous scouts by now,” she said. “There’s no way to be certain we haven’t been discovered by at least one that we haven’t seen first and avoided. I think it’s best to assume they’ve sent someone for us.”

Neeko sighed, knowing what that meant. They were still a few miles from Khalinar, though. He’d hoped they would be closer before this moment came. “Will our horses find water and food?”

“I hope so.”

“How much money do you have?” Neeko pulled out his own coin purse to count its contents.

“Why?”

“After this is over, we’ll need to purchase two more horses, and I don’t see us walking around Khalinar and talking to merchants. We’ll have to find someone on the road near the city willing to part with their mount, and that’s likely to take far more coin than dealing with a horse seller.”

Shara looked in her coin purse. “I have a dalion and too many ruffs to count. Plenty of money.”

“I have about the same.”

“Then it’s time we go into Eppon. We know what we’re going to do. It’s only a matter of doing it now.”

 They let their horses go, guiding them eastward toward the road and the river beyond. Then they walked to the edge of the western mountains separating Thalcea from Eppon.

They transferred the remaining contents from their extra bags into their main one. Neeko dropped his empty one the ground while Shara playfully tossed hers.

She was in a much better mood than him, perhaps excited about flying when she should be worried. These mountains were damn high, and landing wouldn’t be easy.

Shara must’ve seen him tensing. She eased into him for a gentle hug. “Take your time if you need it.”

“I’ll need to keep us in the air as long as I did when fleeing from the diymas, and that nearly made me pass out.”

“But that was the first time you’ve lifted someone in addition to yourself. You’ve practiced hundreds of times.”

He knew this, but it helped to hear Shara say it.

“You won’t drop us,” she continued. “I’m not nervous.”

He could feel his confidence returning with each slow breath. They’d walked to the point where the mountains looked the shortest. Glancing up at the sloped rocky land, however, he couldn’t see himself getting him and Shara up and over in one flight.

“Isn’t there another way into Eppon?” he asked. “How did the sacrifices get to the volcano?”

“There’s a tunnel beside Khalinar. Unfortunately we can’t get close enough to use it without risking being seen.”

“Then I’m as ready as I can be.”

She hopped onto his back and he gathered the necessary energy, then moved it beneath his arms and around his shoulders. Giving it a gentle tug, he confirmed it would hold.

Shara inhaled sharply as the energy obeyed his command to ascend. Keeping his body steady, he faced the mountain to watch it cascade.

It seemed to go on endlessly as he waited for the precipice to appear.

And then it did, disappearing instantly as the open land of Eppon fell out before him—gray and dead, with steaming streams and sagging vegetation. Lightning struck around the volcano as he focused to move the energy forward instead of upward.

It only took him a moment to realize that the mountainous terrain beneath his feet extended too far; he would need to land before descending.

Finding an even section of rocks took frighteningly long, but he managed to locate a stretch that was level enough. He lowered them onto it, putting all of his strength into landing gently. It was as difficult as lifting a massive rock over his head and then trying to lower it slowly to the ground.

He inadvertently tilted sideways as his feet touched, dropping Shara and falling on top of her. She yelped.

He helped her up slowly as she hissed and rolled up her sleeve to check her arm. Her skin was dimpled where the rocks had pushed against her, but there was no blood.

“It could’ve been much worse,” she said. “Couldn’t make it all the way over?”

Neeko was trying to find his breath. “Didn’t want to risk it.”

He took a much needed rest, then let Shara on his back again.

As they touched down onto the soft dirt of Eppon, the smell Neeko had become accustomed to came on strong. It was similar to spoiled meat, but at least it was bearable. Shara coughed a few times as he let her off. He waited nervously for wheezing to follow, but thankfully it didn’t come.

“I truly enjoy floating,” she said. “Makes me wish I had wings, or that at least I could do what you can do.”

They took out their seescopes. The land was mostly flat and blackened, with spots of orange lava scattered between them and the distant volcano. It came up from the land looking like a monstrous beast, a pillar of heavy black smoke seeping out. Thunder rumbled as lightning continued to split the dark clouds around it.

Shara took Neeko’s hand and walked at a quick pace. It was clear without her saying so that the less time they spent in Eppon the more comfortable she’d be. Neeko was no different.

Although he didn’t believe the land was sacred, and he didn’t think the god of death was the restless volcano in the distance, he still couldn’t shake the feeling that he didn’t belong there.

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

NEEKO

 

They’d walked along the base of Eppon’s mountain range without incident, and now they were behind Khalinar. No one would think to look atop the mountains for spies. But that didn’t make it any easier to get there.

It began just as it had two hours earlier—Shara climbing on his back, his worry building almost to a state of uncontrollable panic.

“I love you,” she murmured.

“You should tell me that after I land safely. Now I’m thinking you said it in case we die.”

“I said it because it’s true. Even if we do die, I’ll still love you up to the moment we hit the ground.”

Neeko chuckled nervously. “That’s not helping.”

She barked out a laugh and kissed his cheek. “Should I get down and give you more time?”

“No, I’m ready. Hold on.”

As soon as he got to the precipice, he hovered toward the nearest stretch of level rock. He could feel Shara stiffening as he got near the ground.

He tried to keep them afloat long enough to settle down easy, but it had been enervating just to get them there. He came about a foot from the bumpy mountaintop before he had to let go of the energy.

Neeko landed square, but he didn’t have enough balance or strength to keep from toppling over. Shara jumped off his back as he prepared to fall.

But without her weight, he managed to steady himself. She stayed on her feet as well. 

“Better,” she said, delighted. “I truly and utterly enjoy that!”

Neeko was too winded to feel anything else. He glanced around. Rocks jutted out of more rocks.

Once Neeko regained his strength he would lift himself for a better look at the summit. They would need to find a comfortable spying spot that gave them a clear view, for it could be days before he would have the opportunity to kill the king.

Shara removed both their bags from her back and relaxed as she waited. “This is as far south as we’ll ever be for the rest of our lives.” She stood and put her hands on her lower back, gazing out at Eppon. “Can you imagine being a human sacrifice and jumping in that volcano?” She shivered visibly. “Some people are absolutely mad.”

“Many would say the same thing about us, being here…about to do what we’re going to do.”

“Remember what Jaymes said. If it’s impossible, then it’s impossible.”

Neeko nodded and took a few more moments to ready himself. Then he took to the air.

The mountains stretched off to either side for hundreds of miles. But the northern edge was close, where the mountain range dipped and cascaded all the way down to the city of Khalinar.

Once he returned, Shara put on both of their bags and got on his back. It only took one trip to get to their final spot. Shara jumped off his back when he neared the ground, and he came down easy.

“We’ve gotten good at that,” she said proudly, handing him his bag.

He nodded, putting on a false smile. As soon as Shara turned to look at their surroundings, he stretched out his sore back. A groan escaped. She looked back and frowned.

“Sorry. I’m not as small as Cedri.”

“There’s no reason to apologize. I prefer you just as you are.”

It was only evening, yet Neeko felt as if he could fall asleep if he were to lie down. He shook his head, clearing the thought. At least their final spot was a good one. There was room to walk around before spikes of rocks on their flanks made the mountaintop too treacherous.

Shara got on her knees, crawled to the edge, and brought her legs forward to sit. “Two hells, we’re high! The ground must be lower around Khalinar than in Eppon behind us.” She squinted. “Damn, I can’t see the castle.”

“You can if you stand.” He offered his hand.

But she shook her head, her dark locks flying out in every direction. “Give me time.” She scooted the other way, waiting until she was far from the sloping edge before getting back on her feet and wiping the dirt off her rear.

“It won’t get easier the more you think about it,” he warned. “But it will the longer you actually stand here and see that you’re not going to fall.”

She took out the drawing of the castle layout and crawled over to give it to him. “Look down there and let me know what you see.”

“I’ll try.” He peered through his seescope and described the city to her. “Khalinar has a wall of stone around it with parapets for archers, like Wertisall. However, I don’t see any archers on the southern side near us.”

“They wouldn’t expect anyone to be up here unless a spy told them we were coming.”

Neeko peered at the castle itself, then grinned. “I wouldn’t call it a castle. It’s closer to a palace. The only fortification it has is a wall surrounding its courtyard that attaches to the city’s wall in the south. The palace itself is wide, with only two towers fit for archers. The other towers have a spiral type ornament atop them. I don’t know what to call them, but there’s certainly no place for anyone to stand.”

“Conical spires?”

“How do I know if that’s right?”

“It’s right.”

He could hear her take a step closer, so he let down the seescope. “Do you want to see?”

She stepped away. “Just tell me if there’s a barbican.”

“I don’t know. What does it look like?”

“Any sort of platform separate from the palace, or perhaps it’s atop the gate leading into the courtyard. It’ll likely have guards on it.”

“I think there’s one atop that gate.” He turned and beckoned her toward him. “You really should take a look. You won’t fall, and I doubt I can figure out which is the king’s room without you. These drawings make no sense to me, even after looking at the palace.”

He took her hand and walked with her as she shuffled forward. As she neared the edge, her steps slowed and her feet tapped the ground as if it might come out from under her.

“I can see Khalinar but not the palace,” she complained. “It’s no use. You’re taller than me.”

“You just need a few more steps.”

She took the “few more steps” he’d advised, however her insignificant stride moved her absolutely nowhere. Neeko couldn’t hold back his chuckle, though he stifled it immediately when he saw that she was not smiling.

“The only way you could fall off would be if you somehow lost your balance and rolled a good three times,” he said.

Shara continued shuffling forward at the pace of a tortoise, peering through the seescope hopefully each time she stopped, then sighing when she realized she was still too far.

“I don’t understand how you are this frightened about heights, yet you enjoy when I lift you into the air.”

“I was terrified the first time you took me into the sky to escape the diymas. Don’t you remember how I screamed?”

“I remember the ringing in my ears that came later more than the scream. So what’s changed?”

“I feel secure on your back. I can tell I’m not going to fall.” She looked straight down. “But I don’t trust my own feet. Never have.”

“In all of our time together, I’ve never seen you fall over while standing still.”

She inhaled slowly. “You’re right.” She finally took a normal stride. “Thank the gods, I can see it now.”

Neeko came behind her and gently put his hands on her hips.

Shara peered through the seescope and then looked at her drawing, switching back and forth between the two for quite some time. She didn’t speak, only hummed in thought. As Neeko waited, he found it more and more difficult not to move his hands. He wanted to slide them down to the curve of her waist. He wanted to wrap them around her stomach and pull her close. Eventually, he couldn’t help giving her caresses so subtle he wasn’t sure she would feel them through her belt and pants.

“Are you thinking improper thoughts, Neeko Aquin?”

He steadied his hands. “They’re mostly proper.”

“Come beside me.”

“What did you find?”

“The king’s room.”

Neeko’s heart jumped. If the king was there, this could end right now.

“Which room is it?”

“It’s on the other side of the palace, facing north.”

Neeko muttered a curse.

“But!” Shara called out excitedly. “Queen Wendi has her own quarters, and it’s the middle window on the top row of the palace.”

He looked through his seescope to see what he could find within the queen’s quarters. Because of the steep angle, he could only see a table near the window. Seated there was a woman rubbing her brow as if distraught.

Neeko presumed she was Wendi Mallen from what he knew about her. She was twenty-five with red hair and supposedly beautiful beyond words. He could see that this woman’s hair was indeed red, but it was impossible to make out her features.

“Are you thinking I should kill the king when he visits her?”

“It’s one option. Alternatively, if we follow this mountain range west then north to get a glimpse of the king’s room we’ll be too far for you to swoop down. There’s also a chance we’ll be spotted by scouts.” Shara walked away from the edge and visibly relaxed, taking a long breath.

“Marteph could enter her room without us ever knowing,” Neeko said. “We could be here for months, and we only have enough food and water for a few more days.”

“I know.” She looked as if she wanted to say something.

“What’s wrong?”

“I think there must be somewhere lower on these mountains that will allow us to see deeper into the room. However, it would also mean we’re more likely to be seen.”

Neeko told her he would check, then gathered pyforial energy to lift himself. He hovered over the sloped edge, finding that there were plenty of ledges jutting out from the side. Most were too treacherous, but there was one that looked ideal. It curved upward as it came out from beneath a rocky awning. The hardest part would be navigating down to it.

He came back and told Shara what he’d seen. “I can get myself there, but not both of us.” 

She nodded sorrowfully. “That’s what I figured would be the case. It will be night soon. Perhaps the king will visit her quarters.”

He understood what she was saying. “I’ll return before it gets too dark for me to see. We don’t want you using the light from your wand in the middle of the night. It will be a beacon for anyone looking in this direction.”

They shared a long embrace.
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The nook within the mountain gave Neeko a chill of fright. The wind howled as it sliced through. He sat sideways against the upward curved edge, turning his head to spy into Wendi’s quarters. To his other side, his nook extended into what might be called a cave, disfigured pillars blocking him from venturing deeper. There wasn’t enough light left in the day to pierce its blackness. He just hoped there wasn’t anything dwelling within.

Soon after he began watching, an older man in a red robe entered the queen’s room. He looked to be a priest, gesturing at Wendi with his staff. She folded her arms and looked away.

The priest seemed to berate her for some time, though she never even glanced at him. Then he left. As soon as the door closed, Wendi’s face collapsed into her hands.

Neeko watched her cry for a while. Eventually she lifted her head and gazed out the window, and he could see the rumors of her beauty weren’t exaggerated.

The door opened again. Neeko felt a pinch of adrenaline in his chest as he saw someone come in who might be the king.

No, it had to be the king’s younger brother. Brimber was twenty-five like Wendi, a few years younger than the king. He had blonde hair while Marteph had brown. Beside Brimber was a boy who had to be Prince Cain Mallen, the four-year-old heir to the throne.

Wendi and the child ran to each other. She fell to her knees to embrace him as if she hadn’t seen him for days. Brimber peered back out into the hallway, then quickly shut the door. Wendi threw her arms around him in an obvious show of gratitude, kissing his cheek.

They exchanged a few words, then Wendi knelt and spoke to her son. He and Brimber left a moment later. Wendi stayed on her knees, weeping. 

Neeko watched Wendi remain on the floor for the better part of an hour. It was getting dark, and he doubted the king would show up after all of that, so he returned to Shara. She was cuddled in her blanket to keep out the cold wind, so he joined her and told her what he’d seen.

“Actually, this could be good,” she said. “Yes, we might be able to use this.”

“Use what?”

“Well, I can’t be certain it’s what I think, but I don’t know what else it could be. There’s no way to know when it will happen, though.” Shara hummed as she thought.

“Perhaps I can help you if you tell me what you think this is.”

“Sorry.” She patted his leg. “Marteph Mallen’s a madman. Oh, how lyrical. I should’ve rhymed this. Marteph believes in sacrifices, right?”

Neeko nodded.

“Word certainly has reached him that he lost the battle at Tramberr. He’s a religious man, meaning he wholeheartedly believes the gods are involved in this war.”

“My gods.” Neeko had read that those of faith believed there were many ways to appease the gods, but human sacrifice was what they desired the most—the more powerful or holy the person being sacrificed, the more appeasement from the gods. “He’s going to sacrifice her.”

“I believe so. He thinks it will turn the tide of war to his favor, or perhaps he’s just doing it as an excuse to kill her. She’s already given him a son, and she could still be in love with our king. For all we know, Wendi and Marteph could despise each other.”

Shara was right. Wendi had never chosen to come to the South. Her father had forced her so he could have a role in Marteph’s court.

“That priest I saw,” Neeko said, “could it be her father?”

“Certainly could.”

“He would allow this to happen?”

“You said Wendi refused to look at him, right?”

“That’s right.”

“Then it’s a possibility.”

“Her own father.” Neeko shook his head. “But how can we use this to our advantage?”

“Marteph won’t have her brought to the volcano because she’s not a faith-bound woman. He believes it would only upset the gods to bring her through the sacred land of Eppon. The sacrifice will be done in Khalinar, likely in front of many people. If we can get you into the crowd, you should be able to kill him.”

Neeko clasped his hands together. “That would be ideal.”

“This is all conjecture, you understand. You’ll need to watch her more tomorrow before we come to any decisions.”

 

 

*****

 

 

The next day, Neeko returned to his spot on the face of the mountain range. There was enough light to make out the end of the short tunnel into the mountain, and he was thankful to see that the only thing lurking in the alcove was him.

Wendi Mallen was in bed. She remained there hours into the day until eventually she got up and walked to where Neeko no longer could see her. He stretched out a kink in his neck as he waited.

Wendi returned to sit on her bed wearing different clothes. Then she tossed her hand as she shrugged and slid back under a gold-embossed blanket.

Neeko returned to the top to check on Shara. She was facing away from him while attempting to juggle rocks, all of them falling a moment after she tossed them in the air.

“I could teach you if you want,” he said as he landed.

Startled, she spun around quickly. “Did something happen?”

“Absolutely nothing has happened. She changed her clothes and then got back into bed.”

Shara’s eyes became slits. “Did you watch her disrobe?”

“Unfortunately she didn’t undress near the window,” he teased. “But maybe next time she will.” He became serious again as he took some bread out of his bag. “I feel like I should be doing something instead of watching.”

“You could turn away!”

He laughed. “I mean while we’re waiting. We’ll be in a bad predicament if they come to take her and we don’t know where they’re bringing her to be sacrificed.”

“So fly in there and ask.”

“I’m serious, Shara. Do you have any ideas?”

“I’m serious as well. As long as no one comes in, it should be fine.”

But he cringed at the idea. “She could scream.”

Shara approached him while wearing a solemn expression. “I know. I don’t like the idea either, but I like doing nothing even less.”

It didn’t take him long to realize it truly was the best plan. With Wendi’s husband plotting to sacrifice her, she wouldn’t protect him. “I’ll wait until after they bring her food and then retrieve her tray. That should decrease the chances that someone will come in while I’m there.”

Shara tilted her head. “Does this mean you’re going back down now?”

“Are you bored?”

“Yes, but I don’t care about that. I’m just worried.”

“It’s likely she’ll eat at that table near the window because it’s the only one in her room. So I can watch from here.”

Shara beamed. “Good. Now I believe you said something about teaching me to juggle?”

 

 

*****

 

 

Between juggling lessons, he and Shara watched the table near the window in the queen’s room. Shara seemed more at ease being near the edge than before, though she still wouldn’t watch for longer than the span of a few breaths.

Somewhere around noon, they could see Wendi absently moving her food around on her plate with her fork.

Shara clicked her tongue. “Horse piss. That food is going to go to waste.”

So Shara was just as unsatisfied with their miniscule meals as he was. “Did Effie or Steffen ever tell you how the students of the academy in Ovira are fed?”

“They have their own dining hall. They’re allowed as much food as they want during three mealtimes a day,” Shara replied.

“As much as they want? But they must have to pay.”

“It’s no charge to them.”

“Oh my gods…” Neeko had to suck back drool at the thought of endless food.

“Although, they are students. You would be an instructor. I don’t know if it’s different.”

It was too strange to think of demonstrating pyforial energy to a room full of men and women who were mostly older. He chose to think about the food instead.

“You should return to your little cave,” Shara suggested. “They might be coming in to take her tray soon.”

“You’re right.”

They said goodbye in the way they were accustomed to, with a hug and a kiss. Though, this time Shara lingered, pulling his hips into hers as their lips pressed.

“Come back safely.”

He gathered the energy but then let it dissipate as he thought of something. He looked at Shara over his shoulder. “I’m glad you’re here with me. This would’ve been much harder on my own.”

She gave him a quick nod as she smiled.

Neeko returned to his alcove and watched the queen idle over her plate of food for a while longer. He contemplated standing and waving his arms to get her attention before flying over, for she might need to unlatch the window, but he decided against it. It would be better if he was close when she noticed him so he could speak.

He felt his heart speeding up when a set of swordsmen came for her. Are they taking her to be sacrificed? She seemed startled, then annoyed as she stood and looked to be speaking harshly. They grabbed her tray and exited immediately. Wendi stomped her foot and screamed at the closed door.

She paced as she appeared to be speaking to herself. He waited for a half hour to ensure no one else would come to her room, then decided this was the best opportunity he would get.

He checked the other rooms, ensuring no one was looking out a window. Then he pulled in two clusters of py from the air and maneuvered out of the alcove. He glided straight across, hoping the queen wouldn’t look until he was there.

Luck was on his side. He reached her window while she was turned the other way. 

“Queen Wendi,” he called out softly. She spun around and gasped. “I’m here to help you, so please keep your voice down. Will you let me in?”

She stared at him as if he were a ghost.

“Wendi, please. I can’t hold myself much longer. If you aren’t going to let me in, I’ll have to leave and I won’t return.”

She hurried to the window and pulled it open. He ducked and lifted his knees as he navigated through. She pulled one of the swords from his belt as he hovered past her.

“Who are you?” she muttered in a hostile tone, aiming his sword at him in an inexperienced stance. “Speak quietly. There are guards outside.”

He put up his hands. “I’m Neeko Aquin, a pyforial mage from the North. I wish to help you.”

“How could you possibly know that I need help?”

“I came here to spy on the king.” It wasn’t the truth, but he wasn’t ready to admit that he was here to take her husband’s life. “But I noticed you were being held captive in your room. From what I’ve seen, it seems like Marteph plans to sacrifice you. Is this right?”

His words seemed to strike her deeply, her face contorting as she lowered his sword. “You learned that just from watching my room?”

“I have a brilliant companion with me who figured it out. We’ve been watching from the mountain.”

“But why would you want to help me?” Her face brightened. “Did Quince send you?”

Everything he’d read was coming to life: her piercing green eyes, her long red hair, her gentle nature as she gripped his sword incorrectly. He knew this woman. He knew what her childhood was like, and he knew that she was to marry Quince until her father had an argument with the late king, Quince’s father, and took her with him to the South.

There was only one right answer to her question.

“Yes he did. He still loves you.”

Her eyes glistened. Then she collapsed to her knees and began to cry. Neeko smiled at her, but then she said something that filled him with dread.

“We’ll need to get my son before you get us out of here.”

Horse piss, I gave her the wrong idea.

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

SHARA

 

Shara looked down into the queen’s room to find Wendi pointing Neeko’s sword at him. Shara couldn’t see Neeko anymore and was too frightened to move closer to the edge for a chance at a glimpse. Eventually, Wendi let down the sword and walked farther into her room until she disappeared from view as well. For some time after, Shara could see nothing.

Then Neeko appeared at the window. After a quick wave in her direction, he disappeared. So all was safe, at least for now. Shara watched a while longer, but no one else came to the window.

It remained that way for too long of a time. She became too worried to practice her atrocious juggling. What could Neeko be discussing with the queen for the better part of an hour?

She suddenly realized she had no way down from this mountain range if Neeko never came back for her. She’d die of thirst without ever knowing what had happened to him. A chill ran through her.

Finally, the window opened and Neeko soared out. He took a sharp angle, climbing through the sky while the queen poked her head out of her window to watch.

Neeko came over the ledge at a quick speed, then jerked to a stop. With a lack of grace, he landed roughly and rolled several times. He was panting when Shara came to help him up.

“What did she say?”

“You were right about Wendi being a human sacrifice,” he managed between gasps for breath. “Marteph is waiting for the army to return from Tramberr. They’re to gather in the courtyard to watch the religious ceremony. He believes this will give them a boost of morale for the next battle because they know the gods will be on their side.”

“Ridiculous,” Shara couldn’t help but interrupt. “He must not care that all the women of his kingdom will despise him after he kills his queen. When is the army supposed to arrive?”

“By noon tomorrow. Wendi will tuck in the two chairs near her table by the window when the guards come for her. That’s how we’ll know it’s beginning.”

“You were with the queen for a long time. What else did you speak about?”

“I got all the information I could about the sacrifice. Then I told her I’m planning to kill the king. She encouraged it. She’s wanted him dead for some time now. Apparently Quince has been trying to find a way to get a poison to her that she could put in Marteph’s food, but they couldn’t work out the details over so many miles.”

“That makes sense. I’d heard talk of poison during our time in the castle. So it’s true that they still love each other?”

“Wendi says she does.” Neeko turned up his palms. “But they haven’t seen each other for years so how can they know?”

“Neeko…what if we’re separated tomorrow and don’t see each other for years. Will you stop loving me?”

“That’s a good point.”

“Did Wendi confirm whether Brimber will stop the war once he comes to power?”

“Unfortunately, she believes Brimber won’t have the authority to do that.”

“Why not?”

Neeko took on a grave look. “Wendi’s father is likely to usurp the crown, and he certainly won’t agree to peace. I’ll have to kill him as well.”

“Wendi…told you to kill her own father?”

“I was surprised too, but she reminded me that he’s in favor of sacrificing her for the sake of this war.”

“Two hells.”

They became silent.

“What else did she say?” Shara asked.

“She told me she would’ve killed herself to spite Marteph by jumping out her window, but then Brimber would be sacrificed in her place. He’s the only ally she has, and he’s still trying to convince Marteph not to do this.”

Shara had no response. If young girls knew the truth about what it was like to be queen, the fantasy games they played with each other would have a different theme altogether.

“There was something interesting she mentioned,” Neeko continued. “She told me there’s more to this war than a disagreement about sacrifices. Marteph, like many people, knows about her past with Quince. He even knows that she still loves his enemy, and so he hates her and Quince for this. Marteph has wanted to kill Quince for years. Wendi believes the disagreement over the sacrifices was just the spark that finally ignited the flame. In her mind, Quince wanted an excuse to go to war as well so he could take her back from Marteph.”

Shara sneered. “The queen of the South must think very highly of herself to believe two men would go to war over her. Could she really be that beautiful?”

She didn’t like the long pause that followed.

He seemed to notice her folded arms and answered quickly. “Certainly not! If anyone’s beautiful enough to start a war over, it’s you!”

 

 

*****

 

 

They spent the following hours talking about the details of the sacrifice and forming a plan. But the more they talked about it, the more Shara realized it was impossible for Neeko to kill both Marteph and Wendi’s father and escape with his life. The roof of the palace was too high over the courtyard for Neeko. He wouldn’t be able to control pyforial energy at the range he’d need.

Yet she could shoot a fireball down onto the courtyard with ease.

Neeko’s face contorted at her mentioning it. “Certainly not!”

Shara was terrified at the thought of going with him, but there was one thing that she feared more, and that was letting him go by himself.

With a firm voice devoid of emotion she said, “There’s nothing you can say to convince me otherwise. If you’re going, then I’m going. I know you can carry me.”

They argued for some time. By nightfall, Neeko had finally accepted it would be suicide to go without her.

They plotted for each possible scenario and then tried to sleep.

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

NEEKO

 

Neeko and Shara agreed it was unlikely that archers would bring their bows and arrows to the ceremony. However, mages tended to carry their wands everywhere, and there would be hundreds of them.

They tried several times to hold a conversation as they watched for Wendi to move her chairs, but no topic seemed to stick, the tension too thick.

There was one thing Shara said that managed to catch Neeko’s interest, though.

“The storm has finally stopped.” He turned for a glimpse. The volcano was dormant and the sky was clear. “If it returns after we kill the Southern king, they’ll think the gods have become upset,” she added.

“If we do everything right, it shouldn’t matter what they think.” He glanced back into Wendi’s window with his seescope. The chairs had been moved beneath the table, and suddenly his nerves were tingling. “Shara.”

She hurried to look, then became silent for some time.

“You can still change your mind,” he said.

“I’m going. Are you ready?”

He was, though she didn’t seem to be based on the fear in her voice.

They left their bags and seescopes behind as Shara climbed onto his back. He could feel her hands shaking as they wrapped around him.

“Wait.” She slid off and reached into her bag to take out Terren’s instructional note for finding the tunnel. She folded it and put it in her pocket. “Just in case.”

He nodded.

Shara sounded as if she was holding in a scream as they lurched from the ground and went up and over the side of the mountain. The city stretched out before them. Not wanting to be seen, Neeko was quick to descend.

He couldn’t make it to the palace in one flight with Shara, so they landed at the base of the mountain where he could catch his breath. Dozens of palace windows faced them, though no one would be looking to the south when there was such a spectacle in the courtyard on the other side.

They hurried to close the distance to the palace on foot. The sound of a crowd grew as they neared the back of the enormous building. Shara took his hand and squeezed firmly.

“Last chance to change your mind,” he told her, half hoping and half terrified she would.

She shook her head and positioned herself behind him. Soon they were flying up the backside of the palace. Neeko slowed as they came to the flat roof. There was a circular tower at its center with a pole jutting out. A Southern flag flapped in the gentle breeze.

Two towers stood at opposite ends of the palace, each square and lined with parapets. Neeko had used his seescope to determine there was no one on them, but that didn’t mean they would remain empty. Shara came down from his back, and they stayed between chimneys where they wouldn’t be seen by any archers who might come up to the towers during the ceremony.

Unfortunately, they wouldn’t be able to see anything, either, until they ventured forward to the edge of the roof—where they could be seen by every soldier in the audience.

According to Wendi, the dais was supposed to be right in front of the palace. She would be bound and laid on an altar. Her death would come at the hand of the most revered priest, her father, when he stabbed her through the heart. She’d told Neeko she wasn’t sure how long the introduction to the ceremony would last, so he should act as soon as the king and her father took their spots.

If only there was some way of checking, without being seen, that her husband and father were there. He and Shara waited for voices, but they could hear nothing above the general noise of the crowd.

“The king would certainly speak before it happens, right?” Neeko asked.

“Yes, I can’t imagine him killing his queen without an explanation to his troops.”

So they waited longer.

“The king, Marteph Mallen!” someone announced, and the crowd broke into applause.

When it settled, a man’s voice boomed out, “We suffered an unfortunate loss at Tramberr, but to give up hope now would be foolish. We fight for the gods, but we have lost their blessing. Without the yearly sacrifice of a faith-bound man or woman to both the water and the fire gods, they have grown angry at all of us…in the North and the South. We must show them once again that we have faith. Then we can ask for their blessing. So today, I will sacrifice my own queen to show not only the gods, but my army as well, that I will do anything to win this war and save Sumar from certain destruction.”

The crowd responded with surprised murmurs. Neeko thought he could hear the clank of chains among the noise and assumed Wendi had been brought out.

“Killing me will do nothing!” she yelled.

Neeko ignored the king’s response so he could speak to Shara. “It sounds like Marteph’s to the right of us and Wendi is straight ahead, so her father should be somewhere near her. We’ve planned for this. Are you ready?”

Shara shut her eyes and rocked back and forth. “Oh two hells.”

Neeko grabbed her shoulders and her eyes popped open. “You don’t have to do this. I can kill them both.”

She shook her head. “No, I can do this.”

“It will take me a moment to get in position. Can I go now and you’ll be ready?”

She bit down on her lip and gave a stiff nod. “Go.”

Neeko’s heart slammed against his chest as he scurried across the palace roof to the eastern tower. It was still clear for now. He hovered down its backside, then peered around the corner of its base for a glimpse at the army.

Men filled the enormous courtyard. If there were women in the audience, he didn’t see any. Everyone’s rapt attention seemed to be on the dais, which Neeko wouldn’t see until he turned one more corner around the tower. As he flipped up his hood, he hoped the king hadn’t moved.

Neeko wouldn’t be recognized, though he certainly would arouse suspicion coming from behind the palace tower. He set into a pace between a walk and a jog. A few heads turned his way. He didn’t have time to read their expressions before making it to the end of the tower. The entire crowd came into view as he put himself out in the open.

The sight of the dais before him nearly made him stop. A line of guards, some with bows, stood between him and the stairs of the stage. One looked right at Neeko as he approached, then said something to his fellow guardsman.

His instincts told him to run. King Marteph hadn’t noticed, still addressing his men, but he was a good thirty yards away. On his other side, Wendi was strapped to a statue of an angelic woman. Next to her was her father, dressed in a red robe.

The guards blocking Neeko from the dais drew their swords and bows. “Stop,” one whispered roughly.

From the corner of his eye, Neeko noticed heads turning toward him. He began gathering pyforial energy at his side, where it would be hidden, mostly. An archer stepped out from the throng and pulled back on his string. “Who are you?”

Neeko was too close for the archer to miss.

Suddenly there was an explosion on the dais. It came from Wendi’s far side, her hair and dress billowing as she flinched. Neeko ducked in case the startled archer shot at him. But the man turned with every other guard and ran onto the stage.

“On the roof!” people in the crowd began to shout.

Neeko took the opportunity to go for the stairs, leaping up three at a time. Fireballs shot out from the crowd, slamming high against the side of the palace. The noise was near deafening as globs of shattered fireballs rained down onto the dais.

“She’s on the roof!” the crowd continued to scream as hundreds of mages shot at Shara.

Guards surrounded the king in protection and had begun moving him straight toward Neeko. Fire was spreading behind them along the dais and the palace itself.

Neeko drew his blade and got pyforial energy around its handle. It wasn’t a breath later that the crowd identified him.

“Pyforial mage!”

“He’s the one from Tramberr!”

Neeko only had a moment before he’d be destroyed by fireballs. He willed a thin line of pyforial energy at the guards. Then he shoved it to the right, sending half of them stumbling sideways. It created enough space for his sword to get through.

It shot straight into the king’s chest.

There wasn’t enough time to impale the king with his other blade as well. He dropped it and lifted himself into the air, fireballs and arrows flying all around him.

He noticed guards crouching over Wendi’s fallen father on his way up to the roof, the priest’s scarlet robe visible through gaps between their bodies. The same scene unfolded beneath Neeko’s feet where the king lay. Brimber ran past Marteph and straight to Wendi, presumably to free her.

Fireballs pelted the palace beneath Neeko’s feet, behind him, and in front of him as others missed over his head. The entire roof seemed to be on fire as Neeko rose to its height. He almost lifted his arms to cover his face as the heat forced his head to turn away from the flames.

He moved through the black smoke, finding no reprieve from the constant fireballs as he held in coughs. He glimpsed only a few spots where Shara could be between the flames…and she was at none of them.

“Shara!” he screamed.

He thought he heard her voice, but the crowd and the roaring fire were too loud for him to tell.

He hovered lower and felt as if he was putting his legs into an oven. “Shara!” he tried again.

“I fell in! I’m hurt!”

Straining his eyes to look through the smoke and the flames, he saw that part of the roof had collapsed.

An arrow whizzed in front of his face, nearly startling him into losing his focus and letting the py disperse. Damn. Archers had run up to the side towers.

Three more arrows came at him as he guided himself over the hole in the ceiling and then let himself fall.

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

SHARA

 

When Neeko left her on the roof, Shara had become so nervous that her whole body shook. The ritual had begun. It was time to finish everything they’d been working toward for months. But she couldn’t move.

Go! her inner voice yelled. Shoot that bastard priest right now or Neeko will die with Wendi, and you’ll never forgive yourself.

She crawled to the edge of the roof, catching sight of the back end of the courtyard filled with men who would try to kill her as soon as they noticed her there. She lay flat, pressing her cheek against the wooden roof as she attempted to gather the necessary bastial energy.

It was no use. She was too nervous to focus.

I need to find some way to tell Neeko so he can get out before they see him.

She peered over the edge to see that he’d already come around the tower. A line of guards looked right at him. Oh, two hells.

Shara got to her knees and pulled in as much bastial energy as she could. She spotted the priest a few meters from Wendi and aimed her wand. She caught sight of some in the crowd pointing as she unleashed all of the energy through her weapon, shooting a fireball down onto the priest’s head.

The explosion forced her to turn away. Shara looked again to find him supine and completely still as hundreds of fireballs erupted from the crowd.

They cracked against the palace wall as she tumbled backward. In a mad scramble, she got to her feet and dashed behind the nearest chimney. The palace shook from the hail of fire. Countless voices screamed her whereabouts as fireballs started soaring into the air as high as Neeko could fly. If they couldn’t shoot her directly, the mages would rain the fireballs down on her.

The air was so laden with fire that she couldn’t tell which were going to hit her. Cranking her neck, she couldn’t see where she was going and ran into a chimney hard enough to knock her flat on her back. If she wasn’t more careful, she’d run right off the roof.

A fireball struck just beside her as she was getting up, sending her airborne. She landed hard and rolled, reaching desperately for anything to stop her from falling off but finding nothing. She came to a stop with her nails broken and her fingertips burning.

She stood to find half of the roof covered in sporadic flames. There were too many mages. She had to find a way down or she would be struck at any moment.

It was only a few steps to the back edge from where she was. A quick look proved that broken legs were the best she could hope for if she jumped. She had to hold out until Neeko killed the king and then came for her.

But the fireballs wouldn’t cease. She jumped to dodge them as she bustled back toward the center. She made it and stopped, hoping to find Neeko coming up over the front of the palace.

Every second that she stood still seemed to stretch on for a lifetime. The fire was beginning to encircle her. She needed to move again.

Shara made a dash for a chimney that seemed to have some space around it that wasn’t on fire. Trying to watch the sky and her feet, her progress was slow. Her lungs burned as if a separate fire raged within her. A gust of wind sent thick smoke straight into her eyes.

Reflexively, she crouched and covered her face as she coughed. She checked the air. A fireball seemed to be coming straight toward her. No, just in front of her. She took a step back, then nearly jumped forward again as intense heat threatened to singe her back.

The fireball crashed down in front of her, completely surrounding her with flames. Seeing that the fire in front was smaller than the rest, she jumped over it. Her feet slammed down on the other side and suddenly she was falling…still falling. The roof had collapsed and she’d taken a cluster of debris with her, preventing her from seeing anything as she gained speed.

She didn’t remember hitting the ground, though she certainly felt the pain. Her body screamed in alarm—her ankle. She could tell something was terribly wrong.

She realized that only a chunk of the roof had fallen, but the rest was licked by flames and could come down at any moment. She needed to find a way to get to Neeko.

Shoving away shards of hot wood, she made room to stand. She curled her knees and shifted weight onto her right ankle.

She screamed in pain and collapsed. “No, dammit!”

Looking around, she found the room to be empty. She could hobble out the door, but what could she hope to find?

“Neeko!” she yelled.

Another chunk of the roof crashed down beside her, extending the gap she’d fallen through. She tried to scoot away from it on her elbows, but she collapsed the moment they touched the rug. They’d been injured as well. She turned each one up for a glimpse at her bloody wounds.

So she used her knuckles and her one good foot to wobble out of the clearing.

“Shara?” Neeko yelled from somewhere above her.

“Neeko!”

“Shara?”

“I fell in! I’m hurt!” she screamed.

Neeko fell through the gap and looked as if he was about to break his legs. But he slowed just in time to land in a crouch. He dashed to her frantically.

“I can’t walk,” she told him.

“Get on my back.” He helped her on as he spoke quickly. “There are archers and mages surrounding the palace and gathering on the towers.”

“Can you carry us to the mountaintop?”

“Not in one trip.”

“Then what about the wall? Can you get us over it?”

He took two breaths to think. “It’s our only option.”

That wasn’t the answer she wanted to hear.

“But they’ll shoot at us as soon as we come out,” he said.

“Wait.” She closed her eyes for a heartbeat, seeing the design of the palace in her mind. “Go out that door so I can see where we are.”

Neeko threw it open and ran into a hallway. Other people were evacuating their rooms and running toward the nearest staircase.

“Go left,” Shara said. It was the opposite direction from where everyone else was headed, and they glanced at Neeko and Shara in confusion as they crossed paths.

The palace on this floor was nothing but long halls with bedrooms on either side. Shara directed Neeko through two turns and then told him to try the doors to their left. The second one was open. As she’d expected, it had windows facing to the west.

“I need to set you down,” Neeko said as he kneeled.

She fell off his back. Neeko already was gulping air with each breath as he looked out the window.

Shara crawled up to it for a glimpse. The city wall was farther than she’d expected.

Terror struck her as she heard people below yelling to surround the palace. She and Neeko would be dodging arrows and fireballs, and more of each the longer they waited.

“Neeko, we need to go as soon as you can.”

“I know,” he panted.

Shara jumped as the ceiling cracked open. Two men screamed as they fell through with the flaming rubble. They both survived, though not without injury as they groaned and looked around.

“They’re in here!” one archer shouted as the other man reached for his sword.

Neeko stretched out his arm and stole the blade from his grasp with py. It turned in the air and drove into the man’s chest. Then it came out and swung across, taking off the archer’s head as he tried to load an arrow.

Neeko threw open the window and crouched in front of Shara. Another chunk of the ceiling came down behind them as she managed her way onto his back.

His body tensed, and then he jumped out the window. They cut across the sky, veering upward over a swarm of men.

“Above us!”

“Shoot them!”

Neeko flew faster than Shara could ever hope to run. She clung to him as arrows and fireballs hissed by. Neeko went higher and faster still, reaching the speed of a galloping horse. A scream tore out of her throat.

Then there was no one beneath them. Her scream ceased. The roar of the burning palace quieted.

They slowed as Neeko panted louder than Shara had ever heard from him. The wall seemed too far at this rate. She shot a look over her shoulder. Nearly the entire Southern army seemed to be chasing after them.

“You have to get us over the wall,” she told him, “or we’re dead.”

Her stomach fluttered as they shot higher with a sudden burst of speed. Her hair whipped behind her and the wind howled in her ears.

But it wasn’t long before they slowed once more, even began to descend. They sank toward the massive wall of stone like a tossed rock, and Shara couldn’t tell if they were going to get over it.

She tensed as they approached. Two hells! There were going to clip the top of the wall’s parapets. Neeko’s knees would shatter.

They lurched one last time and it was just enough for Neeko to get his legs above the parapet. His feet hopped off it, bouncing them all the way to the parapets on the other side. Shara held tight, dearly hoping Neeko still had some strength left as they flew over the edge.

But they dropped like a sack of bricks.

“Neeko!”

He grunted; they slowed. Then they fell quickly again. Shara tensed as she readied herself for both legs to be broken.

Neeko grunted out a scream and they slowed just before reaching the ground. He crashed down onto the grass and fell sideways. Thankfully it was to the left and Shara could use her good foot and hands to brace her fall.

Surprisingly, she found herself to be without any additional injury. But Neeko looked like a sick dog, lying on his side and covered in sweat as his chest heaved.

Shara couldn’t walk on her own and she couldn’t carry Neeko even with two good ankles.

“We have to go,” she told him. “They’ll be coming from around the wall.”

“Uhgn.” He couldn’t seem to move or speak.

She got herself up on one foot. “Neeko, we need to get to the road to buy horses.”

He groaned as he struggled to his hands and knees. Shara bit her cheek, wishing there was some way of helping.

Finally Neeko made it to his feet. He staggered toward Shara and offered a wobbly arm. They both nearly toppled as they tried to find balance.

Soon they were hobbling toward the road. It was so dreadfully far.

“Stop,” Shara said, realizing they weren’t going to make it. “Rest here a moment, then take us back atop the mountain range.”

“I don’t think I can,” he managed. “It will take too long.”

Their dread hung in the silence that followed. Shara held back tears as the realization came that they weren’t going to make it out alive.

She desperately looked around for ideas. Then she saw two women on horseback riding straight for them from the north.

She almost fell to her knees in relief when she recognized Cedri and Laney.

“My gods,” Neeko uttered.

The two women arrived shortly and jumped off.

“You both look hurt,” Cedri said as she rushed to Shara.

“Just me,” Shara answered.

Cedri put her arm around Shara’s back. “You ride with me. Neeko, get on Laney’s horse.”

Neeko tried to climb on, but he didn’t have the strength. Cedri and Laney pushed him up, grunting as they shoved his rear and feet.

“We have another horse waiting about a mile north.” Cedri helped Shara up as she spoke, then climbed up behind her.

Soon they were galloping toward the northern hills. Shara had a glimpse of the city and found no stream of horsemen coming out just yet.

They rode hard and Shara tried to ignore the throbbing pain of her ankle. Soon they’d passed through enough trees that she couldn’t see the city or the road behind her. They still would be pursued, but it was unlikely they would be found.

She felt relief with her next breath.

“Why did you come?” Shara asked.

“I recovered the day after you left,” Cedri said. “Then Laney and I began talking.”

“We decided we wanted to help,” Laney chimed in. “But we were too late to catch up to you.”

“Then we figured that even if you managed to kill the king, you would have trouble getting out,” Cedri added. “So we brought an extra horse. We watched from the hills and figured you were somewhere along the mountain.”

“You must’ve waited for at least a day,” Shara realized.

“We did,” Cedri said. “But we weren’t going to leave until we could confirm you were safe or we ran out of food.”

Neeko’s shallow breaths finally had calmed back to normal. “How did you know to come when you did?”

“We were watching the strange ceremony, though we couldn’t make out much,” Cedri said. “Then we saw all the fire. We figured you and Shara had something to do with it, so we began riding to where the wall meets the mountain range because that was the most likely place to find you.”

“But there were so many scouts,” Shara said. “We had to fly up atop the mountain range miles back.”

“We killed many of them,” Laney said with sickening pride.

“I wouldn’t say many,” Cedri added. “But we did fell those who tried to attack us. It’s fortunate that we are two women, because the small groups of men we encountered took it upon themselves to stop us rather than report back to the army as they should’ve done.”

“Are you thankful?” Laney prodded.

“Very,” Neeko said.

“So?” Laney asked. “Aren’t you going to tell us if you were successful?”

Shara found Neeko glancing at her curiously.

“Wendi’s father is dead,” she told him.

“And so is King Marteph.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

SHARA

 

After the three days it took to get back to the Northern army’s encampment outside Tramberr, Shara’s ankle was feeling somewhat better, though she still had no hope of walking without her stick. Neeko carried her from her horse as Cedri and Laney wished her well and went to report to Jaymes.

Neeko took her into a healer’s tent, who confirmed what Shara had already suspected. Her ankle wasn’t broken, but it would take another week before she could walk on it without support.

Her other wounds from the fall had healed. The king was dead. His priests were dead. Brimber would take charge. The war wouldn’t last much longer. She could feel pride erasing her feelings of torment. The destruction of her home in Lanhine, Swenn torturing her, and her guilt over the death of the ally scouts Swenn had made her reveal—it had all led to this. She’d given it all purpose. But Neeko had been oddly quiet lately.

They inquired about getting their own tent, only to find that none were available. Many of the soldiers had packed their belongings and now were staying in Priest Elbick’s castle, holding him prisoner until the war ended.

She and Neeko rode into Tramberr and rented a room at an inn. After a quiet meal and a bath, they retired to bed, eager to sleep for more than a few hours.

It was a struggle for Shara to keep her eyes open on the soft mattress, but she needed to speak to Neeko.

“You seem sad,” she said as he removed his shirt before lying beside her. “Must be strenuous helping Shara all day.”

He flashed a smile. “I don’t mind it.”

“Then are you not pleased with what we’ve done?”

“I think I will be once the war is over.”

So that was it. He still felt the same as before. It saddened her, for he deserved more than anyone to feel happy.

 

 

*****

 

 

They spent a week in Tramberr waiting for news. She ate heartily, read hungrily, and seemed to spend more time in bed with Neeko than outside of it, sometimes sleeping and other times very much awake.

It was a relief when she finally could hobble along without a crutch. They strolled around the Southern city visiting street merchants and stores until they had more clothes and books than they could fit in their bags.

Neeko seemed more restless the longer they waited, as if he’d forgotten how to relax. Whenever she woke during the night, he already was awake. The most alarming thing, though, was how he would leave the inn for hours at a time for what he said was “a walk,” and then he’d always come back in a forlorn state.

Someone came to their door eventually to tell them Jaymes wished to speak with them. The messenger brought them to the encampment in a hurry, as if the news was urgent.

Shara was pleasantly surprised by the company within the grand tent. She curtsied immediately, then smacked Neeko when she realized he was standing there gaping like a fool.

“Oh.” He gave a cursory bow.

Queen Wendi excused him with a slight laugh. “Neeko never bowed when he came to my quarters. I certainly don’t expect him to now.”

“You never bowed to the queen of the South?” Shara put her hand on her forehead. “I should’ve told him before he flew in your window, Queen Wendi. I apologize.”

“It’s fine, Shara. It’s I who should be lowering my head.” To Shara’s amazement, the queen curtsied.

“The Southern king has been dead a week,” the commander said. “Prince Cain is to be crowned when he reaches adulthood. Until then, Brimber has complete control over the army and the kingdom, and he has sent Wendi here with a treaty contract. I’m to take her to our capital so that our king may sign it and put an end to this war.”

No doubt Wendi is going personally so she can see Quince. “That’s wonderful news.”

“I’m taking Cedri and Laney back to the castle with me,” Jaymes said. “One of my officers will take charge of our troops here until the treaty has been returned to the South. Both of you will come with us. King Quince will want to speak with all of you.”

“We’ll gladly go,” Shara said.

 

 

*****

 

 

There were many miles between Tramberr and Glaine, but they made good time along the Southern roads. Their horses were swift and their supplies plentiful.

They sat in roofed carriages that were unmarked to hide the queen’s identity. Though everyone they passed seemed to know their group was of some importance, gawking in wonder.

Neeko remained laconic as he looked out the carriage window. Shara wanted him to open his thoughts to her, but she couldn’t seem to find any time alone with him. They shared a carriage with Laney and Cedri, who seemed to have become close during their time together.

Both women had decided they would accept Jaymes’ offer to stay with the army even though the war was going to end. Cedri was the only psychic and Laney the only pyforial mage. They would be teachers to both themselves and others. It seemed like a wonderful life for them.

Jaymes tried to convince Shara and Neeko to remain in the army as well, though there were too many other paths Shara would rather take. Neeko told Jaymes, “I’m not sure what I want to do yet, but I don’t wish to remain in the army.”

She let him brood in peace until they reached Lanhine. As soon as Neeko set down his bag in their room, Shara opened the door and beckoned. “Come on, I’m taking you somewhere.”

He didn’t object, though he offered no curiosity or excitement. She walked with her arm tucked around his. The night air was crisp, so those without homes huddled around fires on the street.

“The Southern army took away their homes, and we stopped the soldiers from doing any more damage,” Shara said. “You should be proud.”

“I know.”

She didn’t press, silently taking him onward.

“Do you recognize this?” she asked when they arrived at the largest field of ash and debris in the city.

“You brought me here soon after we first met to show me how dangerous it would be to travel to the capital on my own. Soldiers were loading carriages with the dead.” He took a breath. “I watched two of them try to free a body from the rubble only to pull off a charred leg.”

“What else do you remember?”

“You were holding my arm just like you are now.”

She slid her arm out and stepped away so as not to distract him. “Forget about me for the moment. What did you see and what did you feel?”

He shut his eyes. “There were two carriages, one for dead army men and one for dead citizens. The bodies on both were just an unrecognizable heap. I doubted more than half of them would ever be identified.” He looked at her with sad eyes. “It was when I realized war had just begun and there would be many more deaths.”

“Did you want to stop it?”

He chuckled. “No. Who was I to do anything about a war? I didn’t even know why the two kingdoms were fighting. All I wanted was my house back.” He lifted an eyebrow. “Did you know then that you wanted to stop the war?”

She let out a laugh. “No, I was just like you. I wanted nothing to do with it.” She waved him onward. “One more place to see.”

She felt a flutter in her chest as he took her hand by his own volition for the first time in days.

Shara brought him to where her small house used to be. She’d never had many belongings, but now there was absolutely nothing but shallow pools of ash.

“I don’t expect you to remember—”

“Your house,” he interrupted to her surprise. Then he pointed. “We ran out of the city this way and went up that hill. I followed you because you were wheezing and slow. I thought you could use help, and no one else seemed to be offering.”

“It didn’t take long for me to realize you had a good heart.” She put her palm flat on his chest. “In fact, I felt as if I’d known you for years. We shared the same loss of our homes. We were both alone. We wanted the same thing.” She let her hand drop. “But recently I can’t tell what you’re thinking, and I don’t know why you won’t tell me.”

He sighed. “It’s because I don’t understand it. I still feel the same way, Shara. The exact same way! Nothing has changed.” His frustration was palpable. “I still feel like there’s something missing and I don’t know what it is. When we got back to Tramberr, I kept waiting for it to pass. When it didn’t, I thought I just had to wait until the end of the war was certain. Then that came and I still felt no different. Now I’m telling myself that when the treaty is signed and the war is actually over I’ll finally feel better. But I know that’s not the case.”

“Why didn’t you tell me this?”

“Because I can see the same thing didn’t happen to you. You’re finally at peace with your past. I’ve been trying to understand why stopping this war fixed you and not me.” She thought she caught some jealousy in his tone.

She hugged him firmly and they didn’t speak for some time.

“Terren was right,” he said. “He told me I would be disappointed when I managed to do everything I set out to do. I refused to believe it until now. I still feel the same hatred toward Swenn even though he’s dead. I’m still angry at King Marteph for this war even though he’s dead. I’m even still angry at the red priest who led the attacks on our cities and killed Cedri’s sister, even though he died before everyone else. I constantly feel as if there’s a task I’ve put off and it’s gnawing on my conscience. It’s why I can’t sleep. There’s something I need to do, but I don’t know what.”

“Neeko, you just need to find some purpose again.” She looked him square in the eyes. “We should go to Ovira.”

His mouth twisted. “I don’t think teaching pyforial energy is going to help me, but have you decided that you want to go?”

“I have, and I know it will help because just getting there will be a challenge. That’s what you crave, Neeko. Can’t you see it? The mundane makes you restless. We’ll be the first Sumar-born people to go to Ovira. The land has a rich history and there are creatures unlike any here. Think of how much there is to see and experience. Imagine the books we could write when we’re older, the stories we can pass on. We can always return to Sumar.”

“Maybe I’m just eager for the next chapter of my life.”

“That’s exactly it!”

“I just expected this to feel different. I was happy at first with what we did, but it faded when I realized I still felt the same way. I thought ending this war would…” He chuckled and shook his head. “I suppose I thought it would make me happy for the rest of my life.”

“You expected too much!” Shara couldn’t contain her excitement at seeing the old Neeko again. “Do you think I’m going to be satisfied for the rest of my life because of what we did?”

“Well…not anymore.”

She grabbed his cheeks and kissed him. “It’s easy to forget how young we still are. We have so much more life to live. How can we possibly do anything at this point that will satisfy—” She gasped. “Two hells, I just realized my birthday passed a few weeks ago. I’m seventeen now.”

“Mine was about a month ago.”

“And you remembered?”

“Not until now.” He shrugged in response to her gaping mouth. “What?”

“I’m shocked you don’t seem to care that we missed our birthdays. We’re going to celebrate tonight!” She took his hand and started back to their inn. “I’m getting Laney and Cedri, and we’re going to drink and dance.”

“I don’t do either of those things.”

“You will tonight!”

It only took a little more convincing to change his mind. They celebrated until sunrise, knowing they could sleep in the carriage the next day. She saw a side of Neeko she hadn’t before as he laughed and danced long after she was too tired to join him. Laney acted like a madwoman, jumping on tables as she danced and pulling men up from their seats to join her. It got them thrown out of a couple taverns, but the laughs were worth it.

Even Cedri shocked Shara by sharing some childhood stories of her sister and some man named Lennar. Shara couldn’t quite figure out if he was Cedri’s father or not, but she didn’t want to pry and possibly ruin Cedri’s good spirits.

Often Cedri made herself laugh halfway through her tales and “needed another beer” before she could bring herself to finish. 

“When we get to Aylinhall, make sure I visit my mother,” Cedri directed abruptly.

Shara happily agreed.

Eventually all the taverns closed. Laney had somehow obtained a flask that got passed around between them as they walked out of Lanhine.

They sat on the same hill overlooking the city where Shara and Neeko first learned each other’s names. She put her head on his shoulder as they watched the sunrise.

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY

NEEKO

 

To Neeko’s surprise, the celebration had made him see their accomplishments differently. Ending the war was something amazing, as Shara had said many times throughout the night. He’d never felt the pride until then.

Unfortunately, he knew this satisfaction wouldn’t last. But at least he now understood why. He could wait for his next challenge, as long as it came soon.

They stopped in each city on their way to Glaine. At Cessri, Neeko brought Shara, Cedri, and Laney with him when he visited Kayren’s house to check on her. Jonen wasn’t there, which partly made Neeko feel relieved but also disappointed.

They told Kayren that Wendi Mallen was on her way to King Quince to deliver a treaty. After Kayren’s initial shock, Neeko couldn’t refrain any longer from asking about her and Jonen.

“He has my trust again, but I made him promise he would call back the order to kill you. Have you been attacked since you left?”

“No. Where is Jonen now?”

“Somewhere in the city. He’ll be back later tonight. You must have questions.”

“Only one. Do you know what the PCQ will do now that the war is ending?”

“I know they’ve never wanted to fight. I don’t imagine they’ll initiate any battles.”

Cedri scoffed. “Until the weather changes and they believe the gods are responsible.”

Kayren frowned. “I suppose that’s a small possibility.”

Soon they said their goodbyes. After Kayren closed the door behind them, Laney couldn’t seem to wait another moment to share her thoughts.

“Jaymes should send the army into Quosae so we can rid Sumar of the PCQ filth.”

Cedri showed her a look of rebuke. “They may be misguided, but they mean well.”

 

 

*****

 

 

When they reached Aylinhall, Neeko thought it would be safer to stay out of the city. Shara wanted to wait with him, but she’d promised to force Cedri to visit her mother. In Shara’s eyes, this meant bringing the psychic to her childhood home and actually watching her enter. Neeko knew Shara would find some way to be invited in so she could meet Cedri’s mother and gush about her friend.

He waited with Queen Wendi, her son, and her retinue of guardsmen as Jaymes and the rest of them purchased supplies to get them to the next city. Neeko took the opportunity to ask Wendi something that had been bothering him.

“Will the army support Brimber’s decision to end the war, or will there be a rebellion?”

She smiled at Neeko as if he were an innocent child. “Most army men aren’t like you, Neeko. They join for money. Brimber’s men will still get paid. Some of the more religious soldiers might disband. There might be enough for them to form their own army, and yes, they might wish to rebel. But it would take years for them to grow strong enough to do any damage, and by then we will have Quince’s troops ready to assist us if needed.”

“Then may I ask a question of a personal nature?”

“You may, but I may not answer.”

He clasped his hands, knowing he was prying, but his curiosity was too much to bear. “What will happen with you and Quince?”

“We will discuss the terms of the treaty, and I will ask him to come at least to Lanhine with me so he can meet Brimber halfway and finalize the agreement.”

She seemed to be avoiding the part Neeko was most curious about. He thought of how to ask, but she spoke again before he could.

“Answer something for me, Neeko. Did Quince really send you all the way to the Southern capital because he told you he loves me?”

What had he brought upon himself with his stupid questions? He’d give anything to have Shara there to answer for him.

“The truth is what I want, Neeko.”

He didn’t believe that. “Quince did send me. And he does love you.”

Of course Quince had never told Neeko this. But he could see the man had no feelings for his current wife, and Neeko believed the history books he’d read that implied Quince could never love anyone like he did Wendi. After everything with Shara, Neeko empathized.

Wendi blushed, appearing shy for the first time since Neeko had met her. “But he is married, and I have a child with his enemy king.”

“I don’t think his love is a choice.”

She looked straight at Neeko and smiled. “You are wiser than you let on, aren’t you?”

“Not in the least.”

She laughed and surprised him by kissing his forehead.

 

 

*****

 

 

Neeko knew he should stay out of Antilith like he did Aylinhall. The merchants and citizens he’d refused to fairith with knew nothing about what he’d done since then, and the guards might have orders to detain him. But he couldn’t resist the temptation to check on Rao. He compromised and convinced Shara to look in on the child.

Shara returned at the end of the day. “You should’ve seen the little runt’s face when he first saw me.” She cackled. “I’ve never induced terror like that before. It’s what he deserves, the little thief.”

Neeko’s teeth clenched. Perhaps sending Shara wasn’t the best idea. “I thought you’d forgiven him.”

“Oh, I have. I just enjoyed scaring him. As soon as that was done, his cuteness got to me. He’s quite charming for a boy. He—” She stopped as she looked into her money pouch. “He stole ten silver from me!”

“What? He wouldn’t.”

She giggled. “I tease. I gave him the money although he probably didn’t need it. He’s staying with a family he loves. They have a big house.” She tossed her hand. “He’ll be fine. He told me to pass along his thanks and tell you his friend is happy living with another family nearby.”

“I’m glad to hear it, though I’m sure anywhere would be better than Lord Crall’s mansion.” Neeko still felt as if the man deserved more punishment than simply losing his crossbow and gem-encrusted shield.

“Sometimes I wonder what my life would’ve been like if Lord Heon in Lanhine had taken me in,” Shara mused. “After speaking with Rao, I consider myself fortunate that didn’t happen, even if my lineage of parents were all terrible. At least none of them treated me like a slave. When I went hungry it was because they couldn’t feed me, not that they chose not to.”

He offered a hug. “Your childhood was worse than mine.”

“But you had Swenn. Hunger can’t compare.”

“I suppose that’s true.”

 

 

*****

 

 

When they finally reached Glaine, Neeko realized they’d gone from the Northern capital to the Southern and then back again, yet it felt like they’d gone much less of a distance when returning. Jaymes brought Wendi and her son to the king first. They spoke for hours while Neeko and his three companions ate in the nearly empty great hall.

“When are you leaving?” Cedri asked Shara.

“We’re going to look for the tunnel to Ovira while we wait for the treaty to be finalized. We’re not leaving until it is.”

“I wish you would stay,” Laney said. “You’re never going to meet my man.”

Shara laughed. “Is he coming to the castle or are you going back to Tramberr?”

“He’ll come to the castle eventually. Jaymes says I’ll be here for a while with Cedri.” Her eyes went wide as she turned to her friend. “Maybe you can teach me psyche and I can teach you to move py!”

Cedri forced a grunt of a laugh that showed how ridiculous she thought that was.

Laney folded her arms. “I don’t mean tomorrow. We’ll have years together in the army.”

“What would you even do with psyche?” Cedri asked, showing an amused smile. “Make men fall in love with you?”

Laney gasped in excitement. “You can do that?”

Jaymes came to the top of the stairs and beckoned for the four of them, then brought them into the king’s quarters.

The monarch stood patiently at the center of room. He didn’t quite smile, but his eyes were friendly. “It has been difficult enough dealing with one of you at a time, yet here all of you are at once.” A smile finally formed. “Fortunately, so much has changed since the last time I saw any of you. Laney, when you first came to the castle, I feared Jaymes had made a severe mistake freeing you from prison. But from what he has told me, trusting you was the right decision. You are a brave warrior now, standing formidably against thousands of men on the battlefield.”

She lowered her head in gratitude.

He waited for her to rise, then nodded back before turning his focus to Cedri. “I always had a suspicion you were innocent and it was Darri who had killed Charlotte. But I never expected you to ignore the laws and escape the castle. I was forced to send men after you. Now I can only say it is fortunate they never caught onto your trail.” His face took on a sad look. “I am sorry about Charlotte. I should have kept her room protected as she slept. You will be given a room that only locks from the inside, and if you wish for more protection, you will have it.”

He paused, giving Cedri a chance to speak. She swallowed and said nothing.

“Terren and Steffen stopped at the castle on their way back to Ovira. After they told me about your intent to slay King Marteph, we spoke about Charlotte. Be assured they have already shared their disappointment with me, but if you would like to express your feelings as well, Cedri, please hold nothing back. This will be your only chance, so I advise you to take it.”

“Only one thing, my king. I can never—” A tear fell down her cheek as her voice caught. “I can never replace her; I’ll never be as strong.”

“You are not meant to replace her. You are separate from her and will not be compared.”

Cedri nodded silently, wiping her tears.

“Shara,” the king said. She straightened her back as he glimpsed her way. “I was overjoyed to hear that Neeko helped you escape Swenn’s capture. I apologize about the threat I gave him in hopes of preventing him from looking for you. I would like to explain myself.”

“Please, my king. I don’t need an apology or an explanation. Any good leader would’ve given the same order. Neeko is too valuable to look for one lost woman whose chances of being found were slim. I would’ve assumed I was already dead if I were you.”

“You continue to impress me. I had assumed this. But Swenn knew Neeko would come after you, so he kept you alive. I had not accounted for that scenario. I want you to know that my order to ignore you had nothing to do with your value. You have been an asset during your time in the castle, and from what Jaymes has told me, outside the castle as well. Your continued loyalty is honorable and meritorious.”

“Thank you.” She bowed her head.

“And Neeko.” The king pressed his lips together in a tight smile, slowly shaking his head. “Jaymes told me how far you have pushed the limitations of your talent with pyforial energy. I must ask, how can you control two swords at once? How can you lift yourself into the air while carrying another person on your back?”

“Countless hours of practice, my king. Jaymes helped tremendously during my time in the castle.”

“There must be something more to it than that. No one has ever seen a pyforial mage fly across the sky like a bird before.”

Neeko thought for a moment before the answer came. “Determination. It was the only way to overcome my fear of falling. I needed to find a way, so I did. I believe most mages let their fear of death stop them.”

“Or they’re missing an arm,” Laney said.

Neeko chuckled. “But for all I know, there could be other mages who can lift themselves as high as I can. They would likely be in the PCQ, where they can practice in Quosae without being spotted by anyone who would report or shoot them.”

Quince nodded. “I see.”

“I’ve been meaning to ask about them, my king,” Neeko said. “What are your plans regarding them and other pyforial mages?”

“Nothing will become of you or Laney so long as you control the energy tactfully. However, manipulating py will continue to remain illegal for now. I may change my mind on this later, but not until peace is reached. Regarding the Pyforial Council of Quosae, we will wage war if needed, but that is a battle I wish to avoid. If they do attack any people or towns, they will face the full force of both the Northern and Southern armies, as our new treaty will dictate.”

“I understand.”

“Good. Now I must ask you something, Neeko.” Quince’s friendly demeanor vanished as he cleared his throat. “What did you tell Wendi as to the reasoning behind your venture to the palace?”

Oh gods. “I said I was there to kill King Marteph and help her escape.”

“And what did you tell her about me?”

“What did she say, my king?”

“Neeko Aquin,” he chided, “I know how much you have done for my kingdom. But you will not answer one of my questions with one of your own.”

“I told her you sent me. I thought it would benefit you, my king.”

“Is that all you told her?”

“Yes.”

“He lies, sire,” Cedri blurted.

“Dammit, Cedri, I thought you liked seeing my head remain attached to my body.”

The women stifled their laughs.

“Neeko.” The king was firm. “Do not make me ask again.”

“I told her you still loved her.”

King Quince reacted in a way Neeko hadn’t seen before, putting his palm over his eyes as he groaned. “Oh, heavens and hells, Neeko.”

 An uncomfortable silence fell over the room. “I thought it would be beneficial for her to know the truth,” Neeko tried.

“What?” Laney exclaimed. “Are you a madman? How could you think our king loves his enemy queen?”

Neeko hoped Quince would answer, but he simply kept his hand over his eyes as he grumbled. “Neeko…why would you do that?”

Hot shame filled his cheeks. “I’m sorry, my king. It was the easiest way to gain her trust when I flew through her window. I thought it would be beneficial to you as well.”

“Our relationship is too complicated to explain,” he said. “But let me assure you that I do not want or need your help in regard to any woman.”

“But your highness.” Shara quickly stepped forward. “Now it’s no longer complicated. Her husband is dead and she loves you.”

“Enough,” Quince demanded.

Shara stiffened and stepped back. “I apologize, my king.”

To Neeko’s surprise, Quince laughed bitterly. “That is the last any of you will speak to me about Wendi.”

“I understand,” Neeko said.

“And you, Shara?”

“I understand.” She looked to the floor, embarrassed.

“There is one more matter that needs to be addressed,” Quince said, standing straight and formal again. “Jaymes has told me that the two of you have declined his offer of joining my army.”

“We—” But Neeko stopped as the king raised his palm.

“You have not yet heard Laney and Cedri’s new salary, and I am willing to offer both of you the same amount.” He shifted to face the smaller women squarely. “To show how much you mean to this army, you will each be paid ten dalions a year. Even my appointed lords do not earn that much.”

“Shit!” Cedri slapped a hand over her mouth. “I apologize, sire.”

“Swear all you want. The penalty is only a pit deduction from your salary.”

Neeko couldn’t help but feel disgusted by the amount of money the king had offered them. A single dalion easily could feed a family of four for a year.

“What can I do with ten dalions that I can’t do with one?” Laney asked.

“You can donate the extra to those who need it,” Neeko said. “Or you can purchase land.”

“My gods…I’m going to purchase so much land.”

Neeko held back a grumble. Laney had always been innocently sweet, but he supposed she wasn’t exactly charitable.

He found Shara giving him a look. “I can do so much good with that money,” she said. But then she shook her head. “No, we both wish to go to Ovira.” Her lips pressed together as she groaned. “Oh, but it’s so much money!”

It didn’t entice him in the same way. “King Quince and the others in his army can do enough good without us.”

She sighed. “You’re right.”

“It sounds like you have made your decision,” Quince said.

Shara gave a nod. “We have. We’re going to locate the tunnel to Ovira, but we aren’t leaving Sumar until you and Brimber meet and agree to peace. May we stay in the castle between trips to the tunnel?”

“Certainly. I will have two bedrooms made available for you.” He smiled at the looks on their faces. “Or perhaps just one.”

“Thank you, King Quince,” Shara said. “I hope the King of Kyrro is at least half as benevolent as you.”

Quince nodded. “You are dismissed. Laney and Cedri, report to Jaymes. Shara and Neeko, I hope you change your minds, but I wish you well if you decide to leave.”

“Thank you,” Neeko said. He started toward the door with Laney and Cedri.

But Shara hadn’t moved. “My king, may I tell you what I would’ve done with my salary?”

His brow twisted in confusion. “I suppose.”

“I would finance a guild consisting of people dedicated to pairing neglected children with loving parents wishing to adopt. There’s an abundance of both these kinds of children and these kinds of adults, but there isn’t a viable method for them to find each other. The guild would exist in every town. Neglected children would be taken to them by the guards, where they would live in the guild’s mansion until good parents come. The members of this guild must all share the same belief that every child deserves a full stomach three times a day and a warm bed at night.”

Quince’s eyebrows lifted. “It seems to me that you have given this considerable thought.”

She continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “I would also establish schools where all children could go. They would learn to read and write, as well as math and history. They would learn manners and the laws of the kingdom. And they would play games with the other children so they could learn how to be good friends for one another. I would offer a stipend to any parent who sent their child to school instead of forcing them to work.” She paused for a quick breath. “Your kingdom would flourish over the generations as these children grow into inventors, engineers, mathematicians, philosophers, and of course, better teachers than their predecessors.”

Quince stared at her for a moment as the silence of the room became heavy. “I need more people with your passion,” he finally said. “I will make more of an effort to look for them, and that will be the beginning of this dream of yours.”

She beamed a smile. “Thank you.”

“What a pleasant surprise,” Quince said. “Do any of the rest of you have a similar suggestion?”

Neeko scratched his head. Cedri and Laney made pensive faces.

“Your lords, sire,” Neeko said. “I ask that you check on the kinds of men they’ve become. I met Lord Crall and he was almost as much of a monster as the terrislaks I killed on his land.” Neeko was embarrassed to follow Shara’s suggestion with this, but it was better to let it out than keep it in.

“I will send trusted men to covertly check on my lords.”

“Thank you.”

Quince extended his arm. “Shara, I have some time. Stay and tell me more about your idea.”

She clasped her hands together. “Certainly, my king!”

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

NEEKO

 

It had been weeks since King Quince left with Wendi Marteph for Lanhine. Neeko was beginning to think he and Shara would never find the tunnel to Ovira. They’d read the first part of Terren’s note so many times, Neeko had it memorized.

“About ten miles northeast of the capital, there is a hill as green as sartious energy. It’s one of many hills in succession, all covered by trees with thin trunks and moss growing on most of them. One hill that is no different than the rest has a tunnel dug into it. There will be rocks barricading the entrance. Put the rocks back after you enter.”

Both he and Shara had grown frustrated with the vague instructions. They searched for three days at a time before returning to the castle for more food and water, where they would ask Laney and Cedri for news about the treaty.

Eventually, Neeko and Shara came back to find the king had returned from his trip. Quince, Brimber, and little Prince Cain had signed the treaty. The war was over. None of this came as a surprise except that Wendi had returned to Glaine with Quince and her son.

Shara told Neeko she desperately wanted to ask Quince what this meant, but he’d given his order that their relationship wasn’t to be discussed, and she knew prying would only get her scolded.

“We should celebrate the end of the war,” Neeko suggested, eager for another night like the one they’d had in Lanhine.

A smile blossomed on Shara’s lips. “Let’s see when Laney and Cedri are available.”

They visited many taverns throughout their night of revelry. People had seen Wendi return with Quince, and rumors of their burgeoning relationship already had spread. Neeko didn’t know what this would mean for the two kingdoms, but he decided the affairs of royalty no longer concerned him…so long as he found that damn tunnel.

He let his worries go as he drank and danced and tried to keep Laney off the tables.

As the taverns began to close, they left Glaine and walked up the tallest hill in range to watch the sunrise.

“I’m going to miss this,” Cedri said. “Will you come back and visit us?”

“We certainly will,” Shara answered.

“That’s if we even get to Ovira,” Neeko said. “We might never find the tunnel.”

“I think we’ve passed right by it because we’ve checked everywhere in the vicinity. We need to start revisiting the places we’ve already looked.”

Neeko grumbled at the thought.

“Why don’t you just fly over the mountains?” Laney asked.

“They go on for miles,” Shara said.

“So?”

“The ground certainly won’t be even up there,” Shara added. “Neeko might need to constantly lift us over gorges.”

“So?”

“It’s likely to be dangerous.” Shara’s voice had taken on irritation. “It could take days.”

“I ask again…so?”

“My gods, she’s right,” Neeko realized.

“Those mountains are much taller than the range surrounding Thalcea.” Shara stood and pointed north. “Look at them.”

Yes, they were daunting and Neeko definitely couldn’t carry them all the way to the top. But he wouldn’t let that stop him.

“There must be somewhere along that mountain range that I can land on the way up. With a short rest, I could get us to the summit. I may need to stop twice or even three times, but I’m confident I can do it.”

Shara shivered. “The thought of being that high already gives me tremors.”

“That reminds me,” Cedri said. “Neeko, will you take me into the air one last time?”

He suppressed his fatigue and crouched in front of her so she could get on his back.

“Lift me up after,” Laney said.

 

 

*****

 

 

The next day, Neeko and Shara said their final goodbyes to everyone. They filled their bags with all the food and water they could carry and walked out of the capital. Shara smiled, though tears slid down her cheeks.

“We’ll return at some point,” Neeko assured her. “And the damn tunnel will be easy to find coming from the other side because someone will show us where it is!”

She choked out a laugh.

By the next day, they’d reached the northernmost edge of Sumar, where they walked beside the enormous mountains and looked for the most favorable path to the summit.

Soon they came to a section with countless ledges. He looked through his seescope to confirm that they continued all the way up.

Shara took shallow breaths. “Where are you going to land first?”

“That ledge sticking out farther than the rest.” He pointed.

She squinted. “Which one? I can’t tell where you’re pointing.” She sounded terribly nervous.

He enveloped her in a hug. “You led us safely all the way to the Southern capital. Now just let me take us over the mountain.” Her breaths began to calm as he held her tighter. “Just close your eyes. I promise you won’t fall.”

 

 

 

END
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