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Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   Kalen fumbled with his cloak pin, hissing when he jabbed its tip into his shoulder. The pain from the wound—and the four others like it—spread up his neck, throbbing with his heartbeat. Muttering curses, he pulled it out. Holding the brooch between his teeth, he adjusted his cloak over his shoulders once again.
 
   Without his sight, it took him far too long to secure the heavy wool into place. At least when he finished—if he finished—no one would notice how many times he had punctured himself.
 
   Kalen seized the pin and tried again, muttering curses at his traitorous sight.
 
   In the two weeks following his escape from Morinvale, his eyes hadn’t healed at all, refusing to acknowledge the world around him. His anger roused, but he shoved it back, drawing deep breaths until he could control himself. If the healers couldn’t cure his blindness, leaving it to a matter of time and luck, he couldn’t do anything about it either. Blaming them wouldn’t change anything, so he didn’t. He endured, silent more often than not—except when Breton was around.
 
   Kalen tightened his grip on the sigil of the winged serpent, grumbling his frustration. He didn’t need Breton reminding him that he was as good as dead as a blind cripple. He knew it, and so did everyone else. Focusing his attention on his task, he tried to drive the thoughts of his Guardian away.
 
   It was only a matter of time before those seeking his rank would come and take it, and his life as a result. The impenetrable darkness was an incessant reminder of that fact.
 
   If he still had his vision, he would’ve been able to manage the once-simple task of securing his cloak. Kalen stabbed at the wool again, the pin scraping across his finger. He jammed his thumb against the tip until it caught in the clasp. Holding his breath, he gave the brooch and cloak a tug.
 
   It held. With a triumphant huff, he leaned over and patted at the canvas-covered ground until he found one of his boots. Snagging a lace, he pulled it out from under the cot. He ran his fingers along the sole of the boot and furrowed his brow trying to identify which foot it belonged to.
 
   “Your right,” Maiten said.
 
   Kalen sucked in a breath and jerked his head up. Somewhere beyond his tent, he heard the murmurs of people in the camp, sounds he had ignored as unimportant in their normality. He hadn’t heard the eerily quiet Guardian enter.
 
   “Maiten,” he replied when he managed to swallow the lump in his throat.
 
   “Breton’s going to tan your hide if he finds out what you’re up to,” his Guardian said. A foot scuffed against the canvas floor of the tent.
 
   “I know.” Kalen shrugged before shoving his foot into his boot. Frustration simmered in his chest, tightened in his throat, and threatened to explode out of him. Swallowing again, he drew a long and deep breath. “He can rot in the deeps for all I care.”
 
   It was a lie. He would care, but couldn’t bring himself to admit that fact. Ducking his head down, he snagged the tongue of the boot and jerked it up with enough force that the leather stretched. In the back of his head, the cold of the First’s presence intensified. There was a murmur in his thoughts from the creature, but it reminded him of the mumbling of someone still caught in the throes of sleep.
 
   “He’ll thrash the life out of me if he finds out I helped you, so we’ll just keep this our little secret. Hand off, foal. I’ve got your other boot, and I don’t feel like waiting for you to tie them on your own.”
 
   Kalen snorted but dropped his hand from his boot and straightened. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   Maiten laughed.
 
   It was difficult, but Kalen forced himself to sit still. He shoved his left foot into his boot when his Guardian tapped on his ankle.
 
   After a long moment of silence, Maiten said, “I think I’ll go on a walk through the forest. Check on the horses, you know. It’s a nice, warm night. Might be a pleasant change from wandering around the camp bored out of my wits.”
 
   Relief kept Kalen quiet. With a few tugs, Maiten tightened the laces of his boots. After several moments of silence, Kalen felt fingers brush against his shoulder and neck where he’d poked himself with his sigil.
 
   “Why am I not surprised?” Maiten tugged on Kalen’s cloak, and Kalen quivered with the desire to bat the man’s hand away. “There. That should hold now. I thought you’d like to know the others are all asleep.”
 
   “Good,” he muttered.
 
   “Temper, temper. Come on, who do you think I am? I’m no fool to think it’s safe or wise to keep you penned up. Fresh air’ll do you more good than fussing will. I remember what happened last time they tried this. They’re lucky my patience frayed before Ferethian’s. Yours already has.”
 
   The weight of guilt settled over Kalen’s shoulders. “You heard about it?”
 
   “I’m certain the entire camp heard, Your Majesty. Your voice is quite deep when you’re angry. I can’t say Breton didn’t deserve it. Once he cools off, he’ll be fine. It’s been the first time in two weeks you’ve been energetic enough to pick a fight with anyone, and I for one am relieved.”
 
   Kalen huffed. “He won’t be satisfied until he proves that I’m as inept as he thinks I am.”
 
   “Let’s talk about this away from the ears of our most curious host,” Maiten replied. The familiar weight of Gorishitorik settled around Kalen’s hips. “There. Can’t forget that, now can we?”
 
   Once again, the sense of uselessness threatened to smother Kalen. Standing woke bone-deep aches. Maiten’s hand was warm on his back, and he swallowed back what was left of his pride, allowing his Guardian to guide him through the relentless darkness.
 
   “How are Ferethian and Honey?” he asked in a whisper.
 
   Maiten grunted. “No matter what your fool of a father says, they’ve only eyes for you. Your sire’s no better. Hellfires, colt, you’re bound to the two most stubborn men alive. If you think your quarrel with Breton is bad, you should have heard His Most Senior Guardianness go after Lord Delrose.”
 
   Kalen frowned at the thought of Breton and his sire fighting. The First stirred within him again, and the creature’s sleepy amusement washed away his frustrations and left him feeling empty, worn, and tired.
 
   “They should both chew rocks,” he muttered before sighing.
 
   Maiten clapped him on the back. “You’re a good foal.”
 
   “I’m not a foal anymore,” Kalen replied, twisting around to scowl at where he thought his Guardian stood. “I outrank you, in case you’ve forgotten.”
 
   “No, you’re not a little foal anymore, but it’s fun watching you put your ears back and snap your teeth,” Maiten replied with laughter in his voice. “I might remember you outrank me later, if it becomes important.”
 
   “There is a special place in the deeps for you, Maiten. I hope you know that.”
 
   When his Guardian pulled him into an embrace, Kalen was too surprised to pull away. In a quiet voice, Maiten said, “It’s good you’re doing better.”
 
   Drawing a deep breath through clenched teeth, Kalen remained silent until he could speak without snapping. No matter how frustrated he was, he didn’t dare lash out against Maiten, not when the red-haired Guardian was his only support. But at the same time, he couldn’t let it go—not entirely. “Don’t you start acting like I’m delicate.”
 
   “If I thought you were fragile and sickly, you’d be in your tent still hunting for your other boot. Breton stashed it out of reach.”
 
   Kalen balled his hand into a fist. “That thrice-blasted fool.”
 
   “You can bite his head off later about it. Come on, let’s go visit the horses. Don’t stay mad at Breton for too long. You’re the only foal he’s got, and he can’t sire any of his own. He’s worried about you.”
 
   Heat washed over Kalen’s face. The truth of it stung worse than a slap. He wanted to believe Breton’s worry was for him, but Kalen was too aware of the other reason his Guardians all treated him like he was on the verge of death. Another time, or in the Rift, he wouldn’t have had the courage to speak. “He’s worried about having to take my place,” he said, impressed he was able to keep the weariness out of his voice.
 
   At his side, he heard Maiten draw a sharp breath. “You knew.”
 
   Kalen’s laugh was bitter. “Of course I knew. How could I not? He was Arik’s original choice, after all. I was young, not stupid.”
 
   He hadn’t been blind then, however. Frustration welled up within him again. “It’s only a matter of time before one of you turn on me. I’m a lot of firsts, aren’t I? The first outsider, and now the first one to be blind.”
 
   Maiten’s hand left his back. Moments later, the man ruffled his hair. Kalen ducked his head away.
 
   “I shouldn’t be surprised,” his Guardian said, pushing Kalen forward again. “You were always good at seeing things we wished you wouldn’t.”
 
   “Normally, I’d say I’m not blind,” Kalen replied. He shook his head and let out a low, rueful laugh. If he didn’t laugh, he’d cry. “I’m no fool.”
 
   “You’re no Arik, either. I think Breton has forgotten that. Careful with your steps, we’re heading into the trees. How’d you know it was night, anyway? You couldn’t have timed your escape better.”
 
   Kalen laughed, and it surprised him that he didn’t have to force it out. “Luck of the Rift. I was bored. I never thought the day would come when I would long for my study and extra work.”
 
   “You never were one to laze when you could be doing something.”
 
   A whinny broke the quiet and he felt as much as heard the thud of hooves on the ground. Maiten’s hand pressed against the middle of his back moments before a blow to his chest knocked the breath from his lungs. The warm breath of a horse blew over Kalen’s face and a soft muzzle pressed against his throat.
 
   His breath hitched. Kalen lifted his hand to pat Ferethian’s arched neck. Another horse bumped against him from the side, and he leaned against Honey’s taller shoulder. With a few tentative touches, he realized his mare was saddled, though she wore a halter with reins clipped to it instead of her normal bridle. Maiten must have saddled her before coming to fetch him.
 
   Honey lipped at his ear in her inquisitive yet gentle way.
 
   “See? I told you they missed you,” Maiten said, letting him go. “Move it, you two! Let the man sit before you slobber all over him.”
 
   Honey backed away at Maiten’s demand, but Ferethian pressed closer. Kalen grinned, tangling his fingers in his stallion’s mane.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind a log for your throne, Your Majesty,” Maiten said with a merry laugh. Kalen huffed, masked a grin, and allowed his Guardian to guide him forward.
 
   “Better take Gorishitorik or I’ll gut myself with its hilt,” Kalen replied. With his sight, he would’ve adjusted the weapon without issue. The inability to sit with his weapon gnawed at him. In that, Breton had been right. While Kalen had been limited before without his left arm, his blindness left him helpless.
 
   Maiten took his sword.
 
   Letting go of Ferethian, he fumbled for the log and sat. The felled tree’s bark was rough through his trousers. Once he settled on his makeshift chair, his horses shoved their noses against him.
 
   The frustration and anger that boiled within him flowed away and left him quivering. He leaned against Honey, her warmth lulling him.
 
   “I’ll take you back at sunrise so they’re none the wiser for our little adventure,” Maiten said in a low tone.
 
   “Thank you,” he replied. He heard the crunch of feet over the ground. “Hey, Maiten?”
 
   The footsteps stopped. “What?”
 
   “What haven’t you lot been telling me? Enough with the secrets.”
 
   Kalen almost smiled at the reluctance in Maiten’s shuffled stride. The log shifted and creaked. 
 
   Maiten groaned and then replied, “Hellfires, I’m tired. What do you want to know?”
 
   “Everything. Start with the mercenaries.”
 
   “There’s not a lot I can tell you about them, Kalen. They’re good. Disciplined. Ready to march. I don’t know what they’re waiting for. Even the recruits aren’t saying a word. All I can tell you is that they like Captain Silvereye and they’re a serious bunch.”
 
   “And the Danarites?”
 
   “It’s a deadlock. They haven’t budged. Morinvale is quiet, too. If I hadn’t seen that army march in, I’d believe the place was empty. Silvereye won’t let anyone scout it, either; says it’s Kelsh’s problem. He’s about as neutral as we are.”
 
   “So he’s doing what his hire says and nothing else,” Kalen murmured. He tried to figure out how all of the pieces fell together, but without being able to write down any notes, he couldn’t make sense of it. Why would Silvereye wait and do nothing? “How many are in the Crimson Eye?”
 
   “Four or five hundred? He’s sly, Your Majesty. He’s worked hard to ensure we don’t know for certain.”
 
   Kalen scratched his forehead before once again stroking his horses. “Of course. Any idea who hired him?”
 
   “Not the Delrose family, that much I know. Your sire—stop glaring at me like that, Your Majesty—well, he wants to march right back to Elenrune, taking you with him. Silvereye isn’t having any of it.”
 
   Maiten’s words didn’t stop Kalen from scowling, but he did jerk his head to face the other direction. One of his horses bumped against his chest. He lifted his hand and felt his mare’s soft muzzle, which was larger than Ferethian’s. Honey lipped at his fingers. “What is Silvereye planning to do with them?”
 
   “Is that concern I hear?”
 
   “One day I’m going to leave some serpents in your boots,” Kalen hissed.
 
   “Please don’t do that. You’d get bitten trying. Anyway, this is just a guess, but I suspect it’s one part kidnapping and one part protection. We’re playing his game and taking turns guarding them. You’ll like this. Those mercenaries are keeping as close an eye on us as we are of them.”
 
   “A shame they’re loyalists, then. I’d see about hiring them,” he replied. “Next. Any word on Crysallis?”
 
   Maiten didn’t reply, and Kalen cocked his head to the side. “What’s going on? You, at a loss for words? I’m shocked, Maiten.”
 
   “Be nice,” the Guardian muttered. Kalen grinned. He could almost imagine the red-haired man’s surly expression matching his clipped tone of voice.
 
   “Well? What aren’t you telling me?”
 
   “I’m not even sure I believe what I think I saw,” Maiten admitted.
 
   “Oh?” Maiten fell silent again and this time, Kalen waited it out.
 
   “It was her face,” the older man said. Kalen felt Maiten shudder beside him.
 
   “What about it? Sure, she’s older than she looks, but there’s nothing too strange about that. Look at me. I look like a child, as I have for the past fifteen years. I can’t throw stones at her over it.”
 
   “I swear on my horse, I speak the truth. Right before she vanished off somewhere, I saw it happen. It was her face. It rotted off.” Kalen heard the snap of his Guardian’s fingers. “Just like that. Rotted away, right down to the bone. I…”
 
   When Maiten refused to speak further, Kalen couldn’t force himself to break the silence.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Kalen braced his elbow against his knee, leaning forward as he tapped a finger against his brow. While Maiten’s words were too absurd to be anything but the truth, he struggled to believe his Guardian’s admission. How could someone’s face rot away? Maiten wasn’t the type to lie, nor was he prone to using some of the more potent mushrooms within the Rift, which often caused hallucinations.
 
   Crysallis was old; she had been old during Arik’s reign of the Rift.
 
   The minutes stretched on, and Kalen considered how to break the silence.
 
   ~Witch,~ the First murmured sleepily.
 
   “Maiten?” Kalen asked, partially to reassure himself the Guardian was still beside him.
 
   His Guardian elbowed him in the ribs. “Your Majesty?”
 
   The First didn’t elaborate on its comment, and the chill of its presence faded, leaving Kalen alone once more. It left him with questions he didn’t have the answers to. “What exactly is a witch?”
 
   “What do you mean? A witch is a witch. Nature magic. You know that.”
 
   Kalen snorted, scratching at his brow as he collected his thoughts. “That’s not what I meant. You can summon witchlights, but you’re not a witch. So what’s the difference? Why aren’t you a witch and Crysallis is?”
 
   “I’m not a woman.”
 
   With his sight, Kalen would’ve jabbed his Guardian for the evasive answer. “Parist wasn’t a woman,” he countered before making a frustrated noise. “Wasn’t he a witch?”
 
   “That’s true. He was a witch right up until he jumped off the trails from the Middle Reaches.” Maiten’s tone was subdued. Kalen hadn’t known Parist long; the man had died before Kalen had murdered his predecessor. Arik hadn’t treated the Guardians or witches well.
 
   No one had expected the man to suicide, however, not even the Rift King.
 
   “That’s one thing I’ve always wondered about him. Would he still be alive if I had killed Arik sooner?” Kalen pinched the bridge of his nose to ward away the headache forming behind his eyes. “Are you certain you saw… that? Crysallis’s face, I mean.”
 
   “I wish I hadn’t. It haunts my sleep.”
 
   When Maiten refused to speak further, Kalen frowned. If he weren’t blind, a single glance would have told him if Maiten was being serious. The Guardian’s tone revealed little, and he stayed so still and quiet that Kalen once again wondered if his Guardian had slipped way.
 
   Maiten was many things, but Kalen doubted the man would go that far for a laugh, and his Guardian’s humor was usually in better taste.
 
   To spare Maiten any further discomfort, Kalen said, “I’m not worried about Crysallis, no matter what you saw.” He heard Maiten draw a sharp breath. Holding up his hand for silence bought him enough time to consider his next words with care. “I don’t believe you’re a fool. You’re not one to lie—not over such a thing. I don’t doubt you. What I question is whether or not she meant for you to see what you did.”
 
   Maiten said nothing. Kalen straightened, reaching his hand out. One of his horses immediately lipped at his fingers. “Crysallis is tricky,” he said, breaking the uncomfortable silence. “It’s an interesting possibility—almost as interesting as why she’s here in Kelsh in the first place. Tell me, Maiten, what else haven’t you told me?”
 
   Once again Maiten drew a sharp breath, which Kalen recognized as his Guardian preparing to dance around the truth. He stopped the man from speaking by clearing his throat. “I’m mistaken. It doesn’t matter. Perhaps I’m better off not knowing some things. Keep your secrets. In exchange, however, I want to be more involved with what’s going on here. I’m blind. I’m not stupid, deaf, or fragile.”
 
   Maiten sighed. “You were for a while. Do I need to remind you that you slept for almost an entire week?”
 
   “You have a point,” Kalen conceded. He leaned against Ferethian. The stallion’s breath was warm on his neck.
 
   “We’re all frustrated.” Maiten slapped his shoulder.
 
   Turning to face where he thought his Guardian was seated, Kalen frowned as he considered the older man’s quiet tone—and all of the things that remained unsaid.
 
   Faced with more questions than he wanted, Kalen focused on his more immediate problems. How long would he be able to stay with his Guardians without his sight? Surviving without his left arm was challenging enough. No matter how hard his Guardians and the mercenaries tried, they couldn’t protect him forever. The reality of his situation weighed heavily on his shoulders. He had avoided his fate long enough, when by all accounts, he should have been food for nibblers years ago.
 
   Like Arik before him, he had no choice but to decide upon a successor. The time had come.
 
   “Maiten,” he began, unable to stop from fidgeting. He felt his Guardian’s stare on him. “I want you to keep Breton away from me for a while.”
 
   “But why? He was only trying to protect you. You don’t have to be so angry or go so far to spite him.”
 
   Snorting his disgust at the thought, Kalen shook his head. “Who said anything about spiting him? He is not to become the next Rift King. This is the simplest way to ensure it. That’s all.”
 
   “That’s all?” Maiten asked in a weak voice.
 
   “That’s all,” he confirmed. The hooting of an owl broke the silence. Stretching out his legs, Kalen sighed. “I refuse to be like Arik. I will not make Breton watch and wait, preparing to take the mantle of the Rift King. He’d hate my life, Maiten. He’d hate it so much he’d do anything to escape it. It’s more of a death sentence for him than it ever was for me. He’s happiest when he’s protecting someone. You know it, and so do I. Arik was wrong to want him as a successor. The Rift King protects no one. You know this as well as I do. The first time someone came for his life, there’d be a new Rift King. I won’t allow it, Maiten.”
 
   “In the end, Arik chose you.”
 
   “And I won’t choose Breton. Am I understood?”
 
   “Yes. Who then, if not Breton?”
 
   Kalen sighed, wondering how much he would hate himself for what he needed to say. “How do you feel about the idea?” It pained him to know that Maiten would make a good Rift King. How could Kalen subject the rank on someone he liked? All he could do was hope that Maiten rejected the idea.
 
   To his satisfaction, his Guardian spluttered.
 
   “I was thinking about my sire,” Kalen continued, unable to keep some of his relief out of his voice, reaching up to stroke each of his horses in turn. “I may not like the man, but he’s smart, plenty capable of ruthlessness, and he’s adaptable. He’s already got my dam, who is capable of being a good Queen. Not even Riran will be able to sway him. He’s more than capable with a sword. Kelsh also isn’t safe for him—or the rest of his brood.”
 
   The Guardian whistled. “Are those compliments I’m hearing? I’m impressed.”
 
   “Don’t be. It wouldn’t break my heart at all if he didn’t make it to Blind Mare Run intact. It’d serve him right.”
 
   “How do you intend to make him do it? I doubt he’d agree to spar with you—not when you’re still blind.”
 
   “No, he wouldn’t,” Kalen agreed. Another sigh escaped him. “It’s really easy, actually. I’ll ask him to do it. He will.”
 
   “Impossible. Absolutely impossible. He wouldn’t. You didn’t hear him and Breton going at it, but I did. There’s absolutely no way he’d sacrifice you. Breton wouldn’t either, I’ll have you know. That’s the only thing those two have in common.”
 
   “He’d do it if he had to.” Kalen scowled in his Guardian’s direction.
 
   “Why are you so sure?”
 
   Kalen chewed on his lip. Claiming it was a gut feeling wasn’t good enough; Maiten wouldn’t accept such an answer. However, the idea to declare his sire as the next Rift King had been birthed that way. “He loves Kelsh. That’s why. His lone hope of making any progress is with my help. If I’m dead, who will stand in his way? No one will. No one will be able to.”
 
   “It’s an interesting thought, but no one is going to like this idea at all.  There’s no way he’s going to uphold the Covenant.”
 
   Kalen laughed. “What’s left of it, you mean?”
 
   “So you’re planning on telling your sire about this plan of yours?”
 
   “That’s the idea.”
 
   “I’m serious, Your Majesty. No one is going to like this idea. Breton’ll fight it to his last breath.”
 
   “No one has to like it. They just need to obey my orders. Let’s face the truth, Maiten. I’ve done well with one arm. There aren’t many Rift Kings who have ruled as long as I have. I’m second only to Tarn, and he ruled what, five hundred years ago or longer? I understand why Arik did as he did. He was tired, and he’d only reigned for all of eleven or twelve years. I’m tired too, Maiten.”
 
   ~No,~ the First grumbled. Kalen frowned. The creature’s cold presence stabbed through his head. He wished he knew how to talk to the First so he could complain about the discomfort it caused him.
 
   No was a word for someone who wasn’t tired of fearing knives in the dark.
 
   “You’re serious about this aren’t you?”
 
   “Why wouldn’t I be serious, Maiten? I have nothing but respect for you and the other Guardians, but a Rift King who can’t defend himself isn’t worthy to remain one. We all know you’re supposed to protect others from me. You were never there to ensure I lived.”
 
   “People change,” his Guardian snapped. “You didn’t need us in Morinvale.”
 
   Kalen’s rage flared, fueled by the First’s fury. “That’s one thing I’d like to do before I die,” he snarled.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’d like to kill every last one of those Blood Priests and stick their heads on spikes.”
 
   “How barbaric.”
 
   “I wouldn’t want to poison any poor nibblers with their filth.”
 
   “How kind of you. Won’t you save a few for us?”
 
   Kalen snorted. “The offer’s open. If you want to be the Rift King, you’ve my blessings without question. Then you can do whatever you want to the Blood Priests.”
 
   “Kalen,” Maiten growled.
 
   “I’m blind and crippled. I’m in no position to stop an assassin from the Rift, let alone a Mithrian black hand. That’s just the truth. I might be good, but I’m not that good. I don’t know of anyone who is. You understand, don’t you?”
 
   “How can you be so calm about this? You’re talking about your own death!”
 
   Kalen sighed. The thought of his death used to scare him, and that fear had driven him to do anything necessary to survive. The years had, like the wind on stone, worn him down. “I told you, Maiten. You’re one of my oldest friends, you know that. You’ve known it from the beginning of my reign. I’m tired. It used to frighten me. Sometimes, it still does. You know what they say about Rift Kings.”
 
   “People say a lot of things about the Rift Kings. That doesn’t mean any of it is true.”
 
   “The Rift Kings aren’t served out of love. They never were. They never will be. It’s always out of fear. There’s a reason for that—there’s a reason our voices aren’t heard among the songs of the ancestors. What’s left?”
 
   Maiten was quiet for a long time before he said, “You’re different.”
 
   Shaking his head while laughing, Kalen replied, “No, I’m not.”
 
   Once again, Maiten’s hand clapped his shoulder, surprising him. Before Kalen could pull away, he was jerked into a rough embrace.
 
   “You’re wrong, Your Majesty. In more ways than one. People change. You, me, your father, all of your foals, and even your sire. We all change. If you can’t protect yourself, we’ll protect you, and we’ll teach these Kelshite, Mithrian, and Danarite culls why the Rift should be feared.” Maiten’s voice was hoarse with emotion.
 
   His Guardian didn’t let him go until Kalen nodded in agreement.
 
   “Let’s head back to the camp before someone notices you’re gone.”
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Ferethian and Honey refused to be left behind. Without the use of his eyes, Kalen was powerless to control either horse. Somewhere in the darkness, Maiten laughed—at him, at his horses, and at the absurdity of a Rift King who couldn’t make his best animals behave.
 
   “This isn’t funny,” Kalen grumbled, which made the older man laugh even harder.
 
   Even the First was amused. Kalen was torn between relief the creature’s presence had strengthened and annoyance that it had sided with his Guardian.
 
   His awareness of the First unleashed a lot of questions; how and why it existed were only the beginning of them. Before, the First had been something he had accepted as another consequence of being the Rift King. His doubts resurfaced.
 
   Like the existence of his Guardians, there was something he didn’t know about the creature in his head, and his ignorance bothered him. What was the First?
 
   If the creature heard him, Kalen wasn’t acknowledged. It was expected, but it disappointed him all the same.
 
   A horse’s nose bumped against Kalen’s chest. He lifted his hand to gently push the animal away. The soft muzzle was too large for either Honey or Ferethian. With a frown, he stoked the animal’s muzzle, trying to imagine the horse through feel alone. His fingers brushed against the smoothed leather of the horse’s bridle.
 
   “Could you—”
 
   The ground lurched beneath him. He pitched forward and would have fallen without the intervention of the horse. He ended up sprawled across the animal’s neck, spitting out strands of mane. The growing rumble of thunder drowned out the whinnies of frightened horses.
 
   Kalen’s skin crawled. As if terrified of whatever was spooking the horses and making the ground shake, the First’s presence retreated. Kalen managed to straighten, clinging to the horse’s neck with his hand. “Maiten? What do you see?”
 
   “Nothing,” was the clipped reply. A hand seized Kalen behind the elbow, steadying him as the ground continued to buck underneath him.
 
   Kalen shuddered, pulling his arm free once certain he could remain standing without help. The trees creaked and groaned in protest. In the distance, wood splintered and cracked.
 
   “Get to the camp and find out what’s going on,” he ordered, letting go of the horse.
 
   “What about—”
 
   “Go, Maiten! I’ll slow you down. I’m not going anywhere.” Kalen patted the animal’s neck, and managed to stand tall despite the way the ground heaved. “Now.”
 
   Maiten spat curses at him, but the creak of leather revealed the man’s obedience. 
 
   Kalen’s heartbeat raced, and his breath caught in his throat. Quakes and rock slides happened in the Rift, but the way the ground writhed and bucked beneath him didn’t feel—or sound—the same. In the Rift, shelter was either found along the cliffs away from the edges of the trail or as far out in the open as possible.
 
   The First urged him to follow his instinct and run. Kalen remained frozen in place. Even if he ran, where would he go? Without Maiten to guide him, fleeing would only cause problems. His mouth twisted in a rueful grin. If someone did want him dead, he had given them the perfect chance.
 
   “Hellfires,” he muttered, trying to think of a way to be useful. The thought of the camp being attacked was short lived; what sort of army would it take to make the ground lurch beneath his feet? But in the slim chance it was an attack, there was one thing he could do. Without their horses, Rifters were at a disadvantage.
 
   That was something he could rectify easily enough.
 
   “Ferethian,” he barked out over the rumble. A neigh answered him. “Herd to Breton!”
 
   The command wasn’t one he used often, although Breton had insisted he teach it to Ferethian. As with all things, his stallion had learned quickly.
 
   A derisive snort answered him.
 
   Kalen clenched his hand into a fist. “Curse you and your foals to the deeps, Ferethian. Now is not the time. Herd to Breton!”
 
   Ferethian made a sound so pathetic that it broke Kalen’s heart. Ignoring his stallion’s protests, he jerked his arm out and made a ‘move it!’ gesture he hoped the horse would recognize. Without knowing what was going on, arguing with the stallion was out of the question.
 
   “Honey,” he called out. Within moments, the mare’s nose touched his hand. “Kneel.”
 
   Unlike his stallion, she obeyed. With a low grown, he mounted. She rose at the touch of his heels against her sides.
 
   Ferethian made one final, pained sound before Kalen became aware of the stallion’s presence departing. For a moment, he was tempted to have Honey follow Ferethian. Without knowing where Maiten had taken him, he didn’t dare break his word to his Guardian. If he returned to camp, he’d only be in the way. He was too tired to dance around busy mercenaries reacting to the threat to the camp.
 
   Honey trembled beneath him, and ignoring the ache in his hand, he stroked her neck. While the mare was smart, equal to Ferethian in many ways, he hadn’t taken the time to train her as he should have. He hadn’t wanted to ruin her sweet temperament by forcing her to live with Ferethian’s relentless wariness. In his desire to protect the mare, he had left her—and himself—woefully ill-equipped to handle his blindness.
 
   Muttering curses at his stupidity, he gave the mare one of the few commands he had taught her. “Guard.”
 
   Honey stiffened beneath him, and he relaxed at the change in her stance. All he could do, as always, was put his trust in his horse.
 
   She would take care of the rest without his interference.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   While Breton had expected someone to fetch him when the quake started, the appearance of the Crimson Eye’s captain startled him. The man slipped into the tent, a frown on his lips and deep lines creasing his brow. Breton tensed and waited for the Mithrian to announce the bad news.
 
   “Morinvale is gone,” Captain Silvereye said in an emotionless voice.
 
   Breton decided it was best to treat the mercenary in the same way he treated the Rift King during ill-tidings; with respect and a healthy dose of paranoia. “What do you mean, sir?”
 
   “It’s gone. There’s nothing left but a smoking crater. A smoking crater, I should mention, that is filled with black… things.”
 
   Breton’s eyebrows rose. “Things?”
 
   “One of my scouts reported that it appears to be a moving cesspool, Guardian.”
 
   Breton frowned. The first thing he could think of was the black ichor in the cellar beneath Morinvale two weeks prior. It had proved volatile enough, eating through a steel blade in a matter of moments, but to devour the entire town? He shuddered at the thought. “So this cesspool has taken up residence in the town?” While Morinvale wasn’t quite large enough to rank as city, well over a thousand people lived within its walls.
 
   “From my understanding, Guardian, there is no longer a town, just a crater.”
 
   “How long ago?”
 
   “I’m guessing the ground shake is due to whatever is happening where Morinvale used to be. My scout rode here as fast as he could. Unfortunately, he was only able to give me a partial report before the healers kicked me out so they could treat him.”
 
   Breton considered how long it took to ride the distance between their camp and Morinvale. “So he left the town about an hour ago?”
 
   Silvereye lifted his palms up in a helpless, unknowing gesture. “It’s as good of a guess as any. We’re leaving. Be ready to move out in thirty minutes. Pack only what you need and leave the rest.”
 
   After the past two weeks of careful movement and observations of the rival mercenary company and the Danarites, the captain’s move worried him. At an hour’s ride away, the Crimson Eye should have been safe from whatever had destroyed Morinvale. Breton narrowed his eyes, nodding in acknowledgment of the order. “What of the Wolf Blades?”
 
   The mercenary grimaced. “We’ll have to track them after we’ve moved our camp. I’ve no news of them.”
 
   “With all due respect, sir, unless I know what we’re up against, we won’t know how to prepare for it.” Breton made certain to keep his eyes lowered. The simple trick often worked to keep the Rift King’s temper in check—mostly. With luck, it’d work on the Mithrian.
 
   “That’s part of the problem, Guardian. I have no idea what we’re up against. I sent two scouts; one returned. The one who did make it back wasn’t entirely coherent. The healers are trying to learn more from him. All I know is that whatever is in Morinvale is on the move and coming this way. I don’t want to be here when it arrives. It crashed through the town’s walls like they didn’t exist. At the rate it’s moving, I expect it’ll arrive within the next forty minutes.”
 
   At first, Breton thought the man was overreacting, but he swallowed back his urge to say so. While Captain Silvereye favored methods different from what most Rifters used, the man was an equal to the Rift King in cunning. “What happened to the other scout?”
 
   Silvereye winced. “He thought he would investigate and see what was going on. He got a little too close.”
 
   The mercenary’s expression shifted to a mask as neutral as the Rift King’s during the most dire of emergencies. It was the man’s expression and hesitation that convinced Breton that something was very wrong. He didn’t dare break the silence, waiting for the captain to decide what to say.
 
   Finally, the Mithrian whispered, “It ate him, Guardian. Judging from my scout’s report, I’d guess it took the things less than a minute to leave nothing but bone.”
 
   Breton’s eyes widened. “It ate him?”
 
   “That’s what I’ve been told. Considering my scout’s injuries, I’m surprised he made it back alive at all—and it’s a good thing he did. If we had been caught unawares…”
 
   Shuddering at the thought, Breton nodded. If whatever was in Morinvale could reduce a man to bone within a minute, he could easily believe that the Crimson Eye could be wiped out before they had time to react to the threat. Without knowing what was coming for them, Captain Silvereye’s decision was wise. Running would buy them time to find out what was going on and why.
 
   “What do you need me to do?” he asked.
 
   Captain Silvereye looked relieved. “Get your people ready and keep an eye on the Delrose family. Normally, I would say we leave no one behind, but we’re leaving in thirty minutes, and not a moment later. We can’t afford to wait for any stragglers. Understood?”
 
   “Understood, sir.”
 
   The mercenary hesitated, frowning at some thought. Instead of saying anything, Silvereye nodded to him, whipped around, and hurried away. Breton waited for the man to disappear before sticking his head out of his tent, bellowing for Ceres and Varest.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   It took Breton less than ten minutes to pack all of his things. His saddlebags were ready to burst at the seams, but he didn’t dare take the time to repack it. While the worst of the quaking was over, the ground still trembled. The incessant low rumbling gave him a headache. Slinging his bag over his shoulder, he emerged from the tent.
 
   The camp bustled; mercenaries hurried without running, working in determined silence, folding tents and tossing them onto waiting wagons and horses. Little was left in their wake.
 
   “Captain ordered me to pack your tent, sir,” a young man gasped, snapping a salute.
 
   Breton moved out of the mercenary’s way. “It’s empty.”
 
   The trumpeted call of a horse heralded the shouts of startled men. When Breton turned to see what the commotion was about, Perin charged to him. Lather splattered his horse’s shoulder. The other Rift horses surged through the camp, skidding to a halt in front of him. Ferethian circled the herd with explosive snorts. The stallion’s coat, like Perin’s, was speckled with foam.
 
   The horses trembled, the whites of their eyes showing. Breton counted the animals, sucking in a breath; counting again didn’t change the result. Two of the horses were missing. It didn’t take him long to realize the Rift King’s golden mare wasn’t among them. After a more careful look over the animals, he realized that the second missing horse was Maiten’s Horasian.
 
   “Where’s Honey?” While Breton didn’t expect an answer from the horses, he asked anyway.
 
   Ferethian’s ears pinned back, and the stallion let out another snort.
 
   “Ask him where my fool of a father is while you’re at it,” Ceres snarled as he emerged from the crowd of mercenaries. The Rift King’s adopted foal trembled from anger. “I’ve looked everywhere for him.”
 
   Breton rubbed his temples and sighed. “Have you asked your brother?”
 
   “Varest hasn’t seen him either.”
 
   “How about Maiten? I don’t see Horasian here.”
 
   Ceres blanched. “I haven’t seen Maiten since this started.”
 
   “He certainly couldn’t have gone far,” Breton said cautiously. The Rift King’s impatience with confinement in the camp had been a sore point for a week. He hadn’t thought Kalen would act. How far could he go when blind? Breton had trusted in that fact to keep the Rift King under some semblance of control. Was Maiten with his foal and Honey? “When was he last seen?”
 
   “No one is really sure. Before this mess, though. Captain Silvereye hasn’t seen him since last night. He told me he had gone to his tent before coming to see you and asked me to locate Father.”
 
   “Silvereye hadn’t told me that,” Breton replied, frowning.
 
   Ceres shrugged. “I’ll keep looking. He couldn’t have gotten into too much trouble. He doesn’t seem to be in danger.”
 
   “If he were, he’d be a lot easier to find,” Breton snapped. “Find him and tie him to his horse if you have to. Actually, I’ll do it myself.”
 
   Ferethian snapped his teeth. Breton glared at the stallion. “And why aren’t you with him?”
 
   “Are you certain that’s a wise idea?” the Rift King’s foal asked in a bland tone.
 
   “What exactly do you mean by that?”
 
   “The last time you ‘spoke’ it was in shouts. I’m pretty sure Father was ready to strangle you. Quite a feat with one hand.”
 
   Breton scowled. “This is an entirely different situation.”
 
   “It’s your head, Breton. I’m not fool enough to cross Father when he’s like this. If you’re smart, you’ll let me and Varest take care of him. He wouldn’t strangle us, and you know it.” Ceres held his hands up in a placating gesture. “Right now is not the time for unnecessary bickering.”
 
   “You’re staying here,” he ordered. “I’ll need you to help with the horses. You’re better at it—and you’re better with the Delrose brood. Finish packing and make sure they’re ready to march. I’ll send Varest after Kalen.”
 
   Ceres scowled, but nodded instead of arguing. “Varest took care of my packing. He’s helping the mercenaries with their beasts.”
 
   Breton closed his eyes, dread tightening his throat. All he could do was trust in Ceres and Varest. He hoped he wouldn’t regret his next words. “Get to it. If you don’t find your father by the time the company moves, we’re leaving without him.”
 
   Ceres’s eyes widened and the young Guardian’s mouth hung open. “You can’t be serious.”
 
   “We leave with the mercenaries.”
 
   “But—”
 
   Breton shook his head. “If half of what Captain Silvereye told me is true, we can’t be here when what came out of Morinvale arrives.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Ceres, we do no one any good if we’re dead. Honey’s not here either. If Honey is with—”
 
   Ferethian snorted, bobbing his head. Stomping a hoof, the stallion shook out his mane, all the while keeping his ears pinned back.
 
   Breton sighed. “Honey is likely with him. Trust in his horse. We’re no use if we’re dead.”
 
   ~You are correct, Guardian,~ Dorit’s voice rang in his head, driving away all other thoughts. ~The captain spoke truth, and I have confirmed it with my own eyes. Morinvale is in ruins and half of the Wolf Blades are dead. It comes.~
 
   “Hellfires,” Breton gasped.
 
   ~We must hurry.~ The Yadesh emerged from among the Rift horses, both golden ears turned back.
 
   “We leave,” he whispered, his tone far calmer than he felt, but he didn’t dare let Ceres know the truth. If he panicked, so would the others—even if it meant that Breton had to make them believe that he’d leave Kalen behind without any sign of remorse.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Breton found Varest at the picket lines, saddling one of the Mithrian’s scrawnier horses. The Guardian’s horse pranced anxiously, already tacked and eager to go.
 
   Varest didn’t acknowledge his presence until after tightening the animal’s cinch band. “You don’t know where Father is, do you?”
 
   “I don’t. We leave with the camp, so make certain you’re ready.”
 
   Varest gaped at him in shock. “You don’t mean we’re leaving him behind, do you?”
 
   “We must. Get ready to ride. You’re going after your father. Ceres will remain with me, as our duty is to protect the Delrose herd. If we let anything happen to his sire or dam…” Breton shook his head. “We have no choice.” They did have a choice, but if they did abandon their duty to the mercenaries and the Delrose family, Breton didn’t want to think about how Kalen would react.
 
   “We can’t abandon him.”
 
   Breton hated himself even as he met the other Guardian’s eyes, careful to keep his expression calm. “If we can’t find him, we must. That’s why I’m sending you to look for him. Don’t get yourself killed, understand?”
 
   “We must leave,” a woman said behind him. At first, Breton didn’t recognize Crysallis’s voice. The witch stepped to his side. The hood of her cloak hid her face. “The coming swarm will leave nothing living in its wake.”
 
   Breton flinched away from the witch, his hand dropping to his sword. He curled his fingers around the hilt, considering whether or not to draw the blade. “Where have you been?”
 
   “Hunting skreed,” the woman replied. “Where is the Rift King? I must speak with him.”
 
   At the mention of the Danarite-summoned creatures, Breton bit back his initial desire to scold the witch for her untimely disappearance two weeks prior.
 
   “Two minutes!” someone bellowed.
 
   Breton cursed. Crysallis turned to face in the direction of Morinvale.
 
   “We’re leaving,” he announced, focusing his attention on Varest. “If your brother hasn’t already, find Maiten. Get mounted. If you see your brother before you leave, let him know he’s in charge of Verishi.” He hoped the Danarite handmaiden would cooperate; she respected the Rift King first and foremost, and her obedience to anyone else often proved optional. If she caused problems, it would cost lives—hers and anyone who tried to protect her. He wanted to deal with the girl himself, but he couldn’t bring himself to defy Captain Silvereye’s orders.
 
   “I’ll take care of it. What are you going to do?” Varest asked.
 
   “I’m going to take care of the Delrose herd.”
 
   “I need to speak with the Rift King,” Crysallis said.
 
   “If you find out where he went, do let me know,” Breton snarled at the witch. “Does he look like he is here?”
 
   The witch straightened. “What do you mean?” She didn’t quite shriek, but her voice rose in pitch. The hood of her cloak fell back. The woman’s face paled to a sickly pallor.
 
   “Just that. He’s not here. We’re leaving.” Breton glared at the younger Guardian, who hesitated. “Go, Varest!”
 
   Varest scrambled onto his gelding’s back and galloped off as soon as he was astride.
 
   “You intend to leave him,” the witch hissed at him.
 
   Breton drew several deep breaths until he could address the woman without screaming at her. “He’s blind because of you, witch. May some wretched God or Goddess serve as my witness, if he dies because of you, I’ll destroy you.”
 
   Crysallis stood tall, her dark eyes flinty. “And if I bring him back to you?”
 
   Breton let go of his sword so he wouldn’t pull it on the witch and break the Code by skewering her. “I will leave that for him to decide.”
 
   “You’re worried,” she said, relaxing a bit, a secretive smile curling her lips. “I will find you in three or so days. Listen carefully, Guardian. The swarm will come here and head west. If you go east and south, you’ll be able to avoid it.”
 
   After a moment’s hesitation, Breton nodded. “And you’re certain of this?”
 
   “The swarm will head west. North is a death sentence for everyone here.” The witch shook her head before throwing the hood back over her dark hair. “Do not die, Guardian. The last thing we need is a mad Rift King.”
 
   “He’s already mad,” Breton muttered.
 
   “I did not see his golden horse,” the witch said thoughtfully.
 
   “She didn’t return with the other horses.”
 
   “Then all is well. She will keep him safe. I will bring him back to you, you have my word, and a witch’s word is always true.”
 
   Two people searching was better than one, and Breton couldn’t bring himself to care if the witch got devoured by whatever had destroyed Morinvale. “Three days, Crysallis. If you do not bring him back, I’m coming after you.”
 
   The witch’s laugh sent shivers crawling up his spine. “I shall return him to you. Worry for yourself and those in your charge. He would not be pleased if you let any harm come to his foals.”
 
   “Go,” he ordered, hating himself for trusting the witch with Kalen. He wanted to be the one chasing after the wayward Rift King, but he didn’t dare.
 
   The witch was right; the Rift King valued his foals above all. Breton understood that well enough.
 
   “Ride safe,” the witch said before turning. Her cloak swirled behind her. For a moment, he thought he saw dark wisps of smoke trailing in her wake. When he shook his head to clear his vision, Crysallis was gone.
 
   He whistled for Perin. When his gelding skidded to a halt next to him, he mounted and went in search of Captain Silvereye.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Breton cantered Perin along the winding line of mercenaries headed away from camp. Captain Silvereye wore a red cloak, making him stand out among the duller colors the mercenaries favored. The Mithrian frowned at his approach. The expression was so similar to Kalen’s that Breton hesitated before saying, “Captain Silvereye.”
 
   “I’m hearing some unpleasant rumors, Breton.”
 
   The use of his name instead of his rank worried Breton. By pretending the mercenary captain was similar to the Rift King, he was able to compose himself. “Our witch has informed me that if we wish to avoid the swarm, we need to head south and east. The swarm will be moving west from Morinvale.”
 
   “Are you trying to tell me how to command my company, Guardian?”
 
   Breton sat straighter, meeting the Mithrian’s gaze. Crysallis was many things, but she didn’t kill, not without necessary cause. The intensity of the witch’s insistence had convinced him of the truth of her words. “No, sir. I’m reporting critical information that you might be able to use to save those under your command. If you insist on heading west or north, the swarm will cross our path. It may be wise to heed her wisdom, sir.”
 
   “Your witch. The same witch who helped us escape from Morinvale?” Captain Silvereye asked in disbelief. “You’re certain of this?”
 
   Breton hoped he wouldn’t regret what he was about to say. “Certain enough to trust her with His Majesty. She… would not cross my path lightly.”
 
   The Mithrian’s grin was wry. “I suppose not. Cut south below Morinvale, and then head east? What’s over there?”
 
   “From my understanding, sir, it’s more of a matter of what isn’t over there. I have other news as well.”
 
   “Wait.” Captain Silvereye stood in the stirrups, leaned forward, and bellowed, “Moritta!”
 
   The woman who rode up at Silvereye’s call was young, no older than twenty-five or thirty if that, with dusty brown hair and hazel eyes. “Sir?”
 
   “Turn the line south, take us ten miles past Morinvale. After that, take us east. Double march,” he ordered.
 
   The woman’s eyes widened. “We’re backtracking, sir?”
 
   “Get the line moving,” he demanded, settling back in the saddle. The woman saluted, whirled her horse around, and galloped away.
 
   “Dare I ask what other ill tidings you have for me, Guardian?”
 
   “One of the Yadesh went to confirm your scout’s tidings. Over half of the Wolf Blades are dead to this swarm, Captain. I don’t want to be here to find out what it’ll do to us. If it heads west, we could get pinned against the Rift,” he said, careful to keep his voice low enough none of the nearby mercenaries could hear him.
 
   “I see. I will not mourn for their loss. Still, you were right to suggest our direction, if that’s the case. I’ll evaluate if farther south may be prudent when we’re away from here.” The Mithrian drummed his fingers on his saddle’s horn. “Your witch calls this thing a swarm?”
 
   “That is what she said, sir.”
 
   “So she knows something,” Silvereye stated.
 
   Breton grimaced. “In three days, I plan on finding out exactly what she knows, sir.”
 
   “In three days? Why then?”
 
   “That’s when she said she’ll meet us, sir.”
 
   Captain Silvereye frowned. “With the Rift King, I presume? He’s a busy man for a blind cripple. I’m not sure if I should be impressed or not.”
 
   “He likes surprising people,” Breton replied cautiously. It was hard to keep his tone and expression neutral.
 
   “That’s what sons do.” Silvereye laughed. “You can’t cage a man like him, Guardian. I should’ve known better. You should’ve as well. We were bested by a blind cripple.” The captain shook his head in amazement. “And you deal with him every day.”
 
   Breton covered his mouth to hide his smile. “That’s who he is.”
 
   “He doesn’t look very old, you know.” Captain Silvereye chuckled some more.
 
   The column of mercenaries arced to the south, and Breton fought the urge to look back. If the swarm was close, he wasn’t sure if he wanted to see it coming.
 
   The Rift King and his long rule was a more present worry. “He’s old for a Rift King.” Breton could acknowledge that much—it was true. Few lasted so long, so few there was only one he could think of.
 
   “He’s been around, what, fifteen years now? He barely looks that old. I’ll have you know the Shadow Council had a collective seizure over his first missive.” Silvereye tilted his head back and laughed. It was a rich, deep sound. The nearby mercenaries gawked at their captain.
 
   Breton chuckled softly. Both he and Maiten had tried to talk the very young Rift King out of sending it, but his foal hadn’t listened. “He likes surprising people. It’s a pleasure of his.”
 
   “I’ll never forget when you sent the first missive informing us that there was a new Rift King. He took his time with his first missive, but when it did arrive…” The Mithrian shook his head. “It was one of the most eloquent letters I’ve read in my life, Breton. I knew we had a traitor in our midst. I even had a few guesses of who it was. Here we are, not sure what to do about it, when this little upstart of a Rift King writes, telling us how he figured out we had a traitor, detailed how he learned who it was, and had the audacity to inform us of how he would deal with it if we couldn’t handle the situation ourselves. I want him, Breton. You have no idea how badly I want him. That mind of his amazes me. Just how old was he when he took the Rift’s throne? He figured it all out from letters—our letters!”
 
   Breton drew Perin close to the Mithrian’s horse, lowering his head so he could whisper, “Only if you tell me what a Mithrian Shadow Captain is doing in Kelsh with the Rift King’s sire and dam as hostages.”
 
   “I was hired to protect one family and one girl, Guardian. My contract excludes one Satoren Delrose as he was listed dead almost twenty years ago. Unfortunately, my list did not note what his age was at the time of his… death. When did young Delrose make his run to the Rift?”
 
   “Twelve,” Breton supplied.
 
   “You can’t be serious!” The Mithrian’s eyes widened.
 
   “I would not lie about something that important. Do you believe there is any relation to what happened in Morinvale and your contract?”
 
   “I truly hope not. Look, Guardian. Your Rift King is one of the smartest men I’ve met. He sees things clearly. He can be stubborn and opinionated, but he’s not stupid. If I want to end this once and for all, I need him. I did not come all of this way without reason. Danar is on the move. Mithrias will not be able to remain neutral. By the time this is over, the Shadow Council will pick sides. Unless something changes—and fast—the Six will be called together. Kelsh wants war as much as Danar does, and neither side cares who or what is destroyed in the process. It’s only thanks to the Rift that peace has held out for so long.”
 
   Breton sighed and nodded. “I feared as much. The Danarites have already made assassination attempts on the Rift King.”
 
   “It’s more fortunate that they didn’t realize who they had when they had him. If they had, they never would have left him in Morinvale. They’re going to find out he’s violated the Covenant. It’s only a matter of time.”
 
   “With all due respect, Captain Silvereye, it is my intention to take His Majesty back to the Rift as soon as possible. He can’t stay in Kelsh. If the Rift King does as he wants, Kelsh’s king will be fed to nibblers or tossed in a river to rot. They hate each other. I am hesitant to admit it is with good reason, at least on Kalen’s part.”
 
   “Lord Delrose informed me of the circumstances.”
 
   “Then you know why I need to take him out of Kelsh.”
 
   Captain Silvereye shook his head. “What if I told you that I have reason to believe that King Aelthor of Kelsh may be among those who hired the Wolf Blades?”
 
   Breton gaped at the Mithrian, torn between shock and rage. Before his anger could spill out as vehement curses, he swallowed several times. “If that is the case, why allow for the Rift King to dirty his hand? I’d rather attend to the matter myself.”
 
   “Like son, like father. You two are more alike than you’d probably care to hear—and frighteningly similar to Lord Delrose. You wouldn’t say no to a little help, would you?”
 
   “I want proof. Then we can talk more about this help you’d like to offer to the Rift, Captain Silvereye.” Breton paused, sighing as he considered his next words. “Should anyone discover that the Rift has moved, Captain, it will be war—them against us.”
 
   The Mithrian’s expression was grim. “Guardian, the war is already here, waged on children, farmers, and tradesmen—against common folk. If I do not choose sides, it will be chosen for me. That is unacceptable. Of all of the sides to choose from, there is only one who has maintained any honor at all.”
 
   Breton arched a brow, staring down at the Mithrian and said nothing.
 
   Captain Silvereye’s smile was grim. “I have always wondered what would happen if the Rift ever left its canyons. I look forward to finding out.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Instead of guarding in place, Honey trotted. Her stride was purposeful, but smooth enough Kalen could sit it without too much trouble or exhausting her—or himself. Kalen didn’t stop her. While the ground no longer rumbled and the thunder had subsided, something was still amiss. With his sight, he might have been able to judge what was wrong. The darkness, as it had been since Morinvale, was absolute. He shifted in the saddle, considering what to do.
 
   Like most horses, Honey was happiest with her herd, and Kalen heard no indicator they were near anyone, equine or otherwise. He fought to remain relaxed in the saddle. If he panicked, so would she. Honey didn’t spook often, but the way she quivered beneath him warned him that she might. An unexpected move on her part, when he couldn’t see her physical cues, would likely result with him hitting the ground that he couldn’t see.
 
   Cursing at his decision not to follow Maiten, he touched his heels to Honey’s side and gave her free rein. She transitioned to a smooth, rolling canter. He lowered his hand and grabbed her mane, careful to move with her. That she hadn’t broken into a flat-out gallop comforted him a little; while uneasy, she wasn’t terrified—not yet.
 
   When he reunited with his Guardians, he’d find out what was going on, and maybe even take Maiten up on his offer. While Kalen was of the opinion handing over his rank was his best and only option, he was weary. Letting his Guardians have their way would be easier on him and on them, but it wouldn’t solve the problem.
 
   Unless something changed, it was time for a new Rift King.
 
   Lulled by Honey’s rolling gait, all of Kalen’s problems came back to haunt him, one by one. If the Rift showed weakness, every kingdom would fight for the chance to be rid of them. War would prove inevitable. Without his sight, he couldn’t fulfill his duties, not without a lot of help he wasn’t accustomed to needing.
 
   He needed a purpose, and there wasn’t one left for him.
 
   By the time Honey slowed, Kalen was gasping from exertion. She settled into a brisk walk, smooth enough he was able to slump in the saddle without much fear of falling. Breton had been right; in his current state he was weak and useless. In his pride, Kalen had fought for what little he could do. Guilt dulled the edge of his anxiety and fear of what scared Honey so much.
 
   The things Kalen had said had hurt them both, and he still stung from Breton’s harsh but truthful rebuke.
 
   Honey slowed, her stride hesitant until she came to a halt. She snorted, dragging his attention from his worries of his argument with Breton. “Clear?” he asked, careful to keep his tone soothing and calm.
 
   She snorted again, a derisive sound similar to the one Ferethian often favored. Deciding she meant no, Kalen clenched his teeth. Unable to think of a single thing he could do to change his circumstances, he felt as useless as Breton had claimed he was.
 
   The thought forced a bitter laugh out of him. The loss of his sight had undone him. There was no reason to fear him, not now. Breton had been right in that much; without his vision, he was easy prey. Time and time again, he’d heard rumors of how he was feared by anyone with any sense. Kalen had witnessed the truth of it; even those hungry for his title were frightened of him. Their apprehension of him had grown so much that few had tried to assassinate him in recent years—too few.
 
   The Danarites and Kelshites were doing a better job of trying to rid the lands of him than the people he ruled, and the change unnerved him. Honey’s nose touched his knee, and Kalen released her mane and reins long enough to rub her ears. She caught his fingers with her teeth and nibbled on him. If she was comfortable enough to be affectionate, they weren’t in immediate danger. He freed his hand and patted her neck before straightening in the saddle.
 
   Honey resumed walking at a leisurely amble.
 
   “Hellfires,” he muttered, wondering if sending Maiten and Ferethian away had been a symptom of his stupidity or wisdom.
 
   ~Many come,~ the First whispered to him. Kalen stiffened.
 
   The creature’s presence stabbed through Kalen’s head, painful in its chill. There were no images with the words, but he could sense the First’s fear.
 
   With his heartbeat throbbing in his ears, all the while questioning his sanity, Kalen asked, “Who is coming?”
 
   Instead of words, a deluge of images battered at him. The chill of the cellar in Morinvale was chased by the feeling of something being forced down his throat. Kalen gagged, shuddering at the memory.
 
   He had tried to forget that. Part of him still hoped it had been some sort of nightmare or hallucination spurred by blood loss.
 
   ~Truth,~ the First replied to his thoughts. Another shudder ran through Kalen. The memory of the Blood Priests and their murderous ritual replied in his mind. ~See?~
 
   “If I could see,” he began to growl, but shook his head and snapped his mouth closed with a clack of his teeth. Yelling at the voice in his head wouldn’t help anything and confirmed he had, somewhere along the way, lost his sanity.
 
   ~See?~ the First asked tentatively.
 
   Doubting he could explain the problem to the First without losing his temper, Kalen remained silent. It wasn’t the First’s fault he was blind. That much he had managed to learn from the Guardians. Lightning, like rock slides, cared nothing for those in its path. He still couldn’t remember most of what had happened when he had been blinded. Anger tainted the few memories he still possessed. Bloodlust and his desire to wipe out the Wolf Blades lingered. The cries of caged children haunted his sleep.
 
   Kalen didn’t remember how he had been reunited with Breton, Maiten, Ceres, and Varest, but something had unsettled them. He winced. Breton was the worst, treating him as though he would shatter or vanish. Even Ceres and Varest feared something, but Kalen didn’t know what.
 
   No one would talk to him about Morinvale.
 
   On his own, he could almost delude himself into believing that he wasn’t the Rift King, that he didn’t have to rule, and that he didn’t have to fight for his survival. Without his sight, the cage of his rank didn’t close in on him quite so tightly.
 
   There was something liberating in the futility of struggling when a child with a club could sneak up behind him and finish him off. He would live or he wouldn’t. The choice wasn’t his anymore, not really.
 
   Honey shifted beneath him, once again brushing her nose against his knee. Smiling at her affection, he stroked her neck. Ferethian would be angry at him for forcing him away, but his horses didn’t seem to care he was blind. It was a comfort.
 
   They still believed in him at least.
 
   Ferethian would trouble him when they were reunited. With luck, the stallion would forgive and forget—sooner than later, preferably.
 
   Honey snorted, and the sound was so full of equine disgust that Kalen wondered if the mare understood his thoughts. He shivered. The last thing he needed was his horses understanding him like one of the Kelshite Yadesh. It was hard enough to accept the truth that the deer-horse creatures could talk to Kalen in his head when they desired.
 
   The First roused in Kalen’s head, its presence once again chilling him. The prickle of danger stabbed at the back of his neck. He twisted around. Without his sight, it was a futile motion. Honey trembled beneath him.
 
   Kalen couldn’t fight what he couldn’t see. He nudged Honey with his heels. “Go,” he ordered.
 
   Honey surged into a gallop, and Kalen clung to her with his legs and lone hand.
 
   ~See?~ the First asked. Color exploded in front of Kalen; reds, yellows, and oranges blurred to blues and blacks. Shapes streaked by so quick he couldn’t determine what they were. He tightened his grip on Honey’s mane. He blinked, but the blurring colors remained. As his bafflement grew, he became aware of Honey’s fear. It tore at him, stealing away his breath. Shudders ran through him. His heart pounded, throbbing in his throat, and its beat matched Honey’s.
 
   ~Still!~ the First demanded. The command shattered the link binding him to Honey. Everything stopped. Kalen’s heart ceased its frantic beating, and he couldn’t breathe. The rush of blood in his head faded to numbness.
 
   Kalen wasn’t aware of falling until he hit the ground.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Kalen blinked at the light streaming through the canopy overhead. His dreams taunted him with the ability to see, but the longer he lay on the ground, the more he doubted whether he was asleep at all. His head throbbed, and the forest spun around him. Clutching at the ground with his hand, he struggled to fight off the rolling vertigo plaguing him.
 
   Nausea and pain weren’t things he typically fought in his nightmares; what usually stalked him was far more terrifying, unseen terrors out for his blood.
 
   Instead of light and blurred green foliage, darkness should have greeted him when he opened his eyes. Kalen drew several deep breaths. If it wasn’t a nightmare or a dream, why was he staring up at a forest canopy? The memory eluded him. Behemoth trees loomed over him. The sun warmed the mossy ground around him, keeping the worst of the darkness at bay.
 
   Kalen closed his eyes and tried to remember what had happened. The memories flitting through his head didn’t make much sense to him. The most prevalent one was of dry heat on stone, reminding him of home. But where was home?
 
   His puzzlement shifted to alarm when he couldn’t think of the answer. Sucking in a breath, he opened his eyes once again. The forest hadn’t changed. His vision remained blurred. Lifting his arm to rub at his brow woke aches and pains all over his body. Stifling a groan, Kalen lurched upright. Shuddering at the agony lancing up his right arm, he took stock of his injuries.
 
   His hand hurt the most, but he couldn’t remember what he had done to it. None of his fingers looked broken, but moving his wrist hurt. There were no marks to indicate what he could have done to himself.
 
   Why couldn’t he remember? Kalen suspected it had something to do with his skull-splitting headache. With a grimace, he rubbed at the back of his head, prodding at a particularly tender spot above his neck.
 
   “Hellfires,” he muttered. The word triggered memories of a red-haired man. In most of them, the stranger laughed. The sense of familiarity alarmed him. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t remember the man’s name.
 
   He muttered the word again. Speaking it roused his sluggish memories. Hellfires came from the Rift.
 
   It should have meant something to him, but it didn’t. It was important, although he couldn’t remember why. When he cursed, he recognized the language as the Rifter tongue. He tried to climb to his feet, but the forest spun around him and when the world stilled, he was lying on his back again.
 
   What had happened to him? Kalen didn’t know, and that worried him most of all.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   When Kalen finally managed to climb to his feet, he stumbled to the nearest tree, each step triggering nausea and pain in his head. His eyes didn’t focus quite right, the blur compounding the throb in his skull. Closing his eyes didn’t help; the stomach-churning sensation of the world spinning around him worsened.
 
   The ground trembled beneath him. He remembered being afraid of the shaking, but the reason behind his anxiety, like the rest of his memories, eluded him. What he could recall worried him. If he drew short breaths, he could minimize how much his head throbbed. Pain seemed to be something he was used to, as familiar to him as an old friend. At the thought of friends, a scant few faces came to mind. His affection for them was strong.
 
   But what were their names? Who were they, and why did he care for them?
 
   A life’s worth of memories banged around in his skull, but most of them lacked meaning.
 
   The trembling intensified. Something urged him to act, but he ignored the impulse. His memories confirmed he usually acted, dealing with his problems directly. More often than not, he solved them with a sword, but he didn’t carry a blade. Someone—the red-haired someone—had his weapon. He had left it behind, unable to use it because of his treacherous eyes. That he could see anything at all was an improvement. The circumstances surrounding his troubled vision were hazy, as was the reason for its return, however blurred.
 
   He took comfort in one of the few names he could remember—his. He was Kalen. His name carried weight and meaning, though many of the details were lost among his fragmented memories. Grunting from frustration, he stared down at his hand. Ignoring the pain the motion caused, he curled his fingers into a fist.
 
   The tremble grew, accompanied by the rumble of dry thunder. Running wouldn’t do him any good, not without knowing what he ran from. His confidence in that knowledge surprised him, and it dulled his anxiety of the unknown.
 
   When the threat revealed itself, he would act. He’d figure out what he would do later.
 
   A whinny drowned out the rumbling. Kalen twisted around to face the source of the sound, wincing when the motion antagonized the pain in his head. Two golden animals surged out from the underbrush. The first was a horse, and with a shock of recognition, Kalen recognized her as his mare. She ran full out, weaving between the trees to elude the beast and rider chasing her. The second animal, while the same shade as his golden chestnut, wasn’t a horse. It wasn’t a deer, either, but an odd conglomerate of the two species.
 
   Lifting his fingers to his mouth, he whistled, a short, piercing sound. Tears blurred his already fuzzy vision from the agony that the motion caused. His mare answered his call with a shrill cry of her own. She whirled, kicking up moss and leaves as she changed directions. Foam flew from her coat as she skidded to a halt in front of him. She rammed her head against his chest, driving him back against the tree he stood beside, forcing the breath out of his lungs.
 
   The other creature’s hindquarters dropped in its haste to come to a halt. “Oh! I’m sorry. Is she yours? I thought she had escaped…” The rider, judging from voice alone, was a woman. At first, the language confused him. It wasn’t the Rifter tongue, although he understood her words all the same. Cocking his head to the side, he searched through his memories until he identified the language as Kelshite.
 
   The importance of the language was lost to him. Shaking his head in annoyance, Kalen reached up to rest his hand on his mare’s neck. The answering nuzzle to his chest forced a smile out of him. “She is mine,” he replied, a little startled at how easy it was for him to speak in the woman’s language. “Why were you chasing my horse?”
 
   The rider slid from the back of her mount, bowing her head to him. Once she dismounted, Kalen was able to focus his eyes enough to confirm the lithe curves of a woman beneath the snug tunic and trousers she wore.
 
   “My apologies. I wasn’t aware she belonged to you. I thought she belonged to one of the farms near here.”
 
   Kalen gaped at the woman. The Kelshite woman thought his horse a farmer’s mount? The insult bristled enough that he straightened and narrowed his eyes. He clenched his teeth as his temper flared. With a snort, his mare nuzzled him before tugging on one of his braids.
 
   It wasn’t lost to him that his horse positioned herself between him and the strange woman, her body tensed and ready to act.
 
   “She is not so inferior,” Kalen replied. He shifted his hand to the saddle and wrinkled his nose at the stirrup. While he could mount if necessary, he didn’t relish the idea of doing so with his head and arm throbbing in rhythm with his heartbeat.
 
   His pride warred with practicality. With a pained sigh, he tapped his fingers against his mare’s shoulder. While he didn’t remember her name, he knew her and what she could do. The dichotomy of it all frustrated him. With a sigh matching his, she lowered herself to her knees, allowing him to swing his leg over her back and settle in the saddle. As soon as he hooked his toes into the stirrups, she lurched upright. The motion woke his nausea, and he swallowed to control his rebellious stomach.
 
   The entire time, he kept a wary eye on the gold-clad woman. She didn’t carry a sword, but she wore a bow slung over her shoulder. Something about the scuffed, well-worn weapon bothered him. Her attire gave her the look of a soldier, but if she was one, why didn’t she have a blade?
 
   Kalen’s stare was met with a puzzled frown.
 
   “Is something the matter?” she asked, stepping forward to stand beside her mount’s head. The animal snorted, both ears turned back in displeasure. “Are you not grateful for the return of your horse?”
 
   “Where I am from, the theft of a horse is a serious crime, lady,” he replied. His mare whinnied, twisting to tug at his boot with her teeth.
 
   “I wasn’t stealing her!” the woman snapped, straightening. “I meant to return her…”
 
   “To whom? Any man with sense would know a superior horse when he saw her and claim her as his own,” Kalen retorted, his anger driving away his pain. It gave his voice a hard edge. “That is called theft.”
 
   The woman stepped back, although her strange mount stood its ground. “I would have confirmed who owned her, of course!”
 
   Kalen arched his brows. “As you did with me?”
 
   The woman gawked at him. She froze, her mouth opening and closing as though she wanted to say something but she couldn’t force a single word out. While she floundered, Kalen took the time to try to identify why her mount bothered him.
 
   Was it the color? Honey’s coat was unusual in its vibrant golden hue. Were such animals more common in Kelsh? The animal regarded him with a calm and steady gaze, sharp in its contrast with its flustered rider.
 
   The woman finally stammered, “She is your horse, is she not?”
 
   “She is.”
 
   ~Truth,~ a feminine voice whispered in his head. There was a distance to the sound, as though the speaker hadn’t meant for him to hear her.
 
   His eyes widened. The hum of a conversation he couldn’t understand buzzed in his ears. The woman’s mount turned its head to regard its rider.
 
   “Who are you?” he asked, tensing. His mare ceased toying with his foot to face the woman and her beast.
 
   The Kelshite stepped forward, her posture straight and chin lifted. “My name is Tala. And yours?”
 
   There was something familiar about the woman’s name. He frowned and tried to remember what. Was it a common name among Kelshites? “Kalen,” he replied.
 
   Tala made a low, displeased noise. “Will you not thank me for returning your horse?”
 
   His mare snorted. Kalen thought it was a wonderfully equine blend of disgust and amazement at the woman’s audacity. “She would have come without your help.” The truth of his words warmed him. Clenching his teeth against the pain the motion caused, he patted his mare’s proudly arched neck. “Why do you speak strangely?”
 
   Blurting out the question out startled him, and judging from the way the woman jerked, it had an impact on her as well.
 
   “How rude!”
 
   “Was I?” Kalen matched his mare’s snort with one of his own. “You should be grateful I didn’t assume you were stealing my horse.”
 
   ~Truth,~ the feminine voice once again whispered in his head. Kalen remembered others who spoke to him in such a fashion, though his memory failed to produce who—or what—was triggering his recognition. Deciding his headache was to blame, he lowered his hand to where his sword should have hung at his side. Annoyance at himself outweighed his irritation with the woman.
 
   “You are overly concerned with horse theft,” Tala snapped. “I was not trying to take your mare.”
 
   “That is a good thing as the punishment for horse theft is quite severe, and I would personally send you and your beast to the deeps if you had made such an attempt.”
 
   His blurred vision didn’t hide the way the woman’s face paled.
 
   ~Truth,~ the voice said, stunned. Her voice intensified the pounding in his skull. Kalen considered the two and decided the mount was the most likely culprit. With anger and pain fueling his glare, he focused all of his attention on the animal.
 
   It—she—looked away.
 
   He didn’t know why the creature infuriated him, but it kept him sitting upright in the saddle despite wanting to slide to the ground, curl in a ball, and sleep until he didn’t hurt quite so much.
 
   The thought of lying down brought back the memory of staring up at the trees, his entire body aching. Realization slammed into him and his annoyance crumbled to disbelief. He couldn’t have fallen from his horse, could he? Why else would he have hurt so much? It was impossible. He wouldn’t have fallen from his Honey’s back.
 
   Her name brought with it a flood of memories, and Kalen shook his head in his effort to make sense of it all. He did remember riding Honey as they fled from some unknown threat. He didn’t remember falling.
 
   Judging from the lump on the back of his head and the throb in his skull, he likely had taken a tumble from the saddle. The circumstances, however, still slipped from his grasp. The absurdity of it all agitated him almost as much as the presence of the Kelshite and her mount. When his head no longer felt ready to split in two, he’d think long and hard on why the woman triggered such a reaction in him.
 
   “Is something the matter?” Tala asked, concern in her voice.
 
   “I’m fine,” he hissed through clenched teeth.
 
   ~Lie,~ the feminine voice stated.
 
   Kalen’s patience snapped along with his temper. “Would you keep your insufferable nose out of this? And your Rider calls me rude.”
 
   The woman’s beast started as though he had cracked her across the hindquarters with a whip.
 
   “I am a Knight, not just some rider. She is my Yadesh, and she most certainly is not insufferable!” Tala exclaimed.
 
   Kalen stiffened, his eyes widening. The pain in his hand spiked, awakening the memory of what a Knight had already done to him. Beneath him, Honey tensed. She bobbed her head and snapped her teeth.
 
   “You’re a Kelshite, you should know—”
 
   “I am not a Kelshite,” he growled through clenched teeth. Both the Knight and her Yadesh gaped at him.
 
   “Then what are you?” Tala asked, angering deepening her voice.
 
   “I am a Rifter.”
 
   “A Rifter,” she echoed in disbelief.
 
   “You don’t believe me?” Kalen laughed despite how much it made his head hurt. “Do you truly believe you have horses that are a match for my Honey here? I have seen your beasts, Kelshite. They do not compare.”
 
   The woman bristled, but she snapped her teeth together and said nothing.
 
   ~Truth,~ the Yadesh murmured warily.
 
   “Forgive me, but few men come from the Rift,” she said. The scorn in her voice baffled him.
 
   “And this is my fault?” he muttered in the Rift tongue.
 
   “Speaking their language does not a Rifter you make,” Tala replied, also speaking in the Rift’s language.
 
   Kalen winced and decided he would be careful to speak exclusively in Kelshite. “While I’m impressed you speak it at all, please speak in Kelshite. My head hurts enough without your unfortunate slaughter of my language.”
 
   She grumbled something too soft for him to hear before saying, “It’s a hard tongue.”
 
   “I really am from the Rift.”
 
   Tala sighed, her posture relaxing. The woman draped her arm over her Yadesh’s neck. “I believe you. I apologize for offending you, if I have. It was unintentional.”
 
   “I apologize for my rudeness,” he replied with a dip of his head. “I forgot the customs of your people, who treat their horses differently than we do.”
 
   “She’s a gorgeous animal. What’s her name?”
 
   “Honey.”
 
   “My Yadesh is called Relas, and she wishes you welcome to Kelsh. Kalen, was it? You don’t look well. It is my duty as a Knight to care for those within our borders. Please allow me to offer what aid I can as an apology for making you think I was trying to steal your horse.”
 
   Kalen endured the pain of stroking Honey’s shoulder. If he had fallen from Honey, it was likely she had gone for help in the only way she knew how. He sighed. It wasn’t the woman’s fault he was surly due to his pain and embarrassment. While he had no reason to trust the Kelshite woman, Honey did. His mare bobbed her head as though in agreement with his thoughts.
 
   “Thank you,” he replied, wincing at the pain nodding caused.
 
   “Don’t thank me yet. I have to find a healer for you first. There’s probably one in Morinvale. I was on my way there, and would be pleased to accompany you.”
 
   Kalen froze. A nightmare of darkness, blood, and young corpses consumed his mind. He shook. As though summoned by his memory, thunder rumbled. Honey stiffened beneath him before trumpeting an alarm.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Tala asked. Mounting with more efficiency than grace, the Knight settled in her Yadesh’s saddle. The beast turned a full circle, as alert and wary as Honey.
 
   The cold presence in his head startled Kalen enough he lost his balance. Honey shied, keeping beneath him so he didn’t fall. She snorted at him in rebuke.
 
   “Kalen? What’s wrong?” Tala asked in alarm.
 
   “They’re coming,” the First whispered using Kalen’s voice.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   A wave of black, viscous fluid crashed through the remnants of the Crimson Eye’s camp. Breton wheeled Perin, charging the gelding after the rest of the mercenary company’s rear guard. Someone screamed behind him. The shrill sound cut off with a chilling gurgle. He twisted around in the saddle to watch the black waters carve through the ground a horse’s length behind him. Putrid gray smoke coiled up and choked him. Coughing, he covered his mouth and nose with his sleeve.
 
   Perin reared, hopping forward, front hooves lashing out. Shifting his weight, Breton snatched at his gelding’s mane and clamped his legs around his horse’s barrel to remain seated.
 
   Breton couldn’t tear his gaze from the devastation behind them. The mercenary who had been beside him moments before hadn’t made it up the slope before the flood hit. The black waters crested over the Mithrian, stripping away his flesh until only bone remained, which sank beneath the surface. The man’s horse likewise disappeared.
 
   “Breton!” Maiten’s cry rang out over the thunderous rumble of the water’s passage. The red-haired Guardian reined in his horse next to Perin. “Hellfires! What in the deeps is that?”
 
   “Crysallis called it a swarm,” Breton replied, shuddering. The cloyingly sweet stench of rot hung in the air. Gagging, he urged Perin farther from the water’s edge. The odor matched what he remembered in the Rift from the skreed—and from the cavern where they had found Kalen’s discarded pack.
 
   Worry gnawed at him. Maiten was alone. A glance at the red-headed Rifter’s hip didn’t reassure him; Gorishitorik’s blue pommel stone winked at him. Why wasn’t the sword with Kalen?
 
   “A swarm of what?” Maiten hissed.
 
   Breton forced his attention to the more immediate problem. The surviving mercenaries from the rear guard clustered around them. He tensed, watching the churning waters in case the swarm shifted direction. The ground bubbled and smoked as the flood cut deeper into the forest floor. Keeping his mouth and nose covered with his sleeve, he urged Perin several more lengths away from the carnage.
 
   “Breton?” Maiten asked.
 
   “Skreed,” he finally replied, shuddering at the memory of the men and women who hadn’t been fast enough to evade the swarm’s path. “Crysallis said they’re skreed. How many didn’t make it?”
 
   One of the mercenaries brought his horse alongside Perin. While Breton didn’t recognize the man, the mercenary wore an officer’s red ribbon on his sleeve. “At least twenty from the first head count. There’s a chance that some are trapped on the other side.”
 
   Breton looked over the waters, which completely covered their camp site. “I doubt it.”
 
   “I do as well.” The mercenary sighed. “Silvereye isn’t going to be pleased. I’ll report.” With a bellowed command, the officer rounded up the straggling mercenaries and got most of them headed after the column. A few lingered, gaping at the destruction.
 
   “We’re very, very lucky we had warning,” Maiten said, leaning over to grab hold of Breton’s arm. “Let’s get out of here before the swarm decides to change directions.”
 
   Shuddering at the thought, Breton nodded and turned Perin.
 
   Maiten waited for him when he hesitated. “What’s wrong?”
 
   Breton frowned and pointed at Gorishitorik. “Where’s Kalen, and why do you have his sword?”
 
   Maiten flinched. “He’s with Honey.”
 
   “And where exactly is Honey?”
 
   “Honey is smart and so is he,” Maiten said in a rush, staring at the flood while his face paled several shades.
 
   Breton felt the stares of the lingering mercenaries. Turning to them, he barked in Mithrian, “March!” While the stragglers hurried to rejoin the rest of the company, he turned to Maiten. “Your timing is terrible. Varest and Ceres are in a panic. Varest went after him. If he didn’t get out of the path of the swarm in time…”
 
   “I’m sure the twins are fine. I herded both of them, remember. I’d know if something happened to either one of them. Nothing has, they are fine. Your foal is too, and we both know it.” Maiten shook his head. “They’re probably safer than we are right now. Can we please get away from here?”
 
   Breton headed after the mercenary company. “I would be far more comfortable if he had Gorishitorik with him.”
 
   “His Majesty kept prodding himself in the ribs with the pommel. I felt it prudent to hold onto it so he wouldn’t prove a menace to himself or others. Anyway, until Honey brings him back to us, it’s better if he’s less conspicuous. Gorishitorik stands out.”
 
   Ignoring his growing irritation at the other Guardian, Breton fought to keep his tone calm and reasonable. “Did you happen to forget he’s lacking his left arm and that he’s blind? He already stands out. Honey isn’t going to help with that problem any. If anything, she’ll make him even more of a target.”
 
   “As if Honey would let anyone take her Rider away from her. Remember Tavener?”
 
   Breton flinched at the reminder of Kalen’s first stallion, inherited from Arik. After Arik’s death, Tavener had protected Kalen in all of the ways Breton, as a Guardian, could not. Without Tavener, his foal never would have survived through his first day as the Rift King.
 
   “I remember Tavener,” he whispered. He’d never forget the horse who had sacrificed his life to save Kalen’s.
 
   “Trust Honey to do what he needs, not what we want.” Maiten sighed. “I thought she would have followed Ferethian when he came to you, but I was mistaken. I’m sure she had a reason.”
 
   Perin snorted and bobbed his head. Breton glared at his horse’s ears. “Not you too, Perin.”
 
   “Perin has more sense than you do,” his friend muttered.
 
   “And what do you mean by that?” Breton glared at his fellow Guardian.
 
   “Maybe we’re in this mess because someone couldn’t leave things alone. Perhaps we’re in this mess because someone—you, in case you weren’t sure—couldn’t resist the urge to snap at a certain Rift King well-known for having a temper almost as short as he is. We might not—”
 
   “I understand.” Breton muttered a few curses under his breath. “I should have had more patience with him.”
 
   “He wasn’t really wrong, you know. We’ve been smothering him. I took him out to see the horses, hoping fresh air would do him some good. I wasn’t expecting that swarm.” Maiten shuddered, twisting around in the saddle to gape at the black waters behind them. “I never would have taken him out of the camp had I know this was coming.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “He’s really frustrated. A little time with Honey should cool his temper. I know you’re worried, old friend, but changing His Majesty is a futile effort. You know how he thinks. Why would he burden us when he can do everything on his own?”
 
   “Except he can’t.” Breton nudged Perin into a trot, leaving the other Guardian to catch up. When they closed in on the company, he slowed, turning in the saddle to check behind them. The swarm remained contained in its self-made path. A dark mist wafted through the trees. “What do you suggest I do, then?”
 
   “Give him space once he’s back. Go herd the Delroses. Stay out of sight for a while until he has a chance to heal and adapt to his situation. Your foal’s clever. If anyone can figure out how to deal with his situation, it’s him. Let me protect him until he can protect himself.” Maiten made a thoughtful noise. “We’re all worried about him, but you’re a mountain he can’t climb. He couldn’t care less about the approval of most people—but you? He does, and he can’t live up to your expectations. Of course he’s going to become frustrated. You’re trying to do what’s best for him, and he’s trying to prove he isn’t worthless.”
 
   Breton frowned. “He is not worthless.”
 
   Maiten held up his hands in a helpless gesture. “I wish you the very best of luck convincing him of that, considering you haven’t even let him attend any of the planning sessions with Captain Silvereye. Did you really think those constraints on him would do any good? Hellfires, Breton. You named your foal well; he’s a ceaseless wind. You can’t keep him locked away for long. You, of all people, should have known better.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Good. Just give him some time. I’ll watch over him when he’s back. Varest and Ceres can help. That’ll free you to keep an eye on the Delrose herd. Once his temper has cooled, I recommend apologizing.”
 
   Bristling at Maiten’s soft-spoken suggestion, Breton glared at the other Guardian. Arguing wouldn’t help anything—not when his friend was right. “I was foolish.”
 
   “We all made mistakes. You said Varest was going after him, right?”
 
   “Maybe twenty minutes ago?”
 
   Maiten glanced back at the destruction behind them. “He has a good head start then. Better than us.”
 
   “It’s a good thing we didn’t wait any longer,” Breton agreed, shuddering at the thought of what would have happened if Captain Silvereye hadn’t insisted on leaving when they had.
 
   “That was uncomfortably close.”
 
   Breton considered Crysallis’s warning, wondering if he had made the right decision to trust her with Kalen. “Crysallis is searching for him as well. She seemed to have something important to tell him.”
 
   “You’re not serious, are you? You let Crysallis go after him alone? What were—”
 
   Breton interrupted Maiten by pointing at the flood behind them and the thick smoke rising through the trees. “I’m as serious as that. She warned me about the swarm. When I told her Kalen wasn’t here, she was frightened.”
 
   Maiten paled. “Crysallis was frightened?”
 
   “She was.”
 
   “What is capable of scaring her?” Maiten asked in disbelief.
 
   Breton wasn’t sure, but he had his suspicions. Death had a name, and it was skreed.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Not even an hour quelled Breton’s need to check over his shoulder for any signs that they were being followed. The stench of decay hung in the air, but there was no evidence of the swarm pursuing them. He wanted Honey to appear carrying her Rider, but his hope proved fruitless. He sighed, settled in the saddle, and hoped Varest found Kalen before Crysallis or the swarm did.
 
   Crysallis was many things, but she wasn’t fool enough to endanger one of Kalen’s foals. She’d proved that in Morinvale.
 
   “Where do you think the swarm is going?” Maiten asked.
 
   Breton sighed. “Crysallis said they were heading west. At the speed it moved, it’ll hit the Rift in three weeks, maybe less.”
 
   One of the nearby mercenaries snorted. “Better there than here,” he said in passable Rifter.
 
   Breton twisted in the saddle to face the Mithrian. Perin shied, ears back. “You speak Rifter!”
 
   The Mithrian saluted. “Some of us do, sir. Not many, but some of us do. Captain asked me to keep you company, sir.”
 
   “He’s better at it than Kalen was when you brought him down,” Maiten said before laughing. “Ride well, Mithrian.”
 
   “Ride well, Rifter.” The man straightened in the saddle, running a hand through his curly brown hair. “I’m Lyeth.”
 
   “I’m Breton. He’s Maiten.”
 
   “Your reputations precede you,” Lyeth replied. “Captain Silvereye thought you’d be more at ease with us if you knew there were some among us who could speak your language. I’m under the assumption you all speak Kelshite, but a few of you don’t speak Mithrian?”
 
   Maiten chuckled. “Breton’s Mithrian will give you nightmares.”
 
   Breton scowled at his red-headed friend.
 
   “Captain Silvereye wants to see one of you to report to him about that mess behind us,” Lyeth said.
 
   “We’ll come up the line soon,” Breton promised. “There’s not much to report. Those who got out of the way in time survived. Those who didn’t…”
 
   “Their deaths were very quick,” Maiten said in a subdued voice.
 
   Breton twisted around to check for the swarm behind them. While the smoke marked the passage of the skreed, he was relieved there was still no sign of the black waters. “Let’s just hope that’s the last of it.”
 
   “Bite your tongue,” Maiten snapped. “Don’t even think it.”
 
   “I think he wants to know more about where some of your fellow Rifters are at. He seemed rather worried, sir.” Lyeth rode his horse in a circle, halting to watch the smoke rising through the forest. “He would also like to begin making your people more familiar with us. He thinks the general seclusion between our groups may not be the wisest choice.”
 
   “You don’t look like an officer,” Breton said, watching the Mithrian. “That’s a message he’d send with an officer.”
 
   “I didn’t have time to dress up for you, I’m afraid. I was a bit too busy to bother with those silly little ribbons.” Lyeth grinned at him. “I am an officer, though. Barely. Alas, I’ve been reduced to a messenger for the duration. I’ll run along and inform Captain Silvereye of what you told me. Don’t tell him this, but it won’t hurt him a little to wait on you. I’m glad to finally meet you. Hopefully the captain will let me work with you more. Oh, there’s someone I’d like for you to meet. His Rifter needs work. He’s a bit young, but a good sort.”
 
   Breton blinked, struggling to make sense of the Mithrian’s chatter, spoken disgracefully fast. “Who?” There were a lot of other questions he wanted to ask, but he worried Lyeth would answer—at length.
 
   As if reading his mind, Maiten snickered and elbowed him in the ribs.
 
   Lyeth stood in his stirrups, drew a deep breath, and bellowed, “Delaven!”
 
   Breton straightened in surprise and curiosity at the Mithrian’s name. Was it a coincidence that the mercenary’s name meant ‘the red thundering wind’ in the Rifter language? The boy who rode up didn’t look any older than fifteen. His dark brown hair gleamed with the faintest hint of red in the sunlight. Delaven saluted to Lyeth and waited.
 
   “Make yourself familiar to Breton and Maiten. You’re to do as they order until the captain tells you otherwise.”
 
   “Yes, sir!”
 
   With a friendly wave, Lyeth kicked his horse into a canter, heading towards the front of the line. Breton watched the Mithrian go, wondering what he was supposed to do with a boy who didn’t look old enough to be a hired sword trained for war.
 
   “You’re young for a mercenary,” Maiten said, circling his gelding around Delaven. Lines creased the Guardian’s brow, and he had a thoughtful look in his eyes.
 
   The boy sat straighter in the saddle. “Yes, sir. I’m fourteen, sir.” Unlike Lyeth, Delaven’s Rifter was thickly accented.
 
   “I’m Maiten. I’m surprised you speak our language at all. It isn’t something younglings often bother to learn.”
 
   Something about Maiten’s tone made Breton stare at his friend. Was Maiten lying? His friend didn’t often speak falsehoods, and without fail, Maiten’s tone changed when he did so.
 
   “I’ve got Rifter relatives,” the boy said proudly. “Ma insisted I learn. It landed me a good spot here ‘cause of it, sir.”
 
   Something about the boy’s response, spoken without hesitation, as though rehearsed many times, warned Breton something was amiss. There was something amusing about the way the two dodged each other.
 
   Knowing Maiten, Breton would learn the truth soon enough. He swallowed back his desire to chuckle. Outsiders sired by Rifters weren’t unheard of, but he hadn’t met one before. Letting Maiten deal with the Mithrian, Breton checked behind the company yet again. Nothing had changed, but he couldn’t dispel his worries that they were being followed.
 
   “I’m starting to think Silvereye expected to meet Rifters,” Maiten muttered.
 
   “I reckon he did, sir, seein’ as we had to be goin’ around the Rift to get here.” Delaven positioned his horse next to Perin, pointing at the smoking ruins of the forest. “He didn’t reckon on somethin’ like that, if you don’t mind me sayin’, sirs.”
 
   “None of us did. We’re going to have to work on your Rifter before Kalen gets back,” Maiten said, and Breton turned in time to see his friend grimace. “Lyeth’s is passable, but your accent will drive him insane.”
 
   Breton shook his head and shifted Perin over enough so he could jab his friend in the ribs with his elbow. “Leave it be, Maiten. Perhaps Delaven can keep him occupied when he returns.” If Kalen was too busy instructing the young Mithrian, perhaps some of their problems could be solved.
 
   “That’s the wisest thing I’ve heard you say in two weeks, old friend.”
 
   “Kalen?” Delaven asked.
 
   “Breton’s foal. He is a bit of a perfectionist when it comes to learning languages. He’s also a very good teacher, so long as you are making efforts to improve.” Maiten chuckled and didn’t stop until Breton nudged him again with his elbow. “Don’t mind Breton, he gets upset when people get the wrong idea about Kalen.”
 
   “Kalen’s a horse?”
 
   Breton shook his head, struggling not to laugh at the young Mithrian’s disbelieving expression.
 
   “No, he’s not a horse. We call our children foals. It’s a tradition of our people,” Maiten said. Breton marveled that his friend managed to keep his tone neutral instead of laughing like he’d normally do.
 
   “Oh!” Delaven looked over his shoulder before nudging his horse closer. “Is it true, sir?”
 
   After exchanging glances with Maiten, Breton asked, “Is what true?”
 
   “That His Majesty’s come out of the Rift, sir. Is it true?”
 
   Torn between sighing and finding who had spread word so he could strangle them, Breton nodded. “You’ll meet him soon enough.”
 
   The boy shivered, whispering, “He didn’t be causin’ this, did he?”
 
   “No,” Breton snapped and was surprised by his vehement tone. “If he wants someone dead, he does it himself. Not like this. Not without justification and provocation.”
 
   “Easy, Breton.” Reaching over, Maiten seized his arm in a firm grip. “Please forgive him, Delaven, he gets upset when people get the wrong idea about his foal.”
 
   “Does that mean you’re the Rift King’s father?” Delaven pointed at him with wide eyes.
 
   With a vicious grin, Maiten leaned towards the Mithrian, lowering his voice to a mocking whisper. “Their relationship is a little complex. While Breton didn’t sire him, it’s generally accepted Breton’s a good father for him. We don’t pick our sires and dams, but we do pick who we respect above all. Don’t tell anyone, but they don’t like admitting how close they are. They’re shy like that. Sometimes in the Rift, everyone else picks for you. That’s the way it is with them. Do yourself a favor, though. Don’t discuss the Rift King’s birth sire near either one of them. There’s no faster way to stir their ire.”
 
   Breton considered dumping Maiten off of Horasian’s back. One well-timed shove would be sufficient. Instead, he shook free of his friend’s grip and muttered, “Don’t you think that’s enough?”
 
   “See? Stubborn, the both of them. Easily embarrassed. There was this one time quite a few years ago, when—”
 
   “Maiten!” No matter which story Maiten chose, it wouldn’t end well for him, Breton was certain.
 
   With an unrepentant grin, his fellow Guardian ignored his plea and said, “I would be pleased to tell you all of the scandalous things the pair has done over the years when he’s not around. Perhaps I’ll ask Kalen to tell you a few he’s tucked up his sleeve. Depending on his mood, I might even get him to tell you about the time Breton got stuck in a chute, leaving His Majesty to figure out how to get him out on his own.”
 
   “Maiten.”
 
   “You may as well admit defeat, old friend. If I’m not the one to tell him about that one, Ceres or Varest will.”
 
   “Who are Ceres and Varest?” Delaven asked eagerly.
 
   “They’re two of His Majesty’s foals, sired by the previous Rift King. Arik left a great number of orphans when he died. His Majesty has a weakness for children, so he adopted them all.” Maiten shook his head, laughing softly.
 
   Breton grumbled, “They’re hardly children. Most of them are older than he is.”
 
   Delaven’s expression turned serious. In a low voice, he asked, “Why has His Majesty left the Rift?”
 
   “I’ve learned not to wonder too hard about why he does something,” Maiten replied before sighing. “I don’t even know if he left on his own, or if someone encouraged him to leave the Rift. It seems to have become necessary, though. You’re aware of the situation between Kelsh and Danar. Now that Mithrias is involved, it’s inevitable.”
 
   Stunned at Maiten’s loose tongue, Breton gaped at the other Guardian.
 
   “Ma wanted me to find you. You’re a Guardian, Maiten.”
 
   Maiten looked startled. “I am. But why would your dam want you to find us?”
 
   “She likes her secrets. Said I should too.” Delaven glanced over his shoulder, nudging his horse so close to Maiten’s that their knees touched. “Ma said you don’t come to Kelsh, sir.”
 
   Maiten stiffened in the saddle, and then to Breton’s amazement, looked embarrassed. “Your dam’s been talking too much.”
 
   “You know his dam?” Breton asked, incredulously.
 
   “I know her,” Maiten said, staring down at the young Mithrian, once again looking thoughtful. “She’s His Majesty’s favorite Akakashani.”
 
   The boy straightened under the scrutiny, chin lifted and shoulders set.
 
   So close together, Breton could see similarities in the Rifter and Mithrian; Delaven’s hair would never match Maiten’s, but the glints in the boy’s hair were similar enough in shade that Breton sucked in a breath. While Maiten enjoyed keeping women company, he hadn’t considered his friend indulging outside of the Rift, let alone with one of the Akakashani.
 
   If Kalen found out, Breton suspected there’d be bloodshed. He shivered at the thought. He understood why his friend had toed the line between truth and lies.
 
   Maiten sighed. “All right, Delaven. Start talking. What is your dam up to this time?”
 
   Delaven grinned. “She isn’t up to anything, sir. She doesn’t know I slipped in with the Crimson Eye, sir. Told ‘er I was goin’ to the south to learn with one of ‘er friends.”
 
   Bowing his head, Maiten groaned. “She’s going to kill us all, I hope you know this. She’s going to leave Mithrias, come here, and skin us with those daggers of hers. She’s going to laugh. When she’s finished with us, she’s going to give us to His Majesty. She’ll start with me, because I should know better. Is Silvereye aware of who your dam is?”
 
   “I haven’t told him, sir.”
 
   Maiten groaned again. “Wonderful. Before you dam arrives, he’s going to have a round at us first.”
 
   “Maiten, whatever are you blathering about?” Breton nudged Perin into shouldering his fellow Guardian’s gelding. “If you don’t explain yourself, I am going to have a round at you before either one of them get a chance.”
 
   “I came east 'cause Ma was tellin' me about the problems with Kelsh and Danar, sir. Ma'll understand. She can't come. She wants to. So here I am.” Delaven turned to Maiten. “Ma is goin' to be mad at you, sir. You're not goin' to meet her next summer. You're here.”
 
   Maiten grimaced. “We might be done here in time. If I use you as a shield, colt, think she'll keep her blades sheathed?”
 
   The young Mithrian smiled and shook his head.
 
   “You know each other?” Baffled over how two people so far away could meet in Kelsh, Breton tried to figure out what Delaven's presence would mean for them. As the child of an Akakashani, he didn't dare let anything happen to the Mithrian. But how could he protect Delaven?
 
   Kalen wouldn't be happy.
 
   Mithrian Akakashani were rare enough that any risk to the one the Rift had would infuriate the Rift King. Breton still didn't understand how Kalen had done what no other Rift King had done—or when.
 
   “We know of each other,” Maiten said hesitantly.
 
   “Ma sends all of us away when he comes to visit. ‘Adult business,’ she says. Secret business.” The young Mithrian scowled. “Only time she doesn't let us listen.”
 
   Rubbing his temples, Breton considered whether or not it was in his better interest to inform Kalen of the development. “How many siblings do you have, Delaven?”
 
   “There are six of us, sir.”
 
   “Are you the eldest?”
 
   Delaven sat taller in the saddle. “Sure am, sir! I'm fourteen.”
 
   Facing Maiten, Breton counted the years; at fourteen, Maiten must have met Delaven's mother not long after Kalen had become the Rift King. But Maiten had been in the Rift with all of the Guardians, watching what sort of man the Rift King would become after slaying Arik.
 
   There had been no Mithrians within the Rift then that he knew of. With Delaven and Maiten so close together, he couldn't believe for an instant that his friend hadn't sired the colt—red was a rare color among Rifters and Mithrians. There were subtle similarities in their features, though Breton suspected Delaven favored his dam more than Maiten.
 
   “Maiten, Kalen's going to murder you when he finds out,” he warned.
 
   His friend covered his mouth, his shoulders shaking. With tears in his eyes, Maiten burst out into laughter.
 
   It took all of Breton’s will and several deep breaths to stop himself from dumping Maiten out of the saddle. “What exactly is so funny?”
 
   “The Rift King gave him as a gift to Ma,” Delaven said, grinning. “That's what she said.”
 
   Breton's mouth dropped open. “He what?”
 
   “It was part of the terms for her becoming an Akakashani,” Maiten mumbled, once again looking embarrassed. “His Majesty doesn't trust anyone with her—not even me most of the time. She only wants to speak with someone she knows. Since he can’t go, that leaves me. The few times she sends messages, it's through the Wanderers.”
 
   Groaning at all of the implications of Maiten's confession, Breton asked, “The Wanderers? They pass messages? That's impossible. They're even more neutral than we are.”
 
   “His Majesty may have made a few forays into Land's End and negotiated an arrangement with them. I was there for the first of them. It was in their better interests. War is bad for them. It makes their lifestyle more dangerous than it already is. They're neutral until their livelihood is threatened. Then they'll side with the Rift.” Maiten shrugged helplessly. “Who is going to tell the Rift King they aren't willing to carry satchels to his face? They get paid, we get messages. And once a Wanderer gives his word, all of them pledge to it.”
 
   “Unbelievable. That sneaky little...” Shaking his head at Kalen's audacity, Breton wondered how long he had been left in the dark. “So that's what all of those trips out of Blind Mare Run were for?”
 
   Maiten nodded. “At least some of them. He'd order me to go on a trip, and I'd meet him a week or so up the trail. He knew you’d worry, so he didn't go alone. It worked well enough. Very few were willing to make runs at him when I was with him. Those who did I was more than content to send to the deeps the quick way.”
 
   “You broke the Code while helping him break the Covenant?” Pinching the bridge of his nose didn't help to ward off his growing headache. Breton sighed.
 
   “I spared His Majesty the trouble of doing it himself. Consider it a service to your foal. You should be pleased. Don't even try to tell me you wouldn't have done the same. It’s never been a problem because I made certain that I wasn’t caught doing it. Dead men can’t tell, after all. Someone had to feed the nibblers.”
 
   Refuting the truth wouldn't get him anywhere, so Breton didn't argue. If he had the option, he wouldn't have hesitated—for long, at least. “We never would have for Arik,” he muttered.
 
   “And we do for our feisty little colt,” Maiten said cheerfully. “We've already abandoned most of the tenants of the Covenant. Twisting the Code a little isn't a far leap. And anyway, I only helped them along a little.”
 
   “I hope they bounced on the way down.”
 
   “Well, if they went after His Majesty first, it's not really breaking the Code, is it?” Maiten asked innocently.
 
   Breton allowed himself a small smile. “Not at all.”
 
   “Excuse me, sirs, but what are you talking about?” Delaven asked. Worry lines were etched across his brow.
 
   “You want to explain, old man?”
 
   Shaking his head, Breton replied, “You're the one who tossed people into the deeps. You can explain it. And I'm not that old.”
 
   “The Code is how we conduct ourselves. It's complex, but there are only a few rules you must abide by. First, we do not kill each other. There's one exception. Anyone may challenge the Rift King to a duel to the death. The winner of the duel is exempt. Failure to succeed at such a duel is punished by exile to the deeps, if he or she isn’t slain. His Majesty is careful to make sure he kills his opponents. Going to the deeps is to be severed from the Rift and is a far crueler punishment. Second, we never steal a horse. Horse theft is also punishable by exile into the deeps—or death, depending on how offended the horse was over the attempt.”
 
   “Why would anyone want to kill His Majesty?” Confusion and disbelief warred in Delaven's voice.
 
   Maiten shrugged. “Power? Tradition? He was born an Outsider. That doesn't sit well with many. They won't say anything to him about it now, not when he's got an entire herd of Rift horses following his lead. And to be the Rider of the Rift's King Stallion? That's insult to injury.”
 
   “Unacceptable,” Delaven announced, his tone full of scorn. “Ma would hang them all.”
 
   “I'm sure she would,” Maiten muttered.
 
   “Why?” Breton tried to think of why an Akakashani would have such a strong reaction to the Rift King. Most, including Lord Delrose, betrayed their kingdoms for personal reasons, not due to loyalty to the Rift or its king.
 
   Why was Mithrian's Akakashani so different?
 
   “He saved Ma.” When Delaven hesitated, Breton remained silent and waited for the young Mithrian to compose himself. “He gave her purpose.”
 
   Akakashani weren't the kind of people with peaceful histories. Something almost always changed them, forcing them to become the type of person who could serve as the Rift's eyes and ears. Kalen didn't let many know of his philanthropic nature, not without cause.
 
   Rift Kings weren't supposed to be merciful or kind.
 
   But Kalen wasn't Arik, nor was he Nerisan, nor was he like any other Rift King before him. “How?” Breton asked.
 
   Delaven shook his head. “I don't know.”
 
   “I know,” Maiten said in an emotionless, tired voice.
 
   “Well, Maiten?”
 
   “Look, it was fifteen years ago. Can we forget about it, please?”
 
   “Sirs, I apologize for interruptin', but if His Majesty has so many enemies, doesn't he need people protecting him?”
 
   “Don't tell him that. He firmly believes in protecting himself,” Breton said bitterly.
 
   “Yes, we do, Delaven. Guardians used to protect others from him. But we were never needed in that capacity, not really. Arik needed us for that. Nerisan did as well. Kalen, however, is different. He needs those who can protect him.”
 
   “Let me be one of those people,” Delaven said, meeting Maiten's gaze before looking away to stare at Breton. “Ma likes her secrets. She likes helpin' the Rift King from her shadows. But not me. I want to help him.  I be owin' him a debt for my Ma. She be owin' him a debt too. Says she can never repay it.”
 
   Breton sucked in a breath through clenched teeth. An Akakashani and Guardian's foal with ample motivation to do the job well was something he had never dreamed possible. Kalen hadn't made a single Guardian since taking the title of King Slayer.
 
   Few Guardians had died under his rule.
 
   But because none had been made by him, the Rift King's Guardians were Arik’s legacy, not his. Could Delaven change that?
 
   It was a dangerous hope.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Honey shook beneath him. Unable to see far into the forest, Kalen trusted in his mare’s keener senses. Fear tightened his chest and he struggled to breathe. The pain in his hand and arm became a remote thing, as though it belonged to someone else. The intangible threat drew closer.
 
   Nearby, the Yadesh stood stiffly, her ears turned back. Lather darkened her golden coat.
 
   “Kalen? What’s going on?”
 
   It pained him to admit the truth, but Kalen straightened in the saddle and replied, “I’m not certain.” There were too many gaps in his memory. Something had happened nearby, unless Honey had carried him farther than he thought. Tala’s naming of the town, Morinvale, woke something in him, a foreboding Kalen wanted to ignore and couldn’t. Something had happened there, but until he could recall the specifics, he wouldn’t tell her any of it.
 
   Whether or not he could trust the Kelshite woman was a different problem altogether. Something warned him against associating with the Knight, but the reasons behind his wariness likewise eluded him. It was all there in his head, mocking him whenever he tried to grasp the memories.
 
   “Then why are you so afraid? You and Relas both! This makes no sense. What’s coming?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he snapped. The urge to run and get as far away as possible with Honey ate away at his calm and patience.
 
   ~Truth. Something’s wrong. I just don’t know what,~ the Yadesh whispered in Kalen’s mind. Along with her words came sensations of unease.
 
   He couldn’t begrudge the creature for weighing his words, not when he couldn’t smother the anxiety growing within him.
 
   Tala shifted in the saddle. “What do we do? Won’t riding make your injury worse?”
 
   “The day I can’t ride is the day they feed me to the nibblers,” he spat.
 
   ~Running seems wise. I shall pace to your mare,~ Relas said.
 
   The Kelshite woman fidgeted. “Run where? I’m not even sure what we’re running from. Do you?”
 
   While he agreed with the woman, Kalen didn’t dare speak. If he voiced his concerns, he doubted Tala would remain calm. He turned Honey in a full circle. The memory of darkness, a cellar, altars, and sacrificed children haunted him.
 
   He recalled two names in his nightmarish recollections: sources and hosts.
 
   But hosts for what?
 
   Kalen feared he was about to find out.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Thunder rumbled and the ground shook. The First’s presence chilled him from the inside, soothing some of the pain in his head and arm. Beside him, Relas fidgeted, and her Knight shared the Yadesh’s discomfort. For a moment, Kalen almost admired the woman. Despite her mount’s restlessness and his agitation, she didn’t panic—not completely.
 
   He had no doubt of her unvoiced fear. Not even his blurred, unreliable eyesight hid her pale complexion and uncontrolled trembling. While his instincts urged him to turn Honey and let her run, he forced himself to remain still. If he panicked, he doubted he’d be able to keep his mare calm. If she bolted, more likely than not, he’d fall again.
 
   Consider his throbbing hand, aching head, and bone-deep exhaustion, if he fell, he wouldn’t get back up again.
 
   “Perhaps we should go to Morinvale,” Tala suggested, her voice wavering.
 
   “No. Not there.” Kalen considered his harsh tone, winced a bit, and shook his head. “It’s unsafe.”
 
   “Unsafe? How? What are you talking about? What could possibly be unsafe there?”
 
   Once again, the memory of a dark cellar and the bodies of children and young men haunted him. He shuddered. How could he explain his fragmented memories? While the Yadesh could acknowledge the truth of his words, he didn’t want to speak. If he voiced what waited for them in Morinvale, it’d become all the more real.
 
   Honey shifted beneath him. Kalen swallowed, listening to the thunder in his effort to identify where it came from. Lifting his hand, he pointed. “Morinvale is that way, isn’t it?”
 
   Relas stepped forward, one of her ears pricking forward. ~Morinvale is that way.~
 
   “It comes from there.”
 
   “What is it?” Tala asked, her voice shrill.
 
   “I don’t know. I don’t know what they are. All I can tell you is who created it—them.” Kalen drew a deep breath and held it before releasing it slowly. He did so several more times to control his growing anxiety.
 
   “So who did?”
 
   Kalen scowled as more fragments of his memory fell into place, bring with them more names he didn’t want to remember. “Danarites. That’s why I’m here.”
 
   “You’re here because of the Danarites?” Tala gaped at him. “Why would a Rifter care?”
 
   His laughter was bitter. “Why, indeed. I just do.”
 
   If he acknowledged the truth of what he was, the things he had done, and the reasons why he remained in Kelsh when he should have returned home, nothing would hold back the torrent of memories. He was aware of them hammering at him, ready and waiting to return. There was something peaceful about not knowing. Once he remembered everything, he would be forced to resume his mantle.
 
   So long as his memories eluded him, he could have some peace.
 
   ~No,~ the First whispered, its regret as strong as Kalen’s.
 
   He sighed.
 
   “Surely you have a reason.”
 
   “Surely I do,” he agreed.
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   “Some things you don’t want to know the truth of, Knight. I suggest we wait and see what comes. When we know where it’s going, we’ll decide where we must go.” Kalen stretched his aching hand. “Relas, how fast can you run?”
 
   ~I am fast.~
 
   “As fast as a Rift horse?”
 
   The Yadesh snorted. ~Likely faster. I can outrun any mere horse.~
 
   Honey’s ears turned back as though she were listening to—and understood—the Knight’s mount and didn’t like what she heard. With deliberate pride, his mare lifted her hooves and danced in place, forcing him to adjust his seat and ride through her antics. He could’ve reined her in, but he gritted his teeth and let her show off.
 
   The whites of Relas’s eyes showed.
 
   “Why were you headed to Morinvale, Knight?” Kalen met Tala’s gaze, sitting straighter at the anger in her expression.
 
   “It’s my duty. I was ordered to go there.”
 
   Kalen sucked in a breath and dread formed a cold lump in his throat. “By whom?”
 
   “My king,” she snapped.
 
   ~Traitor,~ the First hissed, and Kalen had no doubts the creature mean the Kelshite King, not the woman before him.
 
   Kalen closed his eyes, sighed his regret, and let the memories come as they would. When he opened his eyes again, he stared at his hand. “Your king has sent you and your Yadesh to your deaths,” he stated, wincing as he flexed his hand. The names of those he didn’t want to remember taunted him, and he ruthlessly shoved them aside, although he didn’t deny the events that had caused him so much pain.
 
   The other Knight had smiled grimly as Kalen’s bones broke beneath the ministrations of the Danarite Blood Priest. It had been their greed to bring about his sire’s end that had saved his life and prevented the two who had tortured him from learning the truth of the Rift King’s line of succession. Kalen shuddered.
 
   ~Truth,~ Relas reported, her tone coldly neutral.
 
   “He wouldn’t.” Rage twisted Tala’s expression, her eyes glinting with a fierceness Kalen appreciated.
 
   No one wanted to believe ill of their king—unless, of course, their king was him.
 
   ~Truth,~ the First murmured to him.
 
   “You’ll have to learn that for yourself, then” he hissed between clenched teeth. Arguing with her wasn’t doing him any good; his headache intensified each time she opened her mouth in disbelief of his words, regardless of her Yadesh’s acknowledgment of the truth. “It may prove a most painful lesson.”
 
   “And what would you know about it, Rifter?”
 
   “A lot more than you’d like.” The weight of who and what he was settled over him. All Rift Kings knew more than they should, more than any man should be forced to carry. He wanted to throw it all away.
 
   Had the same poisonous thoughts plagued his predecessor? Had the weariness of enduring so much knowledge and hatred stilled the former Rift King’s hands in the moment before his death?
 
   The First sighed in Kalen’s head. ~Truth.~
 
   “Explain yourself,” Tala demanded.
 
   The thunder intensified, and the ground lurched beneath Honey. His mare squealed, whirling around. Kalen yelped and swayed in the saddle, but he grabbed hold of Honey’s mane to steady his seat despite the stabbing pain in his head. Once again, the First’s presence surged through him, and it spoke through him. “It’s here.”
 
   “What’s here?” Tala whispered.
 
   ~Something evil,~ Relas said, and the Yadesh shuddered. ~It’s so close I can smell it.~
 
   “What does it smell like?” Tala asked in alarm.
 
   ~Rot. Death.~
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Darkness surged through the forest and the trees crumbled beneath the onslaught. Kalen initially believed it a flood, but the waters were black and far more viscous than any river he’d ever seen before. It carved a path through the woods and putrid smoke rose in its wake.
 
   “Oh Lady of Light, what is that?” Tala clapped her hand over her mouth.
 
   Kalen shuddered at the stench of rot assaulting his nose. Honey squealed, backing away from the flood with her ears back and her head held high in her alarm. A shudder ripped through him. Unable to answer the woman, he focused all of his attention on the waters. It tore through the trees, felling them as it passed. Waves crashed against the ground and boiled through the soil, digging deeper as it plowed through the landscape.
 
   It thundered west, moving as fast as a cantering horse.
 
   “What’s in that direction?” Kalen asked.
 
   Neither Tala nor the Yadesh answered him. When he looked at them, both stared at the newly formed river as unmoving as statues.
 
   “Are there any towns that way?” he demanded, nudging Honey into bumping shoulders with the Yadesh. Relas flinched.
 
   Tala’s face paled to white. “I don’t know.”
 
   ~I believe there is a village,~ Relas said, shuddering.
 
   Kalen winced, not wanting to know what would happen to anyone caught in the destruction he beheld. The black waters flowed faster than he dared to ride. Honey could easily outrun the flood, but he would slow them down. Without him, his mare could guide the Knight and Yadesh back to him—or to his Guardians. At the thought of them, his annoyance spiked. Theirs were names he could live without. Why did he have to remember everything else so clearly?
 
   Still, if he could force the Knight to them, his Guardians might be able to learn more about what Kelsh intended.
 
   “I can’t ride so fast,” he announced, sliding down from Honey’s back. He gritted his teeth through the painful movements of loosening his mare’s cinch. With a grunt, he dumped the saddle onto the ground. He likewise removed her reined halter before stroking her golden nose. “I will send her with you. Without me in the way, she will run swifter than the wind.”
 
   “What do you mean to do?” the Knight demanded.
 
   “I intend to follow on foot. I will be fine. Your responsibility is to your people, is it not? My horse will go with you.” Kalen rubbed at his brow. More names he didn’t want to remember, for they bound him to his responsibilities, filtered through his headache. “I suggest, once you have helped your people, you find Ferethian.”
 
   Tala gaped at him for a long moment before asking, “Ferethian?”
 
   Would the Knight cooperate with him if he told her she was to find another one of his horses? Kalen doubted it. Considering his words carefully, he pointed at the smoking ruins of the forest. “There are people who need to know about this. People who know what happened to Morinvale. They may need your aid, Knight. You have your duty.”
 
   ~He speaks truth,~ Relas said hesitantly.
 
   “You can run that fast, Relas?”
 
   ~With ease, Rifter.~
 
   “Honey,” he murmured to catch his mare’s attention. She snorted at him, shoving her nose against his chest. “Take them to Ferethian.”
 
   Both of her small, elegant ears turned back, and she snorted her disagreement. Kalen soothed her with calming noises and strokes. He almost laughed at his mare’s equine argument with his wish, and at her eerie understanding of what he wanted of her.
 
   “Honey,” he scolded. His mare sighed, turning her head to stare at the Yadesh and Knight. When Honey snorted, it was so full of disgust he did laugh. “Honey, herd to Ferethian,” he ordered, slapping her on her hindquarters, wincing at the pain it caused.
 
   Honey stared at him before sighing again.
 
   ~She doesn’t wish to go,~ Relas said.
 
   “I’m aware, Relas. But we all must do things we don’t wish to do. I need her to take you to Ferethian. You need to help your people. I would slow you down far too much.”
 
   “I’m a Knight, not a messenger, Rifter.”
 
   “I’m aware, Knight.”
 
   Tala scowled.
 
   Relas snorted and glowered at her Knight. ~Is there anything you would like us to tell Ferethian?~
 
   He considered, staring at the flood. Perhaps it was his annoyance with the Guardians or his shortened temper from being in pain, but he said, “Actually, yes. There is. There should be a tall man with Ferethian. Please inform him that if he touches my boots again, I will beat him senseless with them.”
 
   Both Knight and Yadesh blinked at him. ~A tall man. There are many tall men. How will I know which one?~
 
   The anger flowed out of him when he considered how his Guardians would react to Honey’s arrival without her tack—or him. “There are no men as tall as him there that I know of. When he sees Honey, he’ll worry, as will those with him.”
 
   “Because you’re supposed to be with her?”
 
   Kalen scowled. How much did he dare tell the woman? He settled on an obscure warning on her reception; the Kelshites would have to endure his Guardians’s reactions. “Because you are with her, and you are a Knight. Now go. Ride fast and well. You’re running out of time.”
 
   ~Stay safe, Kalen of the Rift.~
 
   “Ride swift and well.”
 
   Honey made a low, sad sound, but after a final pet and another command, his mare wheeled and charged westward, following the path of destruction. With a startled snort, Relas scrambled to follow after his mare.
 
   He was pleased when the Yadesh struggled to catch up with his Honey.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Kalen waited until Honey was out of sight along with the Yadesh and her Knight. Waiting for five minutes tore at his patience, and he counted the seconds. The First’s unease intensified as the time crawled by.
 
   The dark flood showed no sign of abating. If anything, its intensity and viscosity grew as it devoured more of the forest. Careful to breathe out of his mouth, Kalen stepped closer to the black river.
 
   The thick fluid steamed, and where it touched the banks of the riverbed it had forged, it smoked. The grass turned black on the banks, melting away into a syrupy ooze to join the flow. Dirt boiled away, exposing rocks beneath, which in turn bubbled and liquefied.
 
   “Hellfires.”
 
   Whatever the fluid was, it devastated everything in its path, adding to its bulk before moving on. He shuddered, careful to keep away from the disintegrating shoreline. To his relief, it didn’t seem sentient, ignoring him as though he weren’t there. After considering how little time it took for the liquid to eat through rock, he didn’t want to know what would happen if it touched him.
 
   All he could do was hope Honey and Relas were fast enough to avoid the black waters. Had he made a mistake in sending his mare with the Knight? It was too late to change his mind. He wouldn’t, though—he couldn’t. While the Kelshites weren’t his people, he couldn’t let an entire village be wiped out without at least trying to do something about it. He sighed.
 
   Without the Knight, Yadesh, or his mare, he needed a plan. Wandering around Kelsh wouldn’t do him any good. He considered heading west back to the Rift where he belonged. The walk would be long, but he could leave Kelsh and Danar to squabble. It wasn’t his responsibility to mediate between them—not yet.
 
   He’d already spent half of his life trying to put an end to their feud. If he were wise, he’d let them destroy each other. Unfortunately, if he did that, a lot of innocent people would die—a price he wasn’t willing to pay.
 
   As he considered the problem, the pain in his head intensified. The names that had eluded him rattled about in his skull, refusing to give him any peace. If he returned to the Rift, he could probably dodge his Guardians for at least a month before they managed to track him down.
 
   If, of course, he could keep out of trouble—and find someone to deal with his hand. His fingers twitched from the incessant, throbbing ache.
 
   “Your Majesty?”
 
   His surprise and alarm spurred Kalen into spinning around to face the woman. It wasn’t until after he had moved that he realized he recognized her. A wave of nausea and dizziness slammed into him, and his knees buckled. He fell hard, landing on his back with his legs folded beneath him. The canopy above spun around him in gut-wrenching circles.
 
   ~Move!~ the First shrieked in his head. The pain of the mindvoice blinded him.
 
   Something cold and wet engulfed his hand before he could obey. It slithered around his wrist. Numbness spread where it touched. Jerking away freed him, but not before ice stabbed at his arm.
 
   “Your Majesty!” Alarm turned the woman’s voice shrill.
 
   ~Witch,~ the First growled.
 
   With that one word, Kalen was able to dredge the woman’s name from his hazy memories. “Crysallis.”
 
   Forgetting wasn’t possible, and the reality of it disappointed him. Without the burden of his past and of the names he wanted to leave behind, disappearing would’ve been possible.
 
   Crysallis stood over him, her hands braced on her hips as she stared down at him. “What have you done to yourself this time?” Her wrinkled and somehow ageless face twisted into a disapproving scowl. Her gaze drifted to his side, and she sighed. “Now you’ve done it.” She knelt gracefully, reaching out to take hold of his wrist.
 
   The pressure of her fingers against his arm hurt so much Kalen couldn’t breathe, let alone scream.
 
   “Did you break it again?”
 
   “That hurts,” he rasped.
 
   “Maybe you’ll learn this time. It’ll hurt more tomorrow, Your Majesty. You should be more careful.”
 
   Kalen scowled at her repeated use of his title. Yanking his arm free from her hold, he held his hand up and stared at it.
 
   Stains marred his skin, as though he had dipped his entire hand in ink. Streaks of black went up his arm. Where the marks faded, his skin was red and irritated. The last of the discoloration faded just beneath his elbow. “It’s black,” he whispered, unable to comprehend what had happened to dye his hand and arm.
 
   “You can see?” Crysallis’s eyes widened. Capturing his arm with both of her hands, she kneaded at his forearm with her thumbs. “Does this hurt?”
 
   The spot she rubbed remained numb. He shook his head and regretted it as stabs of pain ran down his neck and spine. “It’s numb.”
 
   “Numb?” the witch sounded startled. She inched her way down his arm. When she reached his wrist, he flinched.
 
   “That hurts.”
 
   Crysallis lightened the pressure on his wrist and touched several more places on his palm and fingers while he dutifully reported when she inflicted pain on him. “I’m going to have to splint your hand before you really damage it. I don’t think any bones are broken yet, but I can’t promise how long that’ll last for.”
 
   “Wonderful,” he muttered, stretching his fingers.
 
   “What happened? You’ve got some new bruises.” Before he could stop her, Crysallis trailed her fingertips near his right ear.
 
   Kalen lurched upright with a wince. He rubbed at the back of his head, which was tender to the touch. “Can we not talk about that?”
 
   “Your Majesty,” Crysallis rebuked, glaring at him. “That is not wise.”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   “Of course you don’t. You’re going to insist on being stubborn until I annoy you into telling me what happened. You’ll tell me as you always do, but it may be wise if you tell me without such an argument.” She gestured to the black flood behind him. “There are more pressing matters.”
 
   “What is that?” He gingerly turned to face the flood. A trail of scorched grass led to the bubbling shore.
 
   “It’s a swarm.” Crysallis sighed, shaking her head. Her expression was troubled.
 
   “A swarm of what?”
 
   “Skreed.”
 
   “That’s not how skreed were described to me,” he said through clenched teeth.
 
   “Those were adult skreed, Your Majesty. These are the babies.”
 
   Kalen rubbed at his brow as he tried to make sense of what the witch was telling him. How could black ooze be a baby anything? “I’ll take your word for it.”
 
   “So what happened?”
 
   Scowling at the woman, he tried to think of the best way to tell her the truth without damaging his already thrashed pride. He sighed and said, “I fell.”
 
   “You fell.”
 
   “I fell,” he confirmed, ignoring the question in her statement.
 
   “You fell from what? How?” Crysallis stared at him, her eyes narrowing. When he didn’t reply, she asked, “Where is Honey? Was she not supposed to be with you?”
 
   “I sent her to Ferethian.”
 
   “And why are you not with her heading to Ferethian?”
 
   “I sent her ahead with a Kelshite Knight. The woman had been ordered to go to Morinvale. I would’ve slowed them both down.” Kalen pointed at the flood before shrugging. “I thought their haste was more important.”
 
   “You met a Knight. You sent Honey with a Knight? After…?”
 
   Kalen balled his hand into a fist. “Yes, I did. It seems there is a village or town in the swarm’s path. I would’ve slowed them down at best.” At worst, he would’ve fallen again.
 
   With a long and heavy sigh, Crysallis slumped down next to him. “They won’t make it, not in time.”
 
   While the witch’s declaration didn’t surprise him, Kalen winced at her emotionless tone. He could trust Honey to keep herself safe, leaving him to worry about the Knight and her Yadesh. “I was hoping that would not be the case.”
 
   “At least your Honey is wiser than you are. She will avoid the swarm. Horses do not like the taint.”
 
   “Taint?”
 
   Crysallis grabbed his hand, running the tips of her fingers over his blackened skin. “These marks are called taint. In the past, men afflicted as you have been would be in a great deal of pain.”
 
   “Men? And what of the women?”
 
   “It is far less of a burden for women, Your Majesty, so do not be alarmed. Of course, most would die from the amount of taint staining your arm. I am unable to purify it. But if you haven’t died yet, I do not think you will.”
 
   “Why am I always alarmed at your knowledge, Crysallis?”
 
   “Because you are wise.”
 
   Kalen snorted. “I don’t feel very wise right now. What are you doing here, anyway?”
 
   “I promised that I would return you within three days, Your Majesty.”
 
   He considered the witch’s words, finally nodding to acknowledge what she had said. In a way, he was relieved none of his Guardians had chased after him. But why the witch on foot?
 
   They weren’t bound, not like he was tied to his Guardians. How had she found him? Instead of asking, Kalen sighed and got to his feet, grimacing as his head spun. When he managed to stay upright, he straightened and drew several long, deep breaths. “Let’s go, then.”
 
   When Crysallis rose to her feet, he noticed how she kept close enough to him where she could catch him if he fell. He pretended not to notice.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Breton struggled with his desire to turn Perin around and ride back towards the ruined camp; the mercenary company crawled, slow enough that he could’ve dismounted and walked without falling too far behind. Each step took him farther from where he wanted to be, chasing after his wayward Rift King.
 
   He wasn’t the only one falling prey to nervous energy and unease. Maiten rode his gelding in a tight circle, muttering curses in several languages.
 
   Trying to ignore his friend’s antics, Breton settled in the saddle and watched the winding line of horses and men curving through the forest. “You’ve known Delaven’s dam a long time, haven’t you?”
 
   Maiten scowled. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   “And I’d rather be going after Kalen right now. Talk.” When Perin put his ears back, Breton forced himself to ease his white-knuckled grip on the reins. “All things considered, I think it’s important to know what I’m facing with him.”
 
   “His Majesty will throw me into the deeps if he finds out I told you.”
 
   “He isn’t going to find out, not from me,” Breton swore in a quiet voice.
 
   Maiten sighed. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”
 
   “No, I’m not. Who is Delaven’s dam?”
 
   Maiten broke away from the line, halting out of earshot of the mercenaries before waving his hand in a beckoning gesture. Breton joined him, brows arched at his friend’s caution. “Is this necessary?”
 
   “Yes, it is. I shouldn’t be telling you this. He’ll kill us both.” Maiten shuddered.
 
   “He’s not Arik.”
 
   “And bless the ancestors that he isn’t. Fine, fine. But so help me, Breton, if you say a word of this…”
 
   “I swear on my honor I will not speak of it to anyone, unless Kalen tells me to,” he replied.
 
   Maiten sighed again, warily looking around for any who might be listening. “It began about a week after His Majesty killed Arik.”
 
   Worry battled with his curiosity, and Breton waited in silence for his friend to continue. As the moments slipped into minutes, he fretted over whether or not Maiten would finish telling him about the young Mithrian’s dam. It gave him too much time to think on the past—and the several unpleasant, fitful weeks where all he could do was sit and wait to find out what would become of his foal.
 
   Maiten alone held the answers; if the Rift King remembered what had happened in the days following Arik’s death, he never spoke of them.
 
   Finally, Maiten whispered, “She was a Wanderer, Mithrian-born. Her caravan was waylaid by Danarites on the fringe of the Rift. She, along with several other women, were taken by the Danarites.”
 
   Breton’s eyes widened. “They attacked a caravan of Wanderers? What were they thinking?”
 
   “They thought they could get away with it. They tried their luck hiding in the Upper Reaches so other Wanderer groups wouldn’t find out what they had done.” Shaking his head, Maiten made a low, displeased sound. “I may as well tell you all of it, if I’m going to tell this part of it. Hellfires, Breton. If I had known then what I know now, I would’ve killed Arik myself.”
 
   While Breton winced at the vehemence of Maiten’s tone, he couldn’t disagree. What would have changed if he had killed Arik instead, or if Maiten had? What would have happened if someone other than the foal he had tried to raise as his own had killed the Rift King?
 
   Would either of them have been able to survive as long as Kalen had? There were days when he no longer recognized the colt he’d brought down into the Rift. Violence trailed after all of the Rift Kings, but Kalen had embraced it like none other before him. When Maiten had been chosen to accompany the new Rift King, Breton had thought he’d never see his friend again.
 
   “What happened?” he whispered.
 
   “He ran Tavener and Horasian as hard as he could without killing them, all the way into the Upper Reaches. I think he was more concerned for the horses than he was for me.” Maiten’s laugh was strained. “I don’t know what drove him, but he didn’t stop until we reached the top a week later.”
 
   “You made it to the top in a week?”
 
   “Don’t sound so shocked, we did it getting here, didn’t we?”
 
   Breton scowled and remained silent. They had done the ride in a week and a day. He’d done it riding injured. But how had Kalen managed? While Tavener had claimed him, stallions weren’t easy to control. Perin and Horasian hadn’t fought either one of them much, at least not in the way Tavener had tried to establish his dominance over the new Rift King.
 
   Breton still wasn’t sure of the exact circumstances of his foal losing his arm, and he wasn’t brave enough to ask. He, like all of the others, had accepted it as the price of being the Rift King, questioning it no further. “Go on,” he said when Maiten didn’t speak for several minutes.
 
   “His Majesty found the Danarites. By the time we arrived, they had killed all but one of the women. It took one look for him to lose control. Just one. He ascended and tore them to shreds. He was brutal and merciless.” Maiten’s hands balled into fists. “When only the woman remained, Tavener went to him and he changed back—without his arm. The price of his power.” The red-haired Guardian bowed his head with a shudder.
 
   Breton swallowed. “What do you mean by ascended, Maiten? Like in Morinvale?”
 
   With a bitter laugh, his friend shook his head. “Him in Morinvale? That was nothing. Nothing. In full, old friend. He ascended in full. Arik never had, not like Kalen, and I don’t think he ever could. He was the true and proper Rift King within his first month, and I swore not to speak of it. He asked me not to. He understood our traditions and didn’t want to break them. Where Arik was a black, terrible thing, Kalen…” Maiten swallowed, staring down at his gelding’s neck. “I sometimes wish you could have seen him, Breton. He was so beautiful. Vicious, dangerous, and terrifying, but beautiful.”
 
   Breton remembered Morinvale and the Rift King’s golden arm. Instead of flesh, his scaled hide had been tufted with fur, partnered with curved talons better fit for a hawk than a man. “And Delaven’s dam?”
 
   “She adored him and the thing he had become to save her. I can’t blame her. Do you remember Arik’s ascension, such as it was?”
 
   A shudder tore through Breton. “I remember.”
 
   Arik’s transformation had never been complete, resulting in a twisted, bent creature with a black, oozing hide. In a way, the former Rift King had resembled a skreed, but with a more human body and a man’s face.
 
   “Sometimes it frightens me when all I can remember of it was how wonderful he was even as he ripped the Danarites to shreds. That’s when he lost his arm. There was no pain with its loss. It was just gone when he once again became human. He was a sun in glory, gold and white.”
 
   Breton straightened at his memory of the white, gold, and blue creature the skreed had desired, the one it had named Eldest. Had it meant Kalen when ascended? Was that possible? The possibility chilled him. The mark the skreed had branded into him still ached sometimes, ensuring he couldn’t forget about when he had first met one within the Rift. Shivering, he turned the conversation away from what his foal had become to the Mithrian woman by asking, “How did she become an Akakashani?”
 
   “I’m not really sure. When they talked, it was in Kelshite, and they spoke too quickly for me to understand. She told him what happened, that the Danarites had claimed them to become their mates.” Maiten’s expression and tone darkened. “They killed them afterwards, when they didn’t prove to be with child. They were saving her for last.”
 
   Breton sucked in a breath. There wasn’t a word in the Rifter language for what the Danarites had done to the women, so he said in Kelshite, “They raped them.”
 
   “That’s the word His Majesty used. He didn’t tell me what it meant.”
 
   How could Breton explain the concept of rape to someone who admired, respected, and loved women? He wasn’t sure how, so he shook his head in denial. He froze, his eyes widening when he realized that his foal had purposefully kept Maiten away from places where rape was an open secret, including Kelsh. While rape existed in Mithrias, it was a secret shame for both men and women, and not discussed in casual conversation. “He spoke to you in the month you two were gone? Why didn’t you say something?”
 
   “He spoke very little to me. Hellfires, Breton. I wasn’t going to try my luck with him like that. He was as likely to kill me as not. I was the only Guardian with him. I had no hope of containing him if he lashed out. When he spoke to me, I did what he asked of me and was grateful he didn’t turn on me. But I guess I wasn’t at much risk, was I? He was never as violent as Arik. He did only what was necessary.” Maiten sighed. “He didn’t want me there for my conversation and wit, I presume. I don’t know why he picked me. Most of the time, he spoke to her. He didn’t really need me at all.”
 
   “That is not how I imagined it went,” Breton admitted after thinking over his friend’s words. In his nightmares, the Rift King remained on the edge of violence, controlled only by his Guardian’s interference. “He didn’t speak much after you two returned either.”
 
   “I don’t know how much he remembers of it. By the time he returned to Blind Mare Run, he was subdued. There were quite a few attempts on his life in the Lower Reaches. And of course he wouldn’t let me discourage the thrice-blasted fools.” Maiten scowled and he shook his head. “No more, though. I’m done watching him try to protect himself. No one ever needed to be protected from him. He’s always been the victim, and we’ve done nothing but watch.”
 
   “I understand. But perhaps we need to think about how best to do that so he doesn’t get too angry with us again,” Breton replied in as soothing a tone as he could. If they hadn’t smothered him, Kalen wouldn’t be separated from them. Guilt tightened his throat and chest. “We’ll do better this time.”
 
   “It’s strange, Breton,” Maiten admitted in a quiet voice.
 
   “What’s strange?”
 
   “He’s changed everything. Right from the beginning, he was changing things. He was an outsider who became our King, who defied the odds, and who refused to die. He changed his new Akakashani from someone afraid to someone determined to repay her debt to him in any way possible. When she left, she said she would go to Mithrias, where she had been born. He gave me to her and ordered me to visit at least every other year, more often if my duties allowed. And so he created a Mithrian Akakashani. If Delaven’s here, she knows. She must. She’s cunning. Hellfires, Breton, she probably goaded him into making a run for it, knowing he’d pick Silvereye’s company. People are pawns in every game she plays—and all for His Majesty. She doesn’t report half of what she should to him.”
 
   Breton stared at his friend, sighed, and said, “You never ramble this much. What are you really trying to tell me?”
 
   “If Delaven is here, it’s because she means for him to be here. And, blast her to the deeps, she probably knows I would be in the thick of it.” Maiten laughed, shaking his head, his expression softening to one of admiration. “That woman never ceases to amaze me.”
 
   “You like her.”
 
   Maiten snorted. “Of course I like her, just as I like all of her sons and daughters.”
 
   Like wasn’t a strong enough word for the strength of pride in his friend’s voice, but Breton pretended he didn’t hear it. “You know them? I hadn’t thought you’d met Delaven before.”
 
   Fidgeting in the saddle, Maiten twisted his reins in his hands before sighing and shaking his head. “I haven’t met him or his siblings, not directly. Their dam thought it wise. Kept telling me if they met me, they’d come running to the Rift and leave her before they were true men and women.” When his friend smiled, it surprised Breton. “I don’t mind. It makes sense. I’m never sure if I’ll make it back to her, and she knows it. She complains bitterly that they’ve all inherited my urge to roam.”
 
   “They’re your foals,” Breton whispered. “All of them, aren’t they?”
 
   “Look at me, Breton. The moment I decided I would accept the mantle of Guardian, I believed I lost the right to have any foal call me Father.” Maiten leaned forward, patting his gelding’s arched neck. “You amazed me when you brought a child into the Rift, you know. Of all of us, I never thought you would be the one who would try to break our tradition. But you were right. Being a Guardian doesn’t mean I can’t raise foals of my own. When they are old enough to leave their dam’s care, it’ll be my turn with them. But I’m not going to take her foals away from her when they might not be able to return to her. That was something we decided together.”
 
   “You’ve put a lot of thought into this.”
 
   “Of course I have. I’d court mate with her if I could,” his friend admitted in a soft, sad voice.
 
   “Why can’t you?”
 
   Maiten snorted. “Can you imagine His Majesty’s reaction if I asked for a pair of serpents? He’d either demand I bring her to the Rift or exile me to Mithrias to be a proper mate. I’m a Guardian above all—his Guardian. And she, above all, is his Akakashani. We have our duties.”
 
   “But would she accept a serpent?” When his friend blushed, Breton laughed, reached over, and slapped the other Guardian’s shoulder. “The Rift will be bereft of your skills, friend.”
 
   “They already are,” Maiten replied with a smug smile. “I am very careful to ensure I’m too busy to accept the affections of our mares. I will not repay her loyalty by straying from her nest.”
 
   “Nest?”
 
   “What else do you call the home of a woman who keeps six kingmakers as pets?”
 
   Breton’s mouth dropped open, but he couldn’t find a single word to say. No one kept kingmakers as pets within the Rift. A single bite from an adult ensured death, with one exception: the Rift King.
 
   “Madness,” he stammered.
 
   “Which one? Her, or him for giving them to her? With them defending her nest, I’ve no worries for her.”
 
   “They’re kingmakers, Maiten!”
 
   “So they are. Lethal and beautiful, just like her, really.”
 
   Breton rubbed at his brow, unable to believe what he was hearing. Of all of the things he had expected from the conversation, his friend besotted with a Mithrian Akakashani and her serpents hadn’t been among them. “So what do we do about Delaven?”
 
   “I should tan his hide for leaving his dam. If he’s anything like her, and I daresay his sire, he’ll do anything in his power to get what he wants, so we may as well surrender now and cooperate.” Maiten reached down, patting Gorishitorik. “You’re here and so is the sword. There’s no reason we can’t make him into a Guardian. Best of all, should we, he’ll bring His Majesty right back to us in a hurry.”
 
   Breton pinched the bridge of his nose. “Are you trying to convince my foal to kill us both?”
 
   “Don’t lie, you’re worried about him. This will simply encourage him to come back a little faster.”
 
   “I’d rather he have at least some caution returning to us!”
 
   “Him? Caution? Breton, old friend, think about who we are speaking about here. You’re asking the impossible. At least this solves several problems. First, he won’t wander any which way he wants if he’s trying to figure out what’s happening to him. You know how strong the pull is when a Guardian is made. We’ll have no problems convincing Delaven to stay with us. He’ll make a fine Guardian, too. Second, His Majesty needs someone loyal to him first and above all. We’re loyal, but I was made under Arik’s shadow, and you were made under Nerisan’s.”
 
   Breton stiffened, scowling at Maiten. “He has had no need for other Guardians.”
 
   “I know, I know. He uses us masterfully, protecting us far better than he protects himself. But that will change. It must change.” With narrowed eyes, Maiten turned Horasian and glowered in the swarm’s direction. “He means to Ride, my friend. I’m certain of it. And when he does, we must protect him from those who don’t honor the Code, guarding him as we should have all along.”
 
   “I don’t need you to tell me that.”
 
   “Then we’re agreed? His Majesty will come. We have you, his sword, and his new Guardian.”
 
   “You are a little too eager for this, Maiten. Isn’t your Mithrian mare going to murder you should His Majesty fail to?”
 
   “She’ll forgive me.”
 
   “How are you so sure of that?”
 
   Maiten leaned towards him and whispered, “It’s in her best interests. Think about it, she became an Akakashani to pay back a debt to His Majesty. Who better to protect him than her own colt? She’ll be more than pleased. I’ve been trying to decide if I should tell you or not, but I guess there’s no harm in sharing this with you, seeing how much I’ve told you already. She’s His Majesty’s most valuable Akakashani.”
 
   “Any Mithrian Akakashani is surely valuable,” he replied doubtfully, pausing a moment to consider Maiten’s enthusiasm. “What makes her special?”
 
   With a smile that widened to a full-fledged grin, Maiten replied, “She made herself into a Shadow Captain.”
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Breton wanted nothing more than to find a quiet place to lie down and sleep, if only to delay having to approach Captain Silvereye about Maiten’s foal. While he was convinced making Delaven into a Guardian was wise, he couldn’t bring himself to make the offer to the boy without speaking to the Crimson Eye’s captain first.
 
   Once he took up Gorishitorik and committed himself to performing the ritual, there was no turning back or reversing it. He hoped he wouldn’t regret his decision to go along with Maiten’s plan. While Breton wanted Kalen to have Guardians loyal to him first and above all, what price would they pay for choosing an Akakashani’s foal?
 
   Glaring at Maiten wasn’t going to solve any of his problems, either. With a heavy sigh, he nudged Perin into a canter, riding alongside the company in search of Captain Silvereye. He found the Mithrian sitting on his horse at the top of a knoll, looking out over the landscape.
 
   “Captain, could I have a moment?” he asked, reining Perin in at a respectful distance. When the Mithrian waved a hand in an accepting gesture, Breton nudged his horse closer. “There is something I would like to ask of you.”
 
   “I’ve heard confirmation that your king has, once again, vanished from our keeping. Does what you wish to ask of me relate to that, perhaps?”
 
   “It does, Captain.”
 
   “You don’t seem alarmed, Guardian. Why is this?”
 
   “His Majesty is in no danger. Our witch has gone to retrieve him for us. All things considered, I felt it wise that most of us Guardians remain with the company.” Breton straightened, careful to meet the captain’s steady gaze without flinching away. “That said, I would like to propose something to ensure they are able to find us.”
 
   Captain Silvereye narrowed his eyes. “Would you please explain why he is not with us?”
 
   “Unfortunately, luck and circumstances outside of our control, Captain. His Majesty has been recovering well and bristling under the necessary restrictions. In order to preserve his temper, Guardian Maiten took him for a walk to see the horses. There was no way of knowing the swarm would come. In the chaos, he was separated from us.” When the Mithrian’s posture relaxed, Breton averted his eyes and tangled his fingers in Perin’s mane.
 
   The explosion he expected didn’t come. Instead, Silvereye stood in the stirrups and shouted, “Company, halt! We camp here for the night.”
 
   The change in the mercenaries was immediate. The careful lines of riders and wagons split, spreading out to circle the knoll. Breton watched as horses were cared for and unsaddled and tents popped up in neat rows. There didn’t appear to be any coordination between the men and women, but it didn’t take long for the line transformed into a duplicate of the camp they had left behind earlier in the day.
 
   “Let me guess, he ended up on the wrong side of the destruction?” Silvereye sighed. “There truly should be limits on the poor luck one person suffers through.”
 
   “So it seems. I would like to make a proposal.”
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   Breton swallowed, braced himself, and said, “I would like to subjugate one of your mercenaries and turn him into a Guardian.”
 
   Captain Silvereye’s only reaction was the slight widening of his eyes. For several more minutes, they watched the mercenaries, and it took every bit of Breton’s patience and will not to fidget while he waited for the Mithrian to respond. The captain reminded him of when Kalen faced a particularly difficult problem with no easy solution. So Breton sat still and quiet while waiting.
 
   “I can almost understand why so many want you Rifters to stay in your canyons. Wherever you go, you bring change and chaos. You challenge things by doing exactly what you want and nothing else. I should’ve known the Rift King’s men would be similar to the one they serve. I can’t have you drawn and quartered, however tempting that might be. It’s usually considered a crime to try to hire away men from a loyalty company such as mine, Guardian. But you Rifters have taught me a few things in the past few weeks. You always do something for a reason. Explain yourself, Guardian. Which one of my men do you want and why?”
 
   “The boy named Delavan is the one we want. He’s Rifter-born.”
 
   “We of Mithrias do not care about the circumstances of a man’s birth.”
 
   Breton lifted his hands up in a gesture of surrender. “I’m aware, Captain. Considering the nature of a Guardian’s duties, however, someone with a Rift bloodline is ideal.”
 
   Captain Silvereye’s expression hardened. “And you have reason to think one of my men would be loyal to the Rift King?”
 
   Matching the Mithrian’s cold tone, Breton replied, “I think he could serve as a very valuable liaison between you and us. Loyal to the Rift King, yes, but with bias towards your company. It’s a risk on both of our parts. Should you decide to turn against the Rift, however, I think one man’s loyalty will be the least of your concerns.”
 
   “No, I expect His Majesty is reason enough for me to worry. I’m well aware of the ramifications if the Rift made drastic shift in its political stance. There are many kingdoms outside of the Six who would immediately fall under the Rift’s guidance. The Rift King has forged many alliances, should he wish to use them.”
 
   Breton winced but couldn’t dispute the Mithrian’s claim. The Rift King was many things, but he took care with the missives he wrote, with his Akakashani, and with forming relationships with those in power. Danar and Kelsh were the real exceptions. Some disliked his direct approach, his willingness to take risks and make educated guesses, and his disregard for certain protocols, but many did respect the Rift King’s intellect.
 
   “Delaven, is it? Isn’t he a bit young?”
 
   “Not much younger than when His Majesty became the Rift King.” Breton shrugged, shook his head, and stared over the camp. While the line of mercenaries continued to stretch through the light woods, the camp grew more established as the men and women joined forces to set up tents, clear space, and picket the horses. Some gathered wood from the forest for fires, others took to their horses, armed with bows to go on the hunt, while others secured the tents. Patrols scouted around the fringes of the camp, both on foot and on horseback.
 
   Captain Silvereye asked, “What caught your eye about him?”
 
   Breton shook his head. “He approached us. He was raised with a very healthy respect of the Rift, and rumors of His Majesty’s presence in the camp brought him to us. We did not initiate contact with him, I assure you. But, considering the current state of affairs and what has happened to Morinvale, I am uncomfortable with only four Guardians here. A fifth could prove useful for us, and for you as well.”
 
   “I do not mean any offense to you or your fellow Guardians, Breton, but in war, five men can’t hope to protect one. You Rifters are inexperienced. Black hands exist, and once other companies learn that the Rift King has left the safety of his canyons, they will try to kill him.” Captain Silvereye gestured to the camp below. “It takes one traitor to cost a man his life. While the Crimson Eye is a loyalty company, I have no way of knowing if there are traitors in my midst. There likely are. Those who remain are the best in Mithrias, which is why they’re still hidden among my men and women. It is a constant worry among companies.”
 
   “We are unaccustomed to protecting His Majesty,” Breton agreed, watching the mercenaries as they finished establishing the camp. When the Mithrian remained silent, he sighed. “It is the way of our people for the Rift King to protect himself and prove he is worthy of his rank. He has done well for himself.”
 
   “That must change, if you want him to remain alive long enough to return to the Rift. In war, rules are seldom followed. The Covenant? It is a thing for rulers, not for warriors. Wars are not won and lost by papers on a desk, but on the battlefield. You will kill your king if you do not adapt for the realities of what is to come. Not even the Rift King can stop the war between Danar and Kelsh, though his efforts have been admirable. Too many want this war.”
 
   The truth of the captain’s words stung, and Breton forced himself to nod his acknowledgment of the warning. “Perhaps that is why he has come. The sword speaks when the diplomacy of the quill fails.”
 
   “And that is no fault of his. I respect his efforts. His predecessor was not nearly so determined. My opinion is that war would have happened long ago if it hadn’t been for his work and his support of the Covenant. But now that his words have failed, what will he do?”
 
   Breton’s laugh was strained. “Whatever he wants, Captain Silvereye.”
 
   “I will consider giving Delaven to you. But it seems fair to have you Rifters make it worth my while. How can this arrangement benefit me and my company?”
 
   There were so many things Breton could say, but all of them hinged on one single thought. With a frown, Breton twisted in the saddle to face west. “I think that depends on how far we’re willing to bend the Covenant, Captain. It also depends on whether or not we can convince His Majesty to agree.” Shaking his head, he settled back in the saddle. “I never thought I’d have this conversation with anyone. The Covenant has been a sacred traditional among us.”
 
   “It’s a prison for an entire people. Your people. Worse still, you allow it to cage you.” Captain Silvereye snorted, his expression twisting in a scowl. “I always wondered why you Rifters tolerate such a disgrace.”
 
   Anger surged through Breton. He took several deep breaths before replying in as calm of a voice as he could manage, “Disgrace, Captain? Within our archives is a record of all of the Kingdoms since right after the Covenant’s formation, stretching back almost a thousand years. Within our archives are records of countless wars averted and lives spared because we used the diplomacy of the quill so others did not have to speak with their swords. Within our archives are records of alliances forged, inevitable wars, and the words of kings and queens otherwise lost to time. Our cage is our honor and our pride. Our cage is ruled by a man who isn’t afraid of the diplomacy of the sword.”
 
   Balling his hands into fists, Breton set his seat, nudged Perin with his legs, and shifted his weight as his gelding obediently reared, standing on his hind hooves as still as a statue until Breton tapped his gelding once more. Perin crow hopped two steps before settling back to the ground. “You misunderstand us, Captain Silvereye. We have always known of our cage. We have not forgotten who and what we are. We do not forget that there was once a time where we left our Rift. Should the Rift Ride, Captain, our honor will be found once more by crushing our enemies beneath the hooves of our horses.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   It took over an hour for the viscous black river to pass. Kalen sat close enough to the banks that he could reach out and touch the fluid if he wanted to.
 
   He didn’t.
 
   Crysallis wasn’t so brave or foolish. Instead of testing her luck with the swarm, she perched on a fallen tree some twenty feet away and stared at him with the silent and intense scrutiny of a hunting serpent deciding how to swallow her prey. While he did his best to ignore the woman, Kalen shivered at the sensation of being watched.
 
   Perhaps it was his refusal to wear another splint or cast that had earned him her full attention, but it unnerved him almost as much as the swarm. Each time he glanced at the witch, all he could think of was Maiten’s horrified voice as he described what he had seen.
 
   It would’ve been better for him and everyone else if he couldn’t remember.
 
   ~No,~ the First whispered, its presence manifesting as a faint chill in the middle of Kalen’s skull. It numbed some of the ache in his head, alleviating the worst of the pounding. Concern dulled the creature’s typically malevolent tone.
 
   Refusing to be ignored, the First dredged up every unpleasant experience in Kalen’s life and flung the memories into the forefront of his thoughts until he was forced to acknowledge them.
 
   With a weary sigh, Kalen focused his attention on the riverbed.
 
   The black waters gradually ebbed until globs of bubbling mud remained. Remnants of black ooze wormed its way after the main mass, too tenacious to be left behind but too slow to keep pace. Gray smoke rose from the ruined forest.
 
   “You called this a swarm,” Kalen said, gesturing to the pockmarked ground.
 
   “Of skreed,” she agreed. “It’s been a thousand years or more since there has been a swarm, and it was not nearly so large.”
 
   Something about the witch’s tone caught his attention. “You speak like you’ve seen this before—that you were there. You saw it, and without hesitation, you knew what this is.”
 
   The First grumbled disapproval, though Kalen wasn’t sure what had stirred the creature’s ire.
 
   “What if I told you I had been?” Crysallis replied.
 
   Kalen considered the woman’s question, shivering once again at the memory of Maiten’s description of Crysallis’s face. “I would believe you.”
 
   The witch gaped at him before asking, “Why?”
 
   “Because I choose to.”
 
   It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t the truth either. What Maiten had seen warned him he didn’t truly understand what a witch was. If Maiten had seen bone instead of flesh as he claimed, then Kalen needed to be wary of Crysallis. It also meant he might have to believe that some strange and horrifying things were real, just like the corrosive black waters that had stained his hand black.
 
   Crysallis made a displeased sound. “That’s not much of an answer.”
 
   “It’s the only one you’re getting.”
 
   The intensity of the witch’s stare unnerved him.
 
   “So be it, Your Majesty.” Crysallis rose from her seat and approached, sinking down next to him. “Since you choose to believe me, I will tell you. I was there when the last swarm was born. I was there to witness it grow and thrive.” She paused, and the silence of the forest was unbroken. Nothing stirred, not even a single bird. “I watched it feed and change.”
 
   When the witch didn’t speak further, Kalen asked, “Change into what?”
 
   “Skreed, of course.”
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   The sun dipped towards the horizon and the surviving trees cast long shadows over the blackened ground. While the pain in his head lingered, Kalen managed to stand without vertigo flattening him. He tensed, expecting his legs to buckle beneath him. When nothing happened, he breathed out a relieved sigh.
 
   Crysallis moved in eerie silence as she rose to join him. With one hand, she seized his elbow, turning his arm so she could inspect the black splotches staining his skin. She trailed her fingers over the marks. While Kalen was aware of her touch, it didn’t hurt—or feel like anything at all.
 
   “Why aren’t you screaming from pain?” the witch asked, her tone a mixture of curiosity and annoyance.
 
   Smug satisfaction radiated from the First’s presence in Kalen’s head.
 
   “How would I know?” he retorted, pulling his arm free. “You’re the witch, not me.”
 
   “It isn’t spreading, either. Curious.”
 
   “Is it supposed to?”
 
   “During the first swarm, men who survived the initial tainting claimed the pain was worse than broken bones, all focused on the stains. It could kill from the intensity of the pain alone. Those who died in such a way ran risk of becoming a skreed. We cut the heads off those who died in such a way to ensure new skreed weren’t born. In some cases, we were too late, and the victims joined the swarm. Were you any other man, Your Majesty, I suspect you would be dead right now.”
 
   Kalen gaped at his hand. “It’s numb. Are you certain? This little can kill?”
 
   He didn’t want to believe it, but Crysallis’s expression was so serious he was forced to.
 
   “It did then.”
 
   In the failing light, Kalen regarded the blackened river bed, which still reeked of corpses. It mocked him with its presence. A chill seeped into his bones and he shivered. “You’ve mentioned men. What of the women?”
 
   Crysallis’s expression shifted to the faintest of smiles, unnerving him so much Kalen wished he hadn’t asked the question.
 
   She recaptured his hand, tracing one of the stains with a finger. “There was a time when being tainted was desirable for a woman, Your Majesty. All I can tell you are my speculations. I’ve no proof. But, the taint is how they reproduce, and women are the ones to bear young. When a woman is tainted, it heightens her fertility and desire for a mate. Those who could not before gave birth bore foals. If a man survived being tainted, it benefited him as well in the same way. Men who couldn’t sire foals, such as Breton, could.”
 
   Kalen’s mouth dropped open. Part of him wanted to rebuke the witch for speaking so casually of Breton’s inability to sire foals, but he remained silent on the matter. He swallowed several times as he fought to regain his composure. “Hellfires. You’ve mentioned men and women. What about the foals?”
 
   Crysallis shook her head, her expression distant. “A youngling could swim across a swarm’s trail without risk. It isn’t until a filly’s first bleed or when a colt is ready for his first mating that they are at risk. Nine or ten summers was normal, sometimes older, sometimes a little younger. On a foal, the stain manifests as a sooty coating on the skin. It can be washed away with water.”
 
   Kalen’s relief that the young wouldn’t be harmed was short lived as he considered the ramifications of the swarm’s existence. “Hellfires. How do we stop it?”
 
   The witch’s laughter sent shudders racing through him. When she managed to control her mirth, she replied, “Stop it? Stop it? No one can stop it.” Panic gave her words a sharp edge. “Nothing stops it.”
 
   Kalen wrinkled his nose, once again pulling free of the witch’s grip so he could gesture at the blackened riverbed. “I promise you there has been nothing like this in my lifetime, Crysallis. It was stopped before. Who did it? How?”
 
   With a heavy sigh, Crysallis shook her head. “The skreed weren’t stopped. The Danarites stole their will and imprisoned them. They were captured.”
 
   Kalen considered the swarm’s position and direction. “They’re headed to Danar?”
 
   “It’s possible, Your Majesty. Kin calls to kin. What worries me is how such a swarm came to be. It’s so much larger than what I remember.”
 
   The memory of the cellar in Morinvale chilled him. “Thrice-curse them all to the deeps. The Danarites did this on purpose. They must have meant to summon this swarm so they could end their thrice-cursed war with Kelsh.” Venting his frustration out on a rock, he kicked it across the swarm’s path. It bounced several times before coming to rest on the blackened shores. A few flashes of white flame sparked from the dissolving stone.
 
   “You know something?” the witch asked.
 
   Kalen drew a deep breath, held it until he couldn’t anymore, and released it in a sigh. “Speculations and suspicions.”
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   “You know why I believe you, Crysallis? It’s because I saw what the Danarites were doing. I saw what they were brewing in Morinvale without knowing what it would become. They sacrificed children,” he snapped, his lip curling up in a snarl.
 
   “You saw them do it?” the witch replied in alarm.
 
   “I was right in the middle of it. I think they meant to feed me to the swarm, but it didn’t work out for them. I escaped.” Kalen clenched his hand into a fist and welcomed the pain. When he could speak without growling, he said, “I fear the men and women who came to save their families became victims of the swarm.”
 
   Crysallis seized his shoulders, shaking him once. “Did you see the ritual? Do you know what they did? What did they do, Your Majesty?”
 
   Kalen blinked at the witch. The forward and backward motion triggered a wave of pain through his skull. The First hissed wordlessly, its presence surging to alleviate the worst of the pain. Through clenched teeth he said, “I saw. There were four altars. One to the north, south, east, and west. For each altar there was one host and one sacrifice.” He shuddered as he endured the ritual once again. “Four Lord Priests of Danar in crimson robes stabbed their jeweled daggers through the hearts of the hosts.”
 
   Crysallis’s grip tightened. “What of the sacrifices?”
 
   Kalen turned his head and stared into the deepening darkness, unable to force himself to say anything at all.
 
   “You were among them. You lived and the others did not,” the witch speculated.
 
   “Unfortunately,” he muttered in a bitter tone.
 
   “Those misguided fools. They’ve killed us all,” Crysallis spat.
 
   Kalen sighed, regarded the tainted scar cutting through the forest, and believed her.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Following the swarm’s path tired Kalen, but the stench of the swarm’s passage drove him as much as his growing sense of unease. Walking normally let him focus his thoughts and figure out what was bothering him. Instead of answers, he found more questions. For a moment, he considered just stopping, finding a comfortable spot on the ground, and sleeping. Crysallis stayed nearby with her witchlight hovering between them. It bathed them in its pale white glow.
 
   With patience that unnerved him, the witch waited and watched in silence.
 
   When he couldn’t bear the quiet any longer, he asked, “What is a witch?”
 
   “You ask a strange question, Your Majesty.”
 
   “I ask a strange question of a stranger person,” he countered, turning his head to level a glare in her direction. “What is a witch?”
 
   “You will not like the answer.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean I shouldn’t ask the question. There are a lot of things in my life that I do not like. You know far more than you should. I believe you spoke the truth, too. What I don’t understand is why you know what you do. Is it because you are a witch?”
 
   Crysallis frowned, meeting his gaze. She came to a halt, hugging herself as she rubbed her arms. “It is a question I would rather not answer, Your Majesty.”
 
   “I can start making guesses, Crysallis.” The threat sounded immature and impotent to him, but the witch cringed at his words. “It’s been a while since someone has made me guess at the circumstances. I’m out of practice. That’s never a good thing for someone in my position.”
 
   “I’d rather you not, Your Majesty.”
 
   “I’d rather not have to.”
 
   “Why is this so important to you?”
 
   Kalen leaned his head back to stare up at the canopy overhead. The breeze, instead of carrying the warmth of the promised summer, bit at him with the chill of winter. He adjusted his cloak on his shoulders to ward away the cold. “You are a weapon, Crysallis. You are my weapon. How can I use you if I do not know what you are capable of?”
 
   “Your Majesty!” The fear in Crysallis’s voice drew Kalen’s gaze to her. For a Rifter, the woman was considered pale, although her skin was darker than his tan, another reminder of his Kelshite heritage. “We are not at war.”
 
   “We aren’t?” he asked in his mildest tone.
 
   “Your Majesty,” she whispered.
 
   “It’s amusing all of the things you can convey with my title, Crysallis. First, it was a plea—a request not to press with my questions. The second time, it was a protest. This time, you’re begging for me not to tell you the truth, hoping you can convince me to remain silent by the use of my title and nothing else. We’re at war, Crysallis. We were at war the instant I left the Rift.” Kalen still wasn’t sure about the circumstances of his departure—or if it was a consequence of having been bitten by a kingmaker or if he’d been driven out. “We were at war the instant the Danarites captured me. Twice, mind you. Twice. We were at war when the Danarites and Kelshites joined forces to slaughter children and birth the skreed.”
 
   Silence answered him.
 
   Kalen drew a deep breath and sighed. Shaking his head, he turned in a slow circle, sweeping out his aching arm in a gesture to encompass the forest and Kelsh as a whole. “We are here. Here we will remain until we can do nothing more. If the swarms are as bad as you believe, we may not be here long, but I can’t just leave things as they are now. It’s both funny and sad, Crysallis. This morning, I simply couldn’t do anything about it. Now? Now it is different.”
 
   “Because you can see.”
 
   “That is part of it.” Acknowledging the truth still stung, but he shook his head to push his worries and regrets out of his thoughts. “Not just that, but because of the Guardians as well. That has changed.” Kalen wouldn’t have to worry, so long as Maiten remained prepared to take his rank if necessary. With his sight back, however blurred it was at times, he could protect himself.
 
   And, if Maiten spoke the truth, Kalen would have more help with that aspect of his life than he had ever expected or desired. The novelty of the Guardians protecting him cajoled a quiet laugh out of him.
 
   “What has changed?”
 
   “Don’t worry about it, Crysallis. What hasn’t changed is the current circumstances. The Rift Rides. How can I use you?”
 
   “We can’t fight the skreed, Your Majesty.”
 
   “I’m rather keen on fighting Danarites and Kelshites right now. The skreed will be a problem for later, when there aren’t crazed fanatics creating even more of them for us to contend with. I’ll start the war I can fight first before worrying about the skreed.” Kalen regretted his lack of participation in whatever Captain Silvereye was scheming to do with the Crimson Eye.
 
   He hadn’t been capable of participation, but that was a different matter altogether.
 
   “Danarites and Kelshites are a different matter entirely. For them, I give you all of the magic at my disposal.”
 
   “Which leads me right back to my question,” he replied, seizing the opportunity the woman had given him. “What is a witch? What magics are at your disposal and how can I use them?”
 
   “What is a witch is a far different question than what can a witch do, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Semantics. I will start making guesses about the nature of witches if I must. I will not be denied.”
 
   With a heavy sigh, Crysallis pinched the bridge of her nose. “I will make a point of apologizing to all of your Guardians, Your Majesty, for assuming they bore responsibility for their inability to contain you.”
 
   Kalen snorted. “I would like to witness that.”
 
   “I’m sure you would, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Kalen. My name is Kalen. I can spell it for you, if you’d like.”
 
   “I am aware of how your name is spelled.”
 
   “When we are alone, please use my name. You can ‘Your Most Royal and Obnoxious Majesty’ me all you like when in the company of others, seeing as I surely couldn’t stop you. But when we are alone, spare me the titles. I hear them enough.”
 
   “I have never once called you obnoxious, Yo—”
 
   Kalen cleared his throat.
 
   “Kalen.”
 
   “That’s better. See? We can get along just fine. It wasn’t all that painful, was it?”
 
   “You’ve a nasty tongue.” Crysallis sighed, muttering something he suspected was a curse—or many curses—beneath her breath.
 
   “And now that we have that unpleasantness out of the way, while it’s very tempting to go beat sense into Kelsh’s monarch, it might be prudent to head back to the camp. How far are we from them? I’d rather not starve to death before catching up with the others.”
 
   “I will ensure that you’re fed before it comes to that. It would be easier, however, if you could wait until morning.”
 
   Kalen snorted. “I can manage until then.” While his stomach rumbled complaints at him, he ignored them, making an impatient gesture at the witch. “Lead the way, then.”
 
   “Resting might be prudent.”
 
   “I’d rather a little more distance between us and the swarm’s path,” he admitted with a shudder.
 
   Crysallis shook her head. “The swarm has long since moved on. That is not a worry for now.”
 
   While Kalen had his doubts, he kept them to himself. If the swarm did come back for them, he doubted even Crysallis’s power as a witch would be enough to spare them.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   Long after Captain Silvereye had dismissed him, Breton worried. His concerns piled on top of each other until he was smothered beneath their weight. The only consolation he could find was in the lack of feeling from the Rift King.
 
   Wherever Kalen was, he was fine.
 
   Breton took comfort in that, although it didn’t stop his guilt over his behavior from gnawing at him. What could he have done differently to prevent all that had happened? No matter how long he thought on it, the answer remained the same: everything.
 
   Wandering around the camp in the glow of sunset didn’t comfort him or offer any solutions. The mercenaries watched him warily, keeping to themselves. When his frustrations threatened to boil over, he sought out Perin. Ceres stood among the Rift horses. Ferethian glowered at Breton as he joined Kalen’s foal.
 
   “Do you think Varest and Father are safe?”
 
   “Kalen’s fine. You know that as well as I,” Breton replied, hesitating a moment before continuing, “Varest can take care of himself. Even if he runs into the Wolf Blades, he’s on a superior horse. And were he to find them, I think they’ll be too occupied with the swarm to chase after one man. You worry too much.”
 
   “Says the man who hid his blind foal’s boot to keep him in his tent,” Ceres grumbled.
 
   Maiten snickered, stepping out from among the horses.
 
   Flipping a rude gesture in his friend’s direction, Breton grabbed a curry comb and hunted Perin down. He stroked his gelding’s coat until it gleamed. “Captain Silvereye didn’t give me an answer, in case you were wondering, Maiten.”
 
   “I’m unsurprised. What do you think?” Maiten draped his arms over Perin’s back, blocking Breton from grooming his gelding. “Do you think he’ll agree?”
 
   Ceres’s eyes bore into Breton. “Agree to what?”
 
   With a sigh, Breton leaned his brow against the proud arch of Perin’s neck. “There’s a Rifter-born mercenary among the Mithrians. I want him for Kalen.”
 
   “You want him? What do you mean?” There was a long pause as Ceres chewed on his lip. “What could you want with a mercenary? The only thing we need is more Guardians.”
 
   “And that’s exactly what I want him for,” Breton replied with a grimace. “Even if I somehow managed to get word back to the Rift, it could be months before any of the others arrive.”
 
   “We should start making bets on how many abandoned their searches and are already on their way here.” Chuckling too merrily for Breton’s liking, Maiten rubbed his hands together. “After what happened in Morinvale, I sincerely doubt many continued on a hopeless venture to kingdoms we all know full well he wasn’t in. And while Ferethian’s territorial and doesn’t let many other horses carry Kalen, they’re still his horses. They’ll come to their Rider no matter what.”
 
   “If they didn’t suicide when they were cut off from him,” Breton reminded the other Guardian in a subdued voice.
 
   “I doubt it. His Majesty would have reacted if any of them had died. You know how cursed sensitive he is to his horses. I won’t argue he’s been despondent lately, but who wouldn’t be in his situation?” Sighing heavily, Maiten straightened rubbing at his temples. “I don’t think any of his horses died.”
 
   Breton had his doubts, but instead of voicing him, he said, “I hope you’re right.”
 
   “If any of Father’s horses died, he’d be devastated. Look at what happened when he lost Tavener. If anyone had tried to challenge him, he would’ve gladly let them kill him.”
 
   It took all of Breton’s will not to snap at Kalen’s foal for the unpleasant reminder. “No one did.”
 
   “Wisely so. Only a fool wouldn’t have known what sort of Hellfires-spawned demon lurked in the Rift King’s shadow then.” Maiten grimaced. “And I don’t mean the healers.”
 
   Breton glanced out of the corner of his eye at the Rift King’s stallion, who stood with both ears cocked back and his teeth bared. “I think the Hellfires-spawned demon heard you, Maiten.”
 
   “I’ve always wondered why Ferethian waited for so long before forcing his way into Kalen’s study. It was almost half a year before he made his move to claim his Rider, wasn’t it?”
 
   Ferethian snorted, stretched out his neck, and shook himself. Chuckling a little at the stallion’s reactions, Maiten dared to reach over and give the small horse a slap on the shoulder.
 
   Breton considered the stallion for a long moment before saying, “Closer to a year, I think. It was six months until the healers ceased worrying about whether or not he’d recover completely. And there were attempts even then, but they were half-hearted at best. A thrown dart here and there, poisoned with vellest.”
 
   Ceres frowned, his expression puzzled. “With vellest? I thought everyone in the Rift knew that it wouldn’t do anything to him.”
 
   With a flinch at the pain the memories caused, Breton tried to find a way to explain his suspicions to Kalen’s foal. Before he could speak, Maiten held up a hand for silence.
 
   The red-haired Guardian rolled his shoulders, tilting his head back to stare up at the stars above. “Ceres, let me ask you a question.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “How does one obtain vellest?”
 
   “You either get it from the stores or you go into the deeps and find it,” was the immediate reply.
 
   Maiten laced his fingers behind his head. “No one acquired any vellest from the stores, not once from the moment His Majesty lost his Tavener until the moment Ferethian sieged the Rift King’s study. What does that tell you?”
 
   “They went into the deeps to get it?” Ceres asked uncertainly.
 
   “Now why would they do that? Because you’re right—by then, everyone knew that poisoning the Rift King with vellest was a fruitless effort. He drank the stuff whenever someone was idiotic enough to leave it where he might find it, much to the healer’s disgust and disapproval.” Maiten sighed and lowered his head to stare down at the ground. “I know a lot of you foals avoided him around that time, especially you and your brother. They didn’t do it to kill him. In their way, I think they were trying to help him.”
 
   “They were helping him by trying to kill him?” Ceres asked in disbelief.
 
   Breton snorted and shook his head at Ceres’s lack of understanding, but remained silent so that his friend could explain. It was a theory that he disliked, but he hadn’t heard any others that made sense.
 
   No matter how much he hated to admit it, he and so many others had been cowards then. How much pain could they have spared Kalen if they had acted instead of watching and doing nothing?
 
   The Rift King’s false assassins had done more good than all of the Guardians combined in those days.
 
   With a disgusted glare at Kalen’s foal, Maiten made a rude gesture. “Didn’t I just say that trying to poison His Majesty with vellest was useless? It does, however, ease pain. There are those who believed he had more than his fair share of it. Showing sympathy to His Majesty wasn’t exactly wise back then; it was the only way some had. It was more than any of us Guardians had.”
 
   “So you let people try to poison him?” Anger soured Ceres’s expression and tone. “You did nothing?”
 
   “Neither did you,” Maiten whispered.
 
   Kalen’s foal flinched at the other Guardian’s words. Fearing an argument between them, Breton cleared his throat to catch their attention. “Enough. We can’t change the past. He survived. The rest doesn’t matter. What does matter is bringing him back to us and keeping a better watch over him.”
 
   “He doesn’t need to be watched. He needs to be involved in everything we’re doing,” Maiten replied in an annoyed tone.
 
   Waving his hand in both acceptance and dismissal of Maiten’s complaint, Breton said, “Until we get an answer from Captain Silvereye, all we can do is hope Crysallis keeps her word.”
 
   Maiten sighed. “Crysallis doesn’t lie. She may not tell the complete truth, but I have never seen that witch go back on her word once she’s given it. She’ll do as she says. She always does.”
 
   A headache formed behind Breton’s eyes. Without any evidence to dispute Maiten’s claim, he nodded his agreement. After what had happened in Morinvale, he wished the woman had returned to the Rift. Would her ongoing presence in Kelsh prove a risk?
 
   Breton swallowed and hoped he hadn’t made a mistake trusting the witch with his wayward foal.
 
   Pacing back and forth, Ceres halted and pointed at Maiten and then at him. “What I don’t understand is why you’re going to trust some mercenary to be a Guardian, Rift-born or not.”
 
   “What other choice do we have?” Breton replied bitterly. “We could chase after Kalen, but it wouldn’t do us any good at all. He may have no love for his sire, but his dam is a different matter entirely. If we put her at risk for his sake, he won’t forgive us.”
 
   Ceres grimaced. “I can’t deny that. I think he loves his dam as much as he hates his sire.”
 
   With a low groan, Maiten sank down to the ground and bowed his head. Horasian edged forward and shoved his nose against his Rider’s chest. “It’s more than that.”
 
   Breton frowned. “What is it Maiten?”
 
   “May he forgive me for speaking,” his friend muttered, shaking his head. “I break my sworn word. His Majesty has declared to me that if he cannot fulfill his role as Rift King, his sire is to take his place. He feels, and perhaps rightly so, that Lord Delrose’s biases, experience as an Akakashani, and general temperament would be good traits for the resolution of the dispute between Kelsh and Danar. He thinks of his death as Arik before him had.”
 
   Breton sank down to the ground, his mouth hanging open in shock. “What?”
 
   “It gets worse, old friend. I am his second choice,” Maiten whispered in a broken voice.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   When Captain Silvereye came to find him, Breton hadn’t managed to rise from where he sat among the Rift horses. Too many emotions boiled within him, and he didn’t dare speak lest they escape and become his undoing. Anguish dominated, born of the thoughts of losing Kalen to the inevitable fate of Rift Kings. Anger at having been excluded from the Rift King’s choice of succession flared, but was smothered by fear and worry.
 
   How far into despondency had his foal fallen? How much of it was his fault?
 
   “I haven’t seen a more miserable lot in a long time,” Captain Silvereye announced.
 
   Breton didn’t bother looking up from staring at the night-darkened ground. “What do you need, Captain Silvereye?”
 
   “I will bargain with you, Rifters. I will consider giving you Delaven, but he does not come cheaply.” The amusement in the Mithrian’s tone forced Breton to lift his head.
 
   Captain Silvereye smirked, and the expression gave Breton the chills. “What bargain?” he asked warily.
 
   “Three things. First, you will permit a Mirthian of my choosing among your number. This person will serve as a liaison between your people and mine. It will be with the understanding that this individual will serve the Rift King first, but that information will be given to me. An ambassador between the Guardians and myself. Seeing as His Majesty requires more protection than your numbers can provide, this person’s first duty will be to serve as his bodyguard. You Guardians have other duties. Second, you will permit a Kelshite, of the Yadesh’s choosing, among your number.” The smirk broadened into a grin. “Third, upon his safe return, he will be initiated as my co-captain.”
 
   Ceres and Maiten choked. For a long moment, Breton could do nothing, not even breathe.
 
   “You want to what?” he exploded. The horses snorted, shying away before settling down to stare at him in equine displeasure at his outburst. Ferethian stood stiff-legged, staring at the Mithrian.
 
   Captain Silvereye looked smug. “I think this arrangement would benefit all of us a great deal. By declaring him my co-captain, His Majesty will have the opportunity to work among the mercenaries without revealing himself to be the Rift King. As I am a Shadow Captain, that rank will also be granted to him. No Mithrian would even consider harming him. Shadow Captains are always ransomed should they be captured in battle. The death of a Shadow Captain is severely punished. Should Kelsh or Danar harm him while he is in this capacity, Mithrias will march. You can check the Covenant, if you’d like. It is the one circumstance Mithrias can and will take action against any kingdom regardless of its status in the Six.”
 
   Maiten coughed and cleared his throat. “I am fairly certain, Captain Silvereye, that the Covenant was created to prevent a situation like this, was it not? The Rift is neutral. Joining the ruling council of Mithrias is not a neutral position.”
 
   “I was not intending on informing the council of my co-captain’s secondary occupation.”
 
   “Secondary occupation?” Maiten asked incredulously.
 
   “Secondary occupation,” Silvereye confirmed.
 
   Breton bowed his head, rubbing at his temples with his knuckles. “How do you intend on hiding the fact that the Rift King is your co-captain?”
 
   Captain Silvereye gestured at the ground beside him. “Mind if I sit?”
 
   With a shrug, Breton shifted closer to Maiten to make room for the Mithrian, away from the agitated horses. “I did not take you for the impulsive type, Captain Silvereye. I usually leave such things to His Majesty and the twins.”
 
   Ceres snorted.
 
   Captain Silvereye sank down to the ground. “I’m not. I have been considering this since I first realized who your wayward Rifter was. This incident simply solidified my need to make this a plan rather than a consideration.” With a tired groan, the Mithrian settled into a comfortable position. “I have consulted with Lord Delrose on this matter, and there are several things we could do. First, we contrive a story that one Satoren Delrose ended up in Mithrias and began a shining career as a mercenary, working his way through the ranks until joining me as co-captain. Of course, as the Kelshite King did not send word to Mithrias regarding the disappearance of one Satoren Delrose when he was young, or sent word of his importance to Kelsh, it makes sense that Mithrias would not have any reason to return the Kelshite to his home kingdom.”
 
   Breton winced. “The Rift, however, was notified.”
 
   “And the Rift is not responsible for the identities of the Shadow Captains,” Silvereye replied curtly.
 
   “His Majesty is not going to like that at all.” Maiten said with a shake of his head. “He does everything in his control to deny his birthright.”
 
   “Of course, Satoren Delrose would be well aware of the potential situation should he return to Kelsh, so has come with an assumed name. The Rift King sends initialed missives. There’s no reason for anyone to believe our Kalen is the same as the Rift King. It’s simple, and it’s easy. That said, it will become known in certain circles of his true identity. When word reaches King Aelthor, he will act. The existence of Satoren Delrose would change a great deal of things.”
 
   Breton snorted. “And cause a great deal of political complications when the betrothed of the Kelshite princess reappears after an offer of marriage to the Rift King has been extended. This will not end well. Assuming, of course, you can convince Kalen to go with this plan. I sincerely doubt that he will. If anything, I think it will shatter what little control of his temper he has left. If you want to anger him, that might be a very good way to do it.”
 
   Climbing to his feet, Maiten pointed down at the Mithrian. “You’re insane, I hope you know. Absolutely insane.”
 
   Captain Silvereye chuckled. “I find this amusing coming from a man who calls the Rift his home. I’ve been there once. It’s not exactly a hospitable place.”
 
   Maiten crossed his arms over his chest, glaring down at the captain. “Can you truly do that? Make him a Shadow Captain?”
 
   “I can.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Captain Silvereye smiled. “Maybe I like him. He’s interesting. While he’s opinionated and unafraid to speak his mind, he is pleasant to work with, smart, and a good negotiator. He cares about his duty. I look at him, and I can’t help but wonder how formidable he will be when his sight returns.”
 
   Breton flinched. “If his sight returns.”
 
   “If,” Captain Silvereye conceded with a sigh. “If his sight returns, I suspect he will be extremely formidable. I’d like to see him in action. This war is dangerous. I mean it when I say you are inadequate to protect him, through no fault of your own. This is the only way I know of to protect him. In order to end the hostilities between Kelsh and Danar, he will be needed. The Six will be called together, and I’d like to see him live long enough to attend. A new Rift King now would be unfortunate. If my guess is correct, he’s the only man with the knowledge and skill required to negotiate terms for peace after the initial war fades.”
 
   “What do you think outing him as Satoren Delrose will do other than make him an even larger target?” Breton asked warily.
 
   “I suspect when King Aelthor learns Satoren is alive, he will turn his attentions from his alliances with Danar and focus all of his efforts on Satoren. Unless the relationship between Danar and Kelsh are more extensive than I’m aware of, the reappearance of Satoren Delrose should cause a great deal of trouble for Kelsh’s king. Lord Delrose’s firstborn is the rightful heir to the Kelsh throne, if my understanding is correct. The Kelshite Princess might be Aelthor’s child, but the reins of power are in Satoren Delrose’s hands, should he choose to stand forward and take them.”
 
   “Are you proposing that His Majesty join the Mithrian war council and take Kelsh’s throne?” Maiten asked with wide eyes.
 
   “Why, I might be considering such a thing,” Captain Silvereye said, grinning.
 
   Breton covered his face with his hands and groaned. “It’s like there are two of him.”
 
   “Your foal would never consider taking the Kelshite throne, Breton. If he wanted it, he could’ve had it several times over already,” Maiten said with far too much cheer. “And here we held hope that you were responsible, Captain Silvereye.”
 
   “I am being responsible,” the Mithrian replied, making a displeased huffing noise. “The Rift King is far too important to risk or lose at the current time. An ignorant man on the Rift’s throne would bring disaster for the Six. Worse, it would bring disaster for the smaller kingdoms protected by the existence of the Council—no, let me correct myself. It would bring disaster to the smaller kingdoms that have been sheltered and protected by the Rift King’s influence. His predecessor had no cares for the kingdoms outside of the Six. I doubt his successor will prove an acceptable replacement.”
 
   It was Maiten who sighed and voiced Breton’s worse fears by saying, “You may be fighting an already lost battle. His Majesty’s current state is not promising.”
 
   “And that is all the more reason I feel that I should elevate him to Shadow Captain as soon as possible. He must be protected, Guardians. I won’t claim to know all of your customs. But I can’t sit here and do nothing. I have been thinking hard about your request, Guardian Breton, and the implications of it. Mistakes were made by both you and me. Those mistakes will not be repeated when your witch returns the Rift King to the company.”
 
   Breton closed his eyes and wondered if they were about to make an error so profound there would be no undoing the damage they might cause. “You assume he will cooperate. He is not one to forgo the Covenant so easily.”
 
   “You assume I will give him a choice in the matter,” Captain Silvereye replied. “I do not intend to give him a choice. You will do what is necessary to bring my two into your order as Guardians. I will handle the Rift King and his elevation to captaincy. He will not refuse.”
 
   Running his hands through his hair, Breton considered the Mithrian out of the corner of his eye. Despite the evening gloom, there was no mistaking the smug confidence in Silvereye’s expression. “Who are the two you want to make into Guardians?” he asked.
 
   “My Second-in-Command, Moritta. I think you will find her well suited for the job of protecting His Majesty. The Yadesh have proposed Derac Delrose, His Majesty’s cousin by blood.”
 
   Breton winced. “You are trying to get us killed, aren’t you? I’ve met Derac. He’s still upset that his cousin didn’t bother to tell his family that he was still alive. He’s done everything in his power to avoid His Majesty. As for your mare, that will entirely matter on if you can convince him to trust her. He is wary around mares, I’m afraid. Most have designs for him and he’s aware of it.”
 
   With a laugh, Captain Silvereye waved his hand in dismissal of Breton’s concerns. “I think you’ll find her perfectly suited for the task, Guardian. Much to the disappointment of many a young man within the company, she favors other women. I have heard a little of your customs regarding the Rift King and his Queens. I thought this would make her ideal for him.”
 
   “You realize that we are not simply breaking the Covenant, but—”
 
   Maiten’s laugh startled Breton into silence. “Burning it in its entirety in our effort to preserve it? It’s something he will find amusing.”
 
   Captain Silvereye smiled. “I intend to put him in charge of a notable portion of the Crimson Eye. This should keep him sufficiently busy and out of trouble. He will handle all of the Guardians and their interactions with the company. He will also be in charge of small group of the company’s best horsemen and skirmishers. I think you will find the Crimson Eye will welcome the new additions to the ranks as I have been informed many are quite taken with the little runt.”
 
   “Little runt?” Breton choked out, torn between laughter and being offended.
 
   Maiten snorted before breaking out in merry chortling. “Well, he is.”
 
   Coughing to hide his own chuckle, Breton said, “I would not tell that to him, Captain Silvereye.”
 
   “Oh, I already have. For a blind man, he has superior aim. He tried to remove my head with a boot. He did, however, laugh. That’s part of why we like him.”
 
   Breton frowned. Laughter wasn’t something he’d heard from the his foal in longer than he liked to admit. “There may be a flaw in your plans. It is important to understand that once your two mercenaries are made into Guardians, it is impossible to reverse what is done. It is permanent. Is your Moritta willing to accept this? Is Derac? I’m hesitant to perform the ritual on anyone who isn’t fully willing.”
 
   Sitting straighter, Captain Silvereye met his gaze. “We have discussed the possibility that it would be a permanent arrangement. It is a sacrifice they are both willing to make. We came to Kelsh knowing that we risked violation of the Covenant despite our arrangements with our hire. We are in a position to lose a great deal should our gambit fail to work. While unexpected, the Rift King and the Rift play a major part in what we wish to accomplish. She understands this. I understand this. As for young Derac, I think he will surprise you. Both of the Yadesh agree with my idea. I have already spoken to him. He is displeased with His Majesty’s handling of certain situations, that is all. I think you’ll find that once the air is cleared between them, Derac will make a fine protector for the Rift King.”
 
   “It could work, Breton. It’s an equitable exchange. We certainly can’t ask Captain Silvereye to become a Guardian. By having his Second, he is showing us just how serious he is about this. Derac’s a serious man, so don’t discount him so readily,” Maiten said.
 
   Sighing at his friend’s blunt observations, Breton tried to think of a good reason not to play into the Mithrian’s hand. All it left him with was a headache behind his brow. “I think it would be wise to summon Moritta, Delaven, and Derac so we can explain to them at length what it means to become a Guardian.”
 
   “Are you seriously considering this?” Ceres gasped out.
 
   Breton opened his mouth to answer Kalen’s foal, but Maiten cut him off with a wave of his hand.
 
   “Let me answer this one, old friend. Ceres, Captain Silvereye is correct on too many counts. I think it’s been proved that we four are not sufficient protection. When we make new Guardians, he will come directly to us. His Majesty has not experienced the creation of a new Guardian, but I’ve been involved with the process enough times to know that it will have a very strong impact on him.” Getting to his feet, Maiten went to his horse and stroked his gelding.
 
   “Arik said it was quite painful until physical contact with his new Guardians was established,” Breton added, wincing a bit of at the memory of the former Rift King’s agonized expression following the rituals. “Nerisan said so as well.”
 
   “We’re going to hurt him?” Ceres asked in dismay.
 
   When Maiten glanced at him with a helpless expression, Breton sighed. “It won’t cause him any lasting harm, Ceres. In addition to alerting His Majesty, it’s entirely possible that all of the other Guardians will feel what happened. It might draw them to us faster, which I would certainly welcome. Four of us—seven if we count the new ones—simply isn’t enough, considering the current circumstances.”
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   While Captain Silvereye went hunting for Moritta, Delaven, and Derac, Breton questioned his decision. The consequences of his actions could change the kingdoms. It could turn his Kalen, the foal he had rescued from Kelsh on a whim, into something far more dangerous than just the Rift King.
 
   Kalen would have sway and rule over the most influential kingdoms on the entire continent. If the other kingdoms rose up and allied with Danar, they might have a force large enough to withstand the Rift’s new rule.
 
   The thought terrified Breton as much as it intrigued him.
 
   “You’re thinking dark thoughts,” Maiten announced. “If you frown much more, old friend, it’ll become permanent.”
 
   “You mean it isn’t already?” Ceres asked incredulously.
 
   Maiten laughed. “He smiles only when certain no one is watching.”
 
   “Enjoy yourselves while you can. I think I’ll sacrifice you first, Ceres, in order to maximize my chances of survival when His Majesty finds out what we’ve done.”
 
   “Which will be in about ten minutes,” Maiten replied, grinning with glee. “It’s about time we’ve gotten the better of the little runt.”
 
   “Maiten!” Ceres pointed at the red-haired Guardian. “Have some respect.”
 
   “Absolutely not. If he wants respect, he can come over here and demand it of me.”
 
   Breton rubbed at his forehead as Ferethian reached out and bit the recalcitrant Guardian on the arm. The scuffle between horse and man ended with the black stallion placing a hoof on Maiten’s chest, teeth snapping without closing on flesh or bone.
 
   While he doubted Ferethian would hurt Maiten, if either one of them were injured, Breton would pay the price. “Enough, foals, unless you want us all to be whipped.”
 
   “I’d like to see him bring you lot in line,” Captain Silvereye said, emerging from the darkness. A young, blond-haired woman followed slightly behind and to his left. Delaven came next, looking anxious, leaving Derac to bring up the rear, frowning as he joined them.
 
   “Don’t worry, you’ll get that chance. We were discussing sacrificing Ceres first. He might survive his father’s wrath,” Maiten replied cheerfully. “You must be Moritta.”
 
   The woman dipped into a shallow bow. “Guardian Maiten.”
 
   “I’m really surprised you’re here, Derac,” Maiten said in a quiet voice.
 
   The Kelshite straightened. “I’m going to flatten my cousin later about this, have no doubts. He didn’t tell me who he was. I had wondered, seeing my uncle and him go at each other’s throats, but I hadn’t known for certain. Satrin told me today. So, here I am.”
 
   “When you try, just know he fights dirty,” Maiten replied, grinning.
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
   “Should we take this elsewhere?” Captain Silvereye asked.
 
   Breton shook his head, picking up the sheathed Gorishitorik. “Here is fine, Captain Silvereye. This will not take long at all. It is a blood oath and little else. But, it is my duty to explain to you what you are getting yourselves into.”
 
   Both Moritta and Delaven straightened, watching him with interest. Neither spoke. Derac nodded.
 
   “In your first days as a Guardian, you will be herded by another Guardian. He will guide you in your duties, help you adapt, and tell you all you need to do in order to survive under the rule of the Rift King. Ceres will herd you, Delaven. You will answer to him, to the Rift King, and to me. Maiten, you’ll herd Moritta. You will answer to Maiten, to me, and to the Rift King. Derac, I will herd you. You will answer to me and to the Rift King. All other Guardians are your herd mates. You will swear on your shed blood that you will protect, nurture, and guard the Rift King from harm.”
 
   He considered mentioning that their duties also included protecting others from the Rift King, but he decided against it. If it became a problem, they’d learn the truth soon enough. Unsheathing the Rift King’s sword, he held the blade out. “This is Gorishitorik, the King Slayer. With one cut of this, you will be forever bound to the Rift King and to the Rift. Do you understand?”
 
   Narrowing his eyes, he searched their faces for any sign of doubt or uncertainty.
 
   There was none.
 
   “I understand,” Derac said without hesitation.
 
   Breton wondered if insanity was an inherited trait of the Delrose line.
 
   “I understand,” Moritta said, her voice clear and quiet.
 
   Delaven nodded. “I also understand.”
 
   “I will begin with you, Delaven. Hold out your left hand, palm up. You as well, Ceres.” Once both obeyed, Breton tightened his grip on Gorishitorik and placed the blade across Ceres’s wrist. The blade cut through skin with no resistance. Blood welled up from the wound. Ceres winced, but remained still. Before Delaven could react, Breton did the same to him.
 
   Gorishitorik’s blade glowed with a silver light. The eyes of the serpent on the guard turned black, devouring the illumination. Then, blazing with the brightness of the sun, the horse’s eyes flashed gold. Stowing the blade under his arm, Breton seized Ceres and Delaven’s wrists and pressed the bleeding wounds together. “Don’t move.”
 
   In Gorishitorik’s light, Breton watched Delaven pale by several shades. Once he was certain neither was going to move, he took up the blade and placed the wet edge of the blade against his own wrist. The metal was hot to the touch, cooling as it sliced through his skin. The glow of the blade changed to the pale blue of a winter sky. Breton’s skin crawled as though serpents slithered in his veins.
 
   When the glow faded away, Breton lifted the weapon away from his skin. The wound writhed and closed, leaving behind a silvery scar no thicker than a hair.
 
   Ceres shook out his arm while Delaven stood stunned. Leaving the new Guardian to Ceres, Breton turned to Moritta.
 
   “That’s it?” she asked.
 
   Breton smiled, said nothing, and gestured invitingly with the Rift King’s sword. Without hesitation, Moritta thrust out her left arm. When it was Derac’s turn, the Kelshite likewise held his arm out without a word.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   Pain stabbed up Kalen’s arm. He hissed, tried to pull his wrist to his chest, and froze as realization struck him.
 
   His right hand didn’t hurt any more than usual. The unnerving sensation of his phantom left arm was coupled with a throb so strong it stirred the memories of the Danarite Priest breaking the bones in his hand, one by one. A shudder tore through him, a cold sweat trailing down his brown.
 
   The Lord Priest’s laughter rang in his memories.
 
   “Your Majesty?” Crysallis’s cry was sharp with alarm.
 
   He wanted to reply, but his non-existent arm hurt so much he couldn’t force a single word out. The worst of the agony centered in his hand, but it spread to his wrist and ever upward until it reached his shoulder. From there, it lit every nerve in his body on fire.
 
   His legs buckled beneath him, and with a curse, Crysallis caught him under his arm, sparing his head from bouncing against the ground. With a jerk, the witch created a globe of light over them. Kalen floundered, struggling to draw a deep breath to ease the burning in his lungs.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Crysallis lowered him to the ground, sinking down so she could rest his head against her leg. Before he could reply, she took hold of his hand, applying pressure in search of the source of the pain.
 
   “Left shoulder,” he gasped out. It was difficult to force the words out through the throbbing in his throat, which matched the erratic, frantic beating of his heart. “Arm.”
 
   “Your left arm?” The witch lowered his right hand, turning her attention to his shoulder. Her touch was gentle, but Kalen hissed from the pain.
 
   “Yes, yes!” Clenching his teeth, he closed his eyes, shuddering from the shock of the sensations.
 
   “How does it hurt?”
 
   It took him several long moments to control his breathing enough to speak. “Like someone’s breaking every bone in my hand for the fun of it.” Sweat dripped down his face, and despite his efforts, he panted. He wanted to snap at the woman and remind her he knew exactly what that felt like, but he couldn’t force the words out. “Hellfires.”
 
   Muttering something too low for him to hear, Crysallis’s hands roamed across his chest before sliding down his right arm to his wrist. She kneaded his palm with her thumbs. When she worked her way back to his wrist, the pain ebbed to the annoyance of a fresh cut than the sharper stab of broken bones.
 
   Kalen’s body went limp at the oddly pleasant tingling spreading from the witch’s touch. The sensation reminded him of a healer’s ability to siphon away pain to fuel their magic. Could the witch heal? He’d always thought Crysallis’s domain had been in destruction, not renewal. “What happened?” His voice was weak and tired.
 
   “For a moment, I was worried that it was the taint, but it is not.” Crysallis continued to massage at his wrist. “Where is Gorishitorik? It is not with you.”
 
   “Gorishitorik?” Kalen cracked open an eye. The witchlight illuminated Crysallis’s smile. “What does Gorishitorik have to do with this?”
 
   “How are you feeling? Is your head still bothering you? How about your hand?”
 
   “Hurts less,” he admitted. He tingled more than he ached. “There are still phantom pains.”
 
   Over the years, the frequency of the pain in his left arm had eased, though he hadn’t managed to escape it entirely. Sometimes, he caught glimpses of worried looks from the healers when it did bother him. His phantom pains should have faded into extinction years ago.
 
   “Is there anything unusual about the pain?” Crysallis released his hand and touched his left shoulder before massaging it with a gentle but firm pressure. A numbing chill spread through him. “Your Majesty?”
 
   The absence the aches that had been plaguing him ate away at his awareness. It took Crysallis pinching his cheek to give him enough focus to consider her question. His concentration wandered, but there was the faint sense of someone pulling on his left wrist. “Pulling,” he mumbled.
 
   “What’s pulling?”
 
   Kalen yawned. “On my wrist. Left one.”
 
   Placing her hand across his brow, Crysallis made a thoughtful noise. “When was the last time you slept or ate, Your Majesty?”
 
   “I told you to call me Kalen.”
 
   “Well? When was the last time you slept or ate?”
 
   “Don’t know. Don’t remember.” Sleep had been a fleeting thing in the face of his frustration. His appetite had fared no better. Kalen stifled his next yawn.
 
   “Typical. I should have known. I didn’t have time to bring provisions, but I will see what I can do in the morning. Rest a while.” She paused, pushing his hair away from his face. “If my guess is correct, the pain in your left hand will intensify the longer you are separated from your Guardians. By morning, I doubt you will be able to rest even if you wanted to. Once you’re reunited, however, the pain will ease.” Crysallis burst into laughter. “I must admit, I never thought they’d go so far as to make a new Guardian to bring you back to them.”
 
   “They did what?” Kalen tried to lurch upright, but the witch stopped him by pressing her hand to his chest and forcing him down. To his shock and dismay, she easily overpowered him. “A new Guardian, Crysallis? What? How?”
 
   “They used Gorishitorik. Breton is with them, as is Maiten. They both know how to make new Guardians. I never thought Breton would agree to such a thing, but Maiten can be persuasive when he needs to be, I suppose. Rest for now. Soon enough, you will hurt too much to, and the limited pain blocking I can do will not be sufficient to protect you. At least you will be able to guide us to your Guardians.”
 
   “Crysallis, I can’t tell where any of my Guardians are unless I’m close to them. You know this.”
 
   The witch’s smile was secretive. “You’ll see.”
 
   Kalen scowled. “I hate when you do that.”
 
   She laughed.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Crysallis’s prediction proved true. By the time the sun rose, Kalen was in too much pain to do anything other than focus on figuring out how to make it stop. The worst of it, which was centered in his missing left arm didn’t help matters any. It was easier to ignore the discomfort in his right hand; it only hurt when he moved it too much or tried to hold anything.
 
   The tug on his phantom left wrist pulled him southward, beyond the black scar cutting through the forest. The taint ate away at the trees along the banks of the empty riverbed. Wood creaked with the promise of the ancient behemoths falling. Clouds of gray smoke rose from the ground.
 
   He stood still, quivering with his desire to pace. With the witch’s gaze on him, he restrained the urge to cross the tainted forest in order to follow the steady tug. As the sun crept higher into the sky, the sensation intensified.
 
   “How is your hand?” Crysallis stepped forward and stood beside him, staring out over the ruined landscape.
 
   Wincing at the witch’s pleased tone, Kalen stared down at his right hand. Flexing his fingers woke the throbbing in his bones. “Which one?”
 
   “Your right, Your Majesty.”
 
   Kalen sighed at the use of his title. Instead of correcting her like he wanted, he shrugged and said, “It hurts.” The throb, much like the ache in the back of his head, reminded him of his growing collection of injuries.
 
   “You really should allow me to splint it, Your Majesty. It’s not broken yet, but that could change before we make it back to the camp. Do you really want to endure that again?” Crysallis crossed her arms over her chest, glaring at him.
 
   “Later.”
 
   “No, Your Majesty. Now—before the magic fails completely and you do more damage to your hand than necessary. Need I remind you that you do not have a spare?”
 
   “I’m well aware of that fact,” he snapped.
 
   “Then why are you being stubborn?” Shaking her head, Crysallis sighed. “We can stand here arguing about it all morning, or you can let me splint your hand.”
 
   “I might need my hand.”
 
   “You have me, Your Majesty. You won’t need your hand. You do not have your sword, nor am I carrying one with me. You’ll be fine. I’ll see to that. I gave my word. Once we are east of Morinvale, you can guide us to your Guardians.”
 
   Kalen clacked his teeth, focusing his attention on the smoking ground. “Are you sure we can’t cross that somehow?”
 
   “You’d die trying.”
 
   “That might come as a relief to some,” he muttered.
 
   At Crysallis’s glare, the chill of the First’s presence roused. Kalen stared at the swarm’s destruction so he wouldn’t have to meet the witch’s gaze. “Well, it’s true.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean you should say it.”
 
   “Everyone else does. Why can’t I? Leave me alone, Crysallis. I wore a damned cast too long as it is.”
 
   “You, Your Majesty, are one of the most obstinate and stubborn of living creatures. It is well enough that you were not born with a twin, for I don’t believe this world could survive two of you.” There was a short pause, and the witch inhaled. “You don’t have a twin, do you?”
 
   “You know I don’t. Are you done yet?”
 
   Huffing her frustration, Crysallis threw her hands skyward. “When the magic fails, you’ll still be trying to convince me that nothing is wrong. What must happen for you to cooperate? Perhaps the bones in your hands need to be sticking out of your skin because they’re that broken?”
 
   Kalen winced at that thought. “And people tell me I’ve got a serpent’s tongue.”
 
   “I only speak the truth. Stop being such a thrice-blasted deeps dweller about this. Yes, you wore a cast for a long time. Yes, you rely on your hand for your independence. Yes, it will force you to trust me until we find the camp. That said, I would rather not face your Guardians ire when they find out I allowed you to do exactly what you wanted, causing yourself even more harm. Are you trying to kill yourself?”
 
   “From my perspective, not having the use of my hand equates the same exact thing,” he said, careful to keep his tone as calm and neutral as possible. “In Morinvale, it would have suited you well enough if I had died.” Kalen turned to the witch in time to see her flinch.
 
   “They told you of what had happened.”
 
   Kalen didn’t want to think about how the First had, according to his Guardians, taken over for a brief time. “The only reason I let you live is because you hadn’t hurt any of them. Remember that well.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “Explain why, and what has changed.” Kalen leaned against one of the trees fringing the swarm’s path. The trunk creaked and chunks of bark crumbled under his weight.
 
   Sighing, the witch drew closer, gesturing to the black-stained ground. “That is what has changed. It no longer matters in the face of a swarm. No force can stand against so many skreed.”
 
   The First’s chill stabbed through Kalen’s head, its anger so intense that it dulled his awareness of his aches and pains. “Not even the First?”
 
   Crysallis jerked as though he had slapped her across the face. Staggering away from him, she retreated several lengths before coming to a trembling halt. “Where did you learn that name?”
 
   “I asked.”
 
   ~Kill?~ The desire for blood flooded through Kalen. He drew several deep breaths to contain the First’s malevolence.
 
   “Who told you?” Crysallis’s voice wavered.
 
   “Does it matter? You’ve said you’re old—old enough to have witnessed the first swarm. Since there is nothing like recorded about this in the Archives, it happened before the establishment of the Covenant. That means you’re old—over a thousand years old. You’re not even alive, are you? No one can live that long.” Kalen paused, considering the First’s behavior—and his Guardian’s reaction to the events in Morinvale. “You wanted the First, didn’t you? The Guardians wanted to stop it. That’s why you went after them, isn’t it? You were hoping the First would come.”
 
   “I wanted to set the Rift free. You’re right. I wanted the First to show the world that the Rift can’t be contained. We have been prisoners for a thousand years. A thousand years, Your Majesty. Without the Rift King, without you, we could be free. Your Guardians ruined it. You stood on the brink, and curse your Guardians, they brought you back. You’re still human. If only you had ascended. Four of them had no hopes of containing what you would have become.”
 
   “And I’m told I’m insane.” Kalen shook his head.
 
   ~Kill!~ the First demanded. Along with the word was the memory he had spent the past fifteen years suppressing, of Danarites dying because of him and to the First, and what they, together, had become. Maiten had been with him, watching as he had been taken over by the creature dwelling within him.
 
   The red-haired Guardian had been the only one person the First would accept, and thus, not kill.
 
   Kalen shuddered. Once acknowledged, the memory refused to fade. The First’s chill warmed with its pleasure.
 
   Crysallis’s voice drew him back to the present. “Why won’t you die? Why can’t you set us free? How long must we wait? How long must we remain trapped within the Rift?”
 
   The frustration in the witch’s voice drew a sigh out of him. “All that has ever kept Rifters within the Rift was their honor, their oath, and their pride. That is a cage neither I nor the First can free them from. That is something they must choose to do on their own. You could set the First loose, and it would do you no good. Even in ascension, we couldn’t set them free. That’s something they must decide to do for themselves. Maybe they would follow me, should the Rift Ride, but your victory would be short lived. They would choose to return to the Rift, because it is important for them to remain honorable, to live by the Code, and fulfill their oaths. Setting the First loose wouldn’t change that.”
 
   Crysallis balled her hand into fists. “And how would you know?”
 
   Kalen held out his right hand, staring down at his palm. He examined the crisscrossing of thin scars from the years of survival in the Rift. “You’ve made one critical mistake in your plan, Crysallis.”
 
   “And what’s that?”
 
   “Even if the First ascended, I would still live. You can’t get rid of me so easily. I would remain, we would both remain, and you will have gained nothing.”
 
   The First’s approval swept through Kalen, as warm as the desert sun.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Kalen walked east towards Morinvale. Fog clung to the forest, and the acrid fumes of the taint eating away at the ground burned his nose. The sunlight couldn’t quite penetrate through the haze.
 
   “I hate this kingdom,” he muttered through chattering teeth. No matter how fast he walked, the damp chill pierced through his cloak and made him shiver.
 
   “You never did like the cold, not even in your first days in the Rift. The hotter it was, the happier you were—even when we smothered. I find it difficult to believe you were bred in such a place. It doesn’t suit you.” Crysallis watched him out of the corner of her eye.
 
   “Did you just imply I do something better than a Rifter? Was that a compliment? From you?”
 
   Her smile didn’t last long, but her stance relaxed. “You do many things well, Your Majesty.”
 
   “First, you confess you wish me dead. Then you start complimenting me. Witch, you are a contradiction.”
 
   “I am Crysallis.”
 
   Kalen slowed, turning his head to meet her gaze directly. “I don’t think I understand what you’re trying to say.”
 
   “Chrysalis is an old word. I wasn’t always called Crysallis, just as you were not always known as Kalen. It means change. Metamorphosis. Evolution. In some contexts, it means as you say—contradiction.”
 
   “Let’s be direct with each other. How long do I have before you decide to try to rid the world of me?”
 
   Crysallis froze, her eyes widening. “Your Majesty!”
 
   “That time you used my title as a shocked protest,” he said, lifting his throbbing hand to rub at his brow. It didn’t ward away his growing headache. “No more games. You admitted you wanted me gone in Morinvale so the First could take over. Why haven’t you taken advantage of your chance? You’ve had ample opportunity.”
 
   Her sigh was long and low. “Must you always look for your death?”
 
   “Yes. You know why.”
 
   “Does your hand hurt?”
 
   Kalen glared at the woman for the change of subject. “Of course it does.”
 
   “Your left hand.”
 
   “As I said, of course it does.”
 
   “The pull is getting stronger, then?”
 
   “Yes,” he snapped.
 
   “There is your answer. Even I am not so foolish to endanger you now, not when your Guardians hunt for you. They would rip me to pieces, and not even my power as a witch would save me. Pointlessly killing myself would not aid my cause—nothing will now, not with the skreed swarming.”
 
   ~Kill,~ the First demanded in frustration.
 
   Kalen ignored it. “You know a lot more than most about the Guardians for someone who isn’t one. How?”
 
   Crysallis swallowed, refusing to look him in the eyes. “It’s my fault you’re cursed. I’m the one who gave Gorishitorik his power. I’m the one who imprisoned the First. I’m the reason there is a Rift King.”
 
   The First’s wrath exploded through Kalen’s head, and the pain of it blinded him. His legs refused to hold his weight. Sitting down hard, he stared up at the witch in shock. He felt his heart skip several beats before it started to race.
 
   Crysallis was responsible for the First?
 
   If the creature’s reaction to the witch’s admission was any indication, she was telling the truth. Shock kept him speechless, and he shook as the implications of her words sank in. One by one, the things he had learned in the Rift, and the hundreds of little hints he’d gathered over the years, all fell into place.
 
   Gorishitorik was his sword, carrying the name of King Slayer for as long as the Archives had existed.
 
   There was no record of a man named Gorishitorik, not that he knew of. The first Rift King’s name had been stricken from the records, the Rift’s shame.
 
   “Gorishitorik was a man who killed kings, wasn’t he?” Kalen’s voice came out as a choked whisper. “It wasn’t the name of the sword at all, was it?”
 
   “The sword wears the name much better than the man. Yes, you’re correct. The true King Slayer was a man. The sword was cursed with its first wielder’s name, the only remnant of his existence. Gorishitorik loved nothing more than conquering those who defied him. When he won, he took the head of the ruler, but… he wasn’t content with that. He took their Queens as his prizes, all to prove his prowess as a stallion born to lead the herd.”
 
   Kalen flinched. “He raped them.”
 
   “It is because he sought to mount the world that we became as we are. It was our only way to survive, to become more than his brood mares.” Crysallis bit her lip, staring down at him. “Do you understand?”
 
   “No, I don’t.” The admission pained him. How could he ever understand something like that?
 
   A stricken expression marred Crysallis’s face. All he could see in her eyes and hear in her silence was anguish.
 
   When she refused to speak, Kalen considered the circumstances. If Crysallis was to blame for everything—including the imprisonment of his people within the Rift—there was one conclusion he could believe. “You were behind the Covenant and the Rift’s Code.”
 
   “I was. So long as there is a Rift King, so long as the thing within you remains within the Rift’s control, we will never be free. For that, you must die. The past can’t repeat itself. It must never repeat itself. The Rift King can’t Ride. Never again.” While the woman didn’t cry, Kalen heard the tears in her voice. “You’ll destroy us all.”
 
   “Crysallis, have I ever broken the Code?”
 
   The witch flinched at his soft-spoken question. “No.”
 
   “I’m not Arik. I’m not Gorishitorik. I’m Kalen. I don’t want to mount any woman, let alone all of them.” He shook his head. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe we’d all be better off without a Rift King. Hellfires, woman, I want to give my Guardians their lives back. I’d like to live without always wondering who was trying to kill me. You’ve had a thousand years to destroy the Rift King. Why haven’t you? Why wait until now?”
 
   “If killing the Rift King were so easy, I would have. You’re the strongest within the Rift.” Instead of anguish, Crysallis’s voice echoed her frustration.
 
   “May the Lady of Light serve as my witness, we’re here. I’m unarmed. You could finish this now, and no one would be the wiser. Why hesitate? You could have killed me many times since you found me, and easily too. You’d win, and we both know it. Why not take advantage of it? You know I couldn’t fight you, not now. Not like this.” Kalen ran his hand through his hair, wincing as his fingers caught on a matted tangle.
 
   Crysallis sank down on the ground beside him and sighed. “You’re still having trouble with your vision, and you’re struggling with your balance. I’m aware that you hit your head when you fell.” For a long moment, she remained silent, her expression troubled. “If only you were like Arik and the others.”
 
   “I can’t say I’m sorry that I’m not Arik,” Kalen grumbled. “What does that have to do with anything?”
 
   “You make me think there’s a chance you could change us, that you could restore the honor our people lost when Gorishitorik ruled,” she whispered.
 
   “And people were telling me I’m blind. There are no men or women in any kingdom with more honor than a Rifter. You already saved yourselves. The only one here who needs to be saved is me, and we both know that the only escape from my situation is death. Unfortunately, I seem to be too stupid and stubborn to die. Now please, get a hold of yourself. You’re making my headache worse.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   When morning finally came, Breton waited sitting astride Perin while the rest of the camp roused, packed up, and prepared to march. 
 
   The process took a little more than an hour.
 
   Breton shifted in the saddle, and the weight of wearing Gorishitorik both comforted and worried him. It didn’t offer him any promises, but it reassured him that the familiar tug of Kalen’s presence in the back of his head wasn’t some dreamed-up hallucination.
 
   The sensation was strong enough to convince Breton that he could close the distance between them within a single day without effort. Wherever the Rift King was, he was close—close enough for Breton to feel. It took all of his will to keep facing south and east when all he wanted to do was head north.
 
   As always, his duty kept him from going to where he wanted to be the most.
 
   “Relax,” Maiten called out, and moments later, his friend reined in his horse alongside Perin.
 
   Breton wrinkled his nose, shook his head, and shifted in the saddle. One of Perin’s delicate ears twisted back. “I wonder how long it will take him to get here.”
 
   “With his cursed luck? We’ll be out to go rescue him within a week.” Maiten’s chuckle rumbled.
 
   Breton glared at the other Guardian. “That’s what I’m worried about.”
 
   “Relax, old friend. Varest is out looking for him. Between His Majesty, Varest, and Crysallis, they’ll be fine. Stop fretting. We’ll have enough to deal with once he returns. Really, I’d rather he take a few extra days to join us.” His friend’s mouth twisted into a sardonic grin. “The longer he takes, the longer we live. He’s going to be unhappy with us.” After a moment’s hesitation, Maiten shrugged and rode his gelding in a circle before settling down. “He’s thirty, Breton. He’s plenty old enough to take care of himself.”
 
   “Not when he’s blind he’s not!” Breton cursed as Perin shied and kicked out with his hind legs. Muscle by muscle, Breton forced himself to relax, easing his tight grip on the reins. His horse snorted, his ears twisted back in disapproval.
 
   “Breton, you’re annoying Perin and you’re frightening the mercenaries. We do need to work with them for a while longer. While I’m a little worried, your foal will be fine. He’s too stubborn to die. Please calm yourself. At this rate, Perin’s going to dump you to prove a point. I don’t want to be the one who has to explain to His Majesty about how you cracked open your head because your horse bucked you from the saddle.”
 
   Breton flexed his hand, twisting around to stare off into the distance. The line of mercenaries winded away from where he wanted to go the most, and he couldn’t do a single thing about it. The frustration of it all boiled his blood. “I know.”
 
   “Then act like you know it, old friend. Look, if you’re that worried, let me help. Why don’t I take the new girl and His Majesty’s cousin and head out for him? You swore to care for the Delrose herd. I didn’t. I can talk Captain Silvereye into it—he wants His Majesty back with us almost as badly as you do. Derac’s ready to crawl out of his skin from the strength of the call. Convincing him to go will be easy, and I can fill them both in on their duties.”
 
   Breton stilled. The idea wouldn’t bring Kalen back any faster, but with Maiten, Derac, and Moritta on the hunt, he could focus on other things, like keeping the rest of the Delrose herd under some semblance of control. That left him with one final problem: Verishi.
 
   The young Danarite girl wouldn’t be easy to contain when she found out that someone was going for Kalen.
 
   “You better take Verishi with you and our spare Rift horses. The Mithrian and Kelshite beasts aren’t fast enough,” he said after thinking the idea through a second time. “Just try not to teach her too many foul words. Your Danarite needs practice anyway. Between Moritta, Derac, and Ferethian, it’ll be shameful if you can’t find him. You may as well ask Dorit if he’ll carry Verishi.” Breton unbuckled Gorishitorik and held out the sheathed weapon. “See if you can get him to at least try to learn how to use it.”
 
   “I might be able to do something so he isn’t a menace to himself at least.” Maiten didn’t sound too confident, but Breton ignored his friend’s tone. “I think it’d be harder keeping Dorit and Verishi apart. For a Danarite handmaiden and a Kelshite Yadesh, those two are quite close.”
 
   “Things like that happen in the Rift,” Breton replied.
 
   “Except we aren’t in the Rift.”
 
   Grinning despite himself, Breton turned Perin in a circle before reining his gelding in. “Didn’t you know, Maiten?”
 
   “Know what?” His friend’s tone was quiet and suspicious.
 
   “Where the Rift King roams is the Rift.”
 
   “And people wonder why outsiders are convinced we’re out to conquer them all. This is why,” Maiten grumbled.
 
   “I’m fairly certain we haven’t attempted to conquer anything in over a thousand years.” That was before the Covenant, and a part of the Rift’s history that no one liked to talk about.
 
   It only lived on through the festivals, during the war games when the Rift King led the Rifters to make-believe battle, clad entirely in red.
 
   “Trust a tiny Kelshite to try to change a perfectly good and peaceful tradition.” Maiten’s laughter sounded forced. “What is Kalen thinking? For him to come so far out of the Rift… Do you think he’s after the Kelsh king’s head?”
 
   “We still don’t know why he left the Rift. We still don’t know what happened in that cave,” Breton reminded Maiten in a low tone. “And he isn’t so bloodthirsty. I can’t imagine him coming out just to make heads roll.”
 
   “He wasn’t always so bloodthirsty, but we changed him. I think that, perhaps, was the worst crime of all.” Maiten hesitated and sighed. “I’ll bring your foal back to you. Try not to whip him too hard when we return. He’s had a harder time than you have lately.”
 
   “Ride fast.”
 
   “Not safe?” Maiten scowled at him.
 
   “I know better than to ask the impossible.”
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Not ten minutes after Maiten had gotten approval to leave the camp and go in search of the Rift King, Breton was cornered by a red-faced Lord Delrose sitting astride a gray horse. The dark-haired man trembled, and his icy blue eyes matched Kalen’s at his angriest.
 
   Breton braced himself for the Kelshite’s wrath.
 
   “Where is my son?”
 
   There were many ways Breton could’ve answered, but he settled with the truth. “His Majesty was caught on the other side of the swarm. Several Guardians are heading to him now. He’s fine.”
 
   “He’s blind and alone. How does that, exactly, constitute as fine?”
 
   After contemplating whether or not it would violate the Code if he strangled the Rift King’s sire, Breton sighed. Before he could answer, Ceres joined them.
 
   Kalen’s foal took one look between him and Lord Delrose, and stiffened in the saddle. “What’s going on?”
 
   “Lord Delrose was curious about the whereabouts of the foal he sired,” Breton said, careful to keep his tone as neutral as possible.
 
   “Father’s fine,” Ceres said with so much confidence that Breton smiled.
 
   Lord Delrose’s frown deepened. “First of all, he is not your Fath—”
 
   Ceres’s gelding rammed the Kelshite horse in the shoulder. In a movement too fast for Breton to follow, the young Guardian pressed a dagger to Lord Delroses’s throat. “Father is safe. Mind your own folk, Kelshite. He’s ours now. You had your chance with him, and you chose to try to kill him. You may have sired him, but Breton’s his father, as he is my father, and if you insult our family again, I’ll cut your tongue out.”
 
   “Enough, Ceres,” Breton ordered. The young man’s angry glare settled on him. “Let Lord Delrose keep his tongue for now. If you want to teach him a real lesson on consequence, you’d take his arm instead. That way, we’d learn if he’s a match for your father.”
 
   Lord Delrose’s face turned a deeper shade of crimson.
 
   Grumbling curses, Ceres lowered his dagger. “You’re too easy on him, Breton.”
 
   “I know better than to cross your father in this matter. Put the dagger away and be civil.”
 
   After a long moment of hesitation, Kalen’s foal sighed and sheathed his blade. “Fine.”
 
   “Lord Delrose, His Majesty is safe. If that has to be good enough for me, it is good enough for you.”
 
   The Kelshite frowned. “How could you let him go off on his own like that?”
 
   “None of us knew that the swarm was coming. If we had, I assure you that things would be different. Maiten’s choice to take His Majesty out to see his horses was the correct one. Honey is a smart horse. She will keep him safe. He does not need his sight when he has her. Our horses are, like yours, terrified of the swarm. He’s probably safer than we are by now.”
 
   ~Honey isn’t with him,~ Satrin announced, and a moment later, the Yadesh appeared from amongst the line of mercenaries. ~She’s here.~
 
   Breton froze, and the concerns Lord Delrose had voiced melded with his own, and all of his worries stampeded through his head. A chill swept over him. “Satrin, what are you talking about?”
 
   ~He sent her with Relas, to try to save a village from a swarm. I have been told he felt he would slow them down.~
 
   “Who is Relas?”
 
   Lord Delrose’s face paled to greenish gray. “Relas is a Yadesh. But what is she doing here, Satrin? She shouldn’t be here.”
 
   ~I was not told why, Lord Delrose.~
 
   “That is like him. He’s practical,” Breton acknowledged, although speaking the words sickened him. “We know he wasn’t caught in the swarm. Varest, Maiten, and Moritta will take care of him,” he said, pausing to consider whether or not to mention Lord Delrose’s nephew among those hunting for the Rift King. He decided against it. “He’s many things, but he isn’t stupid. I’m sure he had his reasons.”
 
   ~Relas told me as much.~ Satrin snorted. ~I thought you would want to know. If you’d like, I will go after the Guardians. Even astride Rift horses, it won’t take me too long to catch up with them.~
 
   “Go,” Breton ordered.
 
   The Yadesh bobbed his head, whirled around, and cantered off, his tail bannering.
 
   “You can’t just order a Yadesh around,” Lord Delrose spluttered.
 
   Breton ran his hand through his hair, drawing several deep breaths until the urge to crack his fist into the Kelshite’s jaw faded. “I just did. If you don’t like it, by all means, chase after him and order him around yourself.”
 
   “You’re an easy man to hate, Guardian.”
 
   “However will I sleep tonight?” Breton considered his options. Chasing after Satrin was his favorite, but he’d given his word to protect the Delrose herd—including Lord Delrose. As always, he was forced to watch, wait, and wonder. “Ceres, please keep Lord Delrose company. I need to go see Captain Silvereye.”
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Breton found Captain Silvereye at the front of the line, speaking to several of his mercenaries. While he waited, he slid off Perin’s back, clasped his hands behind his back, and stared off into the distance. Dark smoke marked the swarm’s path. The haze stretched as far as he could see.
 
   When the Mithrian joined him, the man shook his head. “First, you lose the Rift King. Then, as though that weren’t bad enough, the Kelshite Princess comes directly to us—with his horse. You Rifters are going to be the death of me.”
 
   Breton answered Captain Silvereye’s comment with a shrug. It shouldn’t have surprised him that the Mithrian had already learned of the woman’s presence in the camp.
 
   “I think it’s one Rifter in particular, sir,” he replied when the silence dragged on for too long. How many times had he exclaimed Kalen would be the death of him? The Rift King had laughed. The Guardians, unlike during Arik’s reign, survived—to a certain extent, they even thrived. During Arik’s reign, no one had dared to say such things, lest it become a reality.
 
   “No, I’m pretty sure it’ll be Rifters in general.” Captain Silvereye shook his head. “Unbelievable.”
 
   “I’m rather surprised that she is here,” Breton said, unable to suppress his frown. What was the Kelshite princess doing so close to Morinvale? He wanted to pace, but caught himself with one foot lifted. He settled, reaching out to pat Perin’s neck.
 
   There was one good thing about the situation. While Kalen and Honey had been separated, his foal had survived the swarm. Maiten, Varest, Derac, and Moritta could take care of the rest. Even if Crysallis found the Rift King first, the witch always kept her word. She would bring Kalen back.
 
   He relaxed, letting out his breath in a relieved sigh. Once Kalen reunited with the Mithrian company, it was only a matter of time before they could return to the Rift where they belonged.
 
   Captain Silvereye scratched at his scalp, his brow furrowing. “I find myself baffled by this development, as well as worried. It could prove very, very beneficial for us. However, I am concerned as to what the young lady is doing in this area, and why she was alone.”
 
   “And why she had His Majesty’s horse?” Breton asked.
 
   “I have speculations. Considering his history with Knights, I can understand why he wouldn’t want to travel with her. I’m actually more concerned on what sort of trauma meeting her caused him. His experiences with Knights are unpleasant, putting it kindly. However, he loaned her his horse. I did not think this was something Rifters did lightly.”
 
   Breton shivered. “It’s not. From what Satrin has told me, I believe he felt he would slow Honey down. The Yadesh mentioned a village in the swarm’s path. But, you could be right. He could have used Honey as a means to get the Knight out of his presence. That worries me.”
 
   A wince was the Mithrian’s only reaction to Breton’s words.
 
   “While I would like to conclude that His Majesty felt a need to send the woman to us, but didn’t want to slow them down, there’s no way of knowing for certain. Riding blind is dangerous at best. When speed is required? He knew he was a liability,” Breton said, struggling to keep his tone neutral. Further delving into his worries over Kalen’s mental state wouldn’t do him any good.
 
   Surely Honey wouldn’t have left him if he were at risk of falling apart. Breton had to believe that. He didn’t want to think about the alternative.
 
   “A frowning Rifter is a frightening thing. The problem is this: all of you frown all of the time.”
 
   Breton stared at the Mithrian. “And?”
 
   “Having the Kelshite princess in our care is not bad news at all. Smiling a little won’t kill you.”
 
   It wasn’t easy for Breton to keep his expression neutral. “Are you sure about that?”
 
   Captain Silvereye’s eyes widened. “You’re joking, right?”
 
   “Me? Joke?”
 
   The Mithrian scowled at him. “You’re not funny.”
 
   “I will smile as soon as this nonsense between Kelsh and Danar is resolved.” He’d smile once he was confident that Kalen would be all right.
 
   “I hope you realize that I have no intention of letting the Kelsh’s heir out of my hands.”
 
   Breton snorted. “She isn’t my concern.” It was mostly the truth—unless the Rift King took her as his Queen, she meant nothing to him.
 
   “She should be. I call women of her ilk linchpins. She could be the very cause of the war we’re trying to avoid. Think, Rifter. What do you think the Kelshite king will do when he finds out his heir died under questionable circumstances with two Mithrian companies running around within his borders? He’ll blame Danar and Mithrias, one way or another.” Captain Silvereye paced back and forth, flexing his hands. “He’ll probably try to recruit the Rift on the grounds of violation of the Covenant. Wouldn’t that be ironic?”
 
   “That sounds like something he would do,” Breton conceded, watching the man walk back and forth. “He’ll make whatever accusation he feels will put him in the best position to make a case against Danar—or against Mithrias. Either way, it’ll cause an upheaval. The Rift will be expected to mediate.”
 
   “And then it will come to light that the Rift King is not in his canyons. The Six will have a collective seizure.”
 
   Breton couldn’t help it; he smiled. “And we will inform the Six that His Majesty was kidnapped, a claim easily supported, all things considered. There were several known attempts on him in the Rift, and he still hasn’t told us exactly what happened between the time he left the Rift and was found by his foals.”
 
   “I have changed my mind. You’re more terrifying when you grin, Guardian. If the Rift King outside of his canyons isn’t enough to cause chaos, the Rift leveling accusations regarding their kidnapped monarch will ensure it. I think it’s something we should pursue. It would be trivial to ensure such knowledge spread. I don’t suppose the Rift isn’t above hiring a discreet Shadow Company to help facilitate in the recovery of the kidnapped Rift King?”
 
   Leaning against his horse, Breton laughed until his sides ached. “It’s founded on enough truth that it might just work. We should have thought of this weeks ago. So while we’re breaking the Covenant, we’re at least justifying it.”
 
   “The kidnapping and torture of a monarch is not a matter the Council will take lightly, especially not when the victim is the Rift King. The Yadesh can verify the truth of that. With a Kelshite party confirming the incident, the only ones who will likely argue the truth of the matter are the Danarites.”
 
   “And no one will believe them.” The Rift King wouldn’t like the idea, but the simplicity and honesty of it satisfied Breton. “Considering that both Kelsh and Danar were involved in his kidnapping, the rest of the Council will be forced to act.”
 
   “And they couldn’t deny the Rift’s right to retribution. It wouldn’t stop the war from happening, of course, but it would enable the Rift to gather a great deal of support. If Danar and Kelsh are both at risk of being destroyed as a result, it might convince both sides to change their approach.”
 
   Breton shook his head. “As likely as not, they’ll join forces in order to repel the rest of the Council.”
 
   Coming to a halt beside him, Captain Silvereye said, “Kelsh and Danar combined would not be able to withstand the Rift and Mithrias. There is also the matter of the kingdoms outside of the Six. Not all of the smaller kingdoms enjoy the existence of the Six and its Covenant. Small, individual kingdoms would not want to try their luck against a united Six Kingdoms. However, if Kelsh and Danar join forces, the Council would be divided. It’s an opportunity for the other kingdoms to dissolve the Covenant.”
 
   “I’m not worried about the non-Council kingdoms. It’s the Council that worries me. Fortunately, Killia doesn’t care about the Council of the Six despite being a member. The Crimson Isles won’t get involved. They’re too remote and on the other end of the continent.” Breton rubbed at his forehead. “Therna will be the real issue. They’d side with Kelsh in order to preserve their trade routes. They have one care and one care only—wealth. Kelsh provides that to them.”
 
   “And Therna could, with its wealth, amass a large and well-armed force. If Kelsh and Danar go to war and Therna sides with Kelsh, Danar won’t be the only kingdom in a great deal of trouble. Therna would crush Vestrina on route to Danar.”
 
   Breton considered the Vestrina, a kingdom that hadn’t been one he cared too much about. In a way, the place was similar to the Rift in that Vestrinians didn’t approve of Outsiders. The last time a Guardian had even ventured into the kingdom was hundreds of years ago, delivering the plate that allowed its reclusive monarch to communicate with the Rift King.
 
   He wasn’t even sure which language the Vestrinians spoke. It was something he’d have to rectify. Frowning, he asked, “Would Therna really destroy a neighboring kingdom they actively trade with? They do trade with them, don’t they?”
 
   “I can’t imagine they would take the time to go around. Why trade when they can take by force? I don’t think Vestrina even has an army.” Captain Silvereye sounded troubled. “And since Vestrina isn’t a part of the Council, they won’t have a lot of recourse. They’d be annexed into either Therna or Kelsh. If, of course, they aren’t just wiped out in the crossfire.”
 
   “It’d be a genocide.” The realization sickened Breton. If Kelsh and Danar warred without intervention of the Council, it was entirely possible Vestrina would no longer exist when the two kingdoms were done with their war. 
 
   “It’s possible that Therna might rethink an alliance with Kelsh if it comes to light that Kelsh was involved in the kidnapping and torture of a monarch. Assuming, of course, that the Rift actually notifies the Council of what happened.”
 
   “It’s not breaking the Covenant if the Rift King is forced to leave, right?” Breton scowled, wondering if Kalen had already considered such a possibility. Breton didn’t know, and that bothered him. What sort of ideas and information had they cut themselves off from by leaving the Rift King out of their planning and discussions? Breton grimaced at the thought.
 
   “Exactly. If the Rift notified the kingdoms of this development, then it could change the entire nature of this war.” Captain Silvereye made a thoughtful sound. “The more I think about this idea, the more that I like it. Very few outside of the Rift know the identity of the Rift King. He uses his initials. He’s a nameless intellect. He could be anyone. It’d be simple enough to maintain the illusion that the Rift King is missing, allowing the Rift to move freely across the kingdoms. Due to the circumstances, it would also give the Rift King a certain amount of freedom once recovered.”
 
   “I don’t think it would be that simple.”
 
   “Why can’t it be that simple? I’ve already made him my co-captain. I’m planning to reveal him as Satoren Delrose. The idea that Kelsh’s young, rightful ruler through betrothal is also the Rift King is so absurd no one will even consider it. There will be a manhunt for the Rift King—those who want him, those who want to garner favor from the Rift, and those who want him gone. It’ll be chaos, and no one is going to throw accusations at the Rift for trying to recover their king. It’s simple, and simple plans are the most likely to work. Considering we have proof of kidnapping and torture, it’ll stand before the Council. All we need is one healer taking a look at him to verify the truth of the accusations. There’s no other cause for the injuries he sustained.”
 
   “He is not going to be happy with this,” Breton warned.
 
   “No happier than the princess who is about to find herself a long-term guest with us.”
 
   “I’m less worried about her. Once she’s been told about what is happening, assuming she is reasonable and cares about her kingdom, she will fall into line. If you can hide His Majesty in the ranks, how hard can it be to hide a single woman? Kelshite women, to my knowledge, are not so different in appearance to Mithrian ones. Your company has many women. What’s one more?”
 
   “I don’t think she’ll agree to that so readily. She is a Knight. They have prejudices against mercenaries.”
 
   “Then she can join the Delrose herd as reluctant guests for all I care. I can discuss with His Majesty about how to handle her once he’s back.” Breton sighed. “He’s not going to be happy about this at all. She’s probably the last person he wants to meet, not even second to Kelsh’s king.”
 
   “His relationship with Lord Delrose is not a pleasant one, either.”
 
   “It isn’t. Look, it’s not my place to tell you how to operate your mercenary company, but I’d at least ask her. Who knows? Maybe something good will come from it.” Breton wrinkled his nose at the idea of him creating plans. His role was to execute them, not make them. Scheming was Kalen’s strength. Breton’s job was to protect the Rift and its king, not to lead armies or manipulate people.
 
   He hoped that Maiten brought his wayward foal back as soon as possible. Maybe Kalen could unravel the tangled mess of kingdom politics and unavoidable war.
 
   “Very well. I’ll discuss it with her, but I’m not holding high hopes. She’s a soft little royal-born princess. Have you seen her?”
 
   “No, I haven’t,” Breton admitted.
 
   Captain Silvereye snorted, running a hand through his hair. “She’s an ornament. She’s pretty, I’ll give her that, but I doubt she’s done a day’s worth of real work in her life. When I saw her, she was gawking at the camp with the shocked expression of someone who couldn’t believe a tent existed. If this is what Kelsh was trying to sell to the Rift King, I pity him—and I respect him a great deal for avoiding all of the trouble such a pampered princess would bring him.”
 
   “She is a Knight, Captain, and she is a Kelshite. They are a strange people. If you can convince her that the best—and perhaps only—way is to make a real difference is to play mercenary, she might just go along with it. But you’ll have to convince that beast of hers as well. I can’t believe she’s a Knight with no skills.”
 
   “You haven’t seen her yet,” the Mithrian warned.
 
   “I haven’t. I still think it’s an idea worth pursuing.”
 
   “Need I remind you that playing mercenary isn’t safe, Breton? It’s essential we keep her alive.”
 
   Breton shook his head. “It’s safer than letting her run around while there are skreed around. It’s a lot safer than holding her hostage. Lord Delrose and his herd are problems enough.”
 
   “And they, at least, have a reason to stick around,” Captain Silvereye said, his tone sour.
 
   “Whereas she does not.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do, but I’d really appreciate if you Rifters stopped asking for the impossible. It’s really vexing.”
 
   Breton grinned. “If it were impossible, sir, I wouldn’t be asking for it.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   Kalen smelled Morinvale long before they reached it. The stench of rot intensified, and curtains of black smoke rose to the sky until a gray haze obscured the sunlight. He lifted his sleeve to his mouth, but the gesture proved futile; the fumes clung to his clothes. Coughing, he lowered his arm and trudged on.
 
   Crysallis cast concerned looks his way, which he ignored. There was nothing the witch could do—he had to breathe. She didn’t.
 
   Climbing over a rise left him panting, but what lay beyond the hill’s crest froze him in place, making him unable to even gasp.
 
   Where Morinvale had once been was a crater. The ground bubbled and belched dark plumes skyward. Two tainted riverbeds curved away from the destroyed town.
 
   The second one headed north and east.
 
   “Hellfires, we’ve been cut off.” Kalen tried breathing through his mouth, but he gagged on the acrid taste hanging in the air. Shuddering, he shook his head and swallowed convulsively in his effort to contain his nausea.
 
   “Quite unfortunate, indeed.” With a purposeful stride, Crysallis approached one of the trees fringing the tainted riverbed. The wood crumbled under her hand. A gray ash plumed as she brushed her fingers over the rough, veined bark. “Well, that answers that.”
 
   “That answers what?” Kalen backed away from the tree, which swayed despite the still air.
 
   Gesturing with her hand and murmuring a few words, Crysallis tapped her fingertips to the tree. It toppled onto the stained ground. It took the taint less than a minute to eat its way through the wood, leaving a puddle of bubbling fluid. “That I can’t climb one of these to see how far the northern swarm went.”
 
   “That makes two of us,” he replied in a dry tone, staring up at one of the taller trees. Even if he had full use of his right hand, he doubted he could climb far. “Not even on a good day.”
 
   The start of another headache formed behind his eyes. Lifting his hand, he rubbed at his brow. Sharp stabs of pain lanced through his hand and up to his shoulder, which was echoed in his left arm. The tugging sensation he’d spent all day trying to ignore flared back to life.
 
   His annoyance at the ceaseless discomfort birthed a disgusted snort. Turning in a slow circle, he examined the trees. “Maybe I can get up into one of the smaller ones.”
 
   “With your hand like that, Your Majesty?” The doubt in Crysallis’s voice stung.
 
   Kalen glared at Crysallis. “Do you have a better idea?”
 
   “We pick a direction and start walking,” the witch replied, her gaze fixed on his left shoulder. “Perhaps I could come up with another solution, given time.”
 
   “Another solution?” Lifting his hand, he examined the dark splotches. Where his skin wasn’t black, it was a sickly pale color. At least it wasn’t broken—yet. “If you have a solution for this, I’d like to hear it.”
 
   Crysallis sighed. “A splint, Your Majesty. We’ve been over this before. I was more thinking of your left arm. You still have sensation in it. I can’t restore what has been lost, but I might be able to use my beads to turn an illusion into something more substantial.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Witches can create illusions. Some of us can give these illusions a certain amount of solidity. I have been trying to figure out how I might do this with your left arm. It wouldn’t be permanent. I don’t know how long I could make it last, but it might prove useful. I am uncomfortable experimenting on you without your Guardians being well aware of what I’m attempting.” Crysallis’s mouth twisted in a smirk. “It might bring them to you faster, however.”
 
   “What, you’ve given up on trying to kill me?” Kalen asked incredulously.
 
   The witch’s smile faded. “Do you believe the thing you’re hosting would allow it?”
 
   ~Kill,~ the First snarled in his head.
 
   “Probably not,” he admitted.
 
   “You have my oath not to bring any harm to you. I also promised that I would have you returned to your father within three days, though this was an unexpected development. I had not thought the swarm had split.” Looking troubled, Crysallis focused her attention on the ruins of Morinvale. “There must be far more of them than I thought.”
 
   A coughing fit doubled Kalen over. Shaking his head, he backed down the hill, away from the haze rising from the destroyed town and the two swarm paths. His ears buzzed in time with the throb of his heartbeat in his throat. Crysallis followed him, grabbing hold of his elbow when he stumbled.
 
   “The smoke is thicker north and east. We’ll backtrack,” the witch announced, pulling him along faster than he would’ve been able to walk on his own. “Staying near here would be your death.”
 
   “I guessed as much,” he wheezed.
 
   “Perhaps I should carry you.”
 
   The First’s wrath burned through Kalen’s head. The memory of the crumbling tree replayed in his memories. His breath hissed through his clenched teeth as blinding agony seared through his skull. “I’d rather not end up like that tree,” he managed to choke out.
 
   “It was already dead from the taint. You will not end up like the tree. Could you please stop being stubborn? You are not well, and I swore I’d return you safely to your Guardians.”
 
   While the First still raged in Kalen’s head, he was able to draw several deep breaths. Somehow, he managed to stay upright through the creature’s onslaught. “So you’ve told me. I believe you, already. You’re not out to kill me right now.”
 
   Crysallis sighed. “We can’t stay here. If you can’t walk, I will carry you.”
 
   Kalen’s pride demanded that he refuse the witch, but his legs trembled under his weight, and he doubted he’d remain standing without her aid. The First’s fury chilled to a watchful concern. “I can manage for now.”
 
   “For now?”
 
   Kalen winced. “For now. Just look at it this way. If I fall over, not only do you get to carry me, I won’t exactly be able to stop you from splinting my hand, now will I?” He shivered at the thought of being useless. The flutter of anxiety rippled through him, but he resolutely swore to ignore the memories and circumstances surrounding his injured hand.
 
   “Indeed.” Crysallis sounded pleased.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Kalen wasn’t sure how long it was before he couldn’t take another step. Another coughing fit doubled him over. Crysallis hovered next to him. Without a word, he leaned against a tree, sank down to the ground, and tried to catch his breath.
 
   “That’s as far as I’m going,” he wheezed once he could speak without choking.
 
   “I think we’re far enough away unless the wind blows the smoke our way.” Crysallis knelt beside him, touching her hand to his forehead. “You’re fevered.”
 
   “Nonsense. I’m the perfect example of good health.” Kalen tilted his head away from the witch’s icy touch. Her fingers dropped to his throat.
 
   “You have to take your shirt off so I can splint your arm properly. Don’t wander off. I’ll return shortly.”
 
   “Do I look capable of going anywhere?”
 
   She left him leaning against the tree. Kalen sighed and settled in to wait. True to her word, the witch returned within several minutes. Kalen concentrated on breathing without coughing. The effort drained him almost as much as walking had. A filled wineskin hung from her hip. She tossed down a collection of sticks, all of them stripped of their bark. An ashy residue turned the wood a dull gray.
 
   “Thirsty?” she asked, removing the skin from her belt.
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “Drink anyway. It’s water.” She removed the cap and handed it to him, glaring at him until he obeyed. “There’s no chance of finding any animals here, not so close to the swarm.”
 
   Grimacing at the thought of food, he replied, “I’m not hungry.”
 
   “That is not necessarily a good thing, Your Majesty.”
 
   With a sigh and glare, he handed the wineskin back and held his arm out. “If you’re going to do it, do it.”
 
   “You act like I’m going to break your hand while splinting it.” Crysallis took the skin back and capped it before setting it aside. “The entire idea of splinting your hand is to prevent the bones from breaking once the mage’s magic fades. If it’s splinted and secured, the healer’s work will be that much easier.”
 
   “Can you blame me?”
 
   “No, I don’t suppose I can. Perhaps you are an example of good health. I think most others would have already died two or three times over.” Crysallis shook her head and loosened his cloak clasp before going to work at unbuttoning his tunic. “I’d try to roll up the sleeves, but I want to splint your arm all the way to your elbow.”
 
   Kalen sighed, shivering as she freed his arm from his sleeve. Complaining about the cold and damp wouldn’t do any good, so he clenched his teeth and kept quiet as the witch went to work. Sitting beside him, she rested his arm on her leg, laying out the sticks along the length of his hand to his elbow.
 
   Instead of using cloth, Crysallis muttered a few words, drawing patterns on the wood with a finger before touching his arm. The pressure of something coiling around his arm made his skin crawl. “Do you have a question?”
 
   “I’d ask what you were doing, but I doubt I’d understand it even if you explained,” Kalen said, watching as she continued to lay stick upon stick to his arm, securing them with invisible bindings.
 
   She smiled. “Remember how I said witches could create illusions with substance? This is what I’m doing, except I’m focusing my energy on the bindings rather than the visual element. I could make it look like you’re wearing an actual cast, but there’s no point in wasting my efforts. Once you’re with the healers, I will unravel it.” After a moment’s hesitation, Crysallis lifted her hand. The cuff of her shirt fell away to reveal a thin bracelet decorated with dark beads. “These are my beads. One of these will allow me to sustain the binding without having to touch it. Should you remove it, it will unravel the entire working. I would not recommend it.”
 
   The bead she placed on the back of his hand. When she let it go, it remained fixed in place. Like the First’s presence in his head, the bead was cold. Numbness spread from to his fingers and up his arm.
 
   “I can’t feel my fingers,” he complained. He couldn’t move them either, but he swallowed back the surge of panic. Splints were designed to prevent him from wiggling his fingers and hurting himself. He wasn’t supposed to be able to move.
 
   He understood that, but it didn’t ease the cold stabs of fear and anxiety—or block the memories of the Lord Priest’s smile. Kalen shuddered.
 
   Crysallis brushed his sweat-dampened hair away from his brow. “Take a deep breath, Your Majesty.”
 
   It wasn’t until she gave the order that he realized he was gasping in quick, short bursts. The tightness in his chest spread up to his throat and strangled him. He didn’t dare to blink. If he closed his eyes, he’d remember it all and see it with unrelenting clarity.
 
   “Kalen?”
 
   “I’m okay,” he lied in a whisper.
 
   “No, you’re not.” The witch took hold of his hand, and he felt the constricting pressure ease. “Move your fingers.”
 
   He tried to, shivering as his body obeyed him.
 
   The pressure intensified, once again trapping his wrist and hand. This time, however, he could wiggle the tips of his fingers. His chest tightened, and his breathing hitched.
 
   Taking hold of his chin, Crysallis forced him to look at her. “Deep breaths,” she ordered.
 
   Her dark brown eyes fringed on black, and despite wanting to flinch away, he couldn’t avert his gaze. Her eyes held him. The First’s presence retreated, leaving behind the faintest chill in his skull. The trembling in his muscles faded away, leaving him limp. Crysallis, without letting go of his chin, slid her arm behind his back and held him upright.
 
   “Tell me what happened.” The command seared through Kalen’s head, dredging up the memories and forcing them to the forefront.
 
   As though the lethargy in his body had also infected his head. He told her in a dull tone about how he had met Garint and the other Kelshites in the forest. He tried to rein in his tongue, but he was disconnected from himself. As he confessed all that he had endured, including how the Danarite Lord Priest had snapped his bones and savored his pain, Kalen realized that the First was forcing each and every word out of him, stealing away his will to resist Crysallis’s demand.
 
   When he began recounting how he had made his way to his sire’s villa, Crysallis said in a tired voice, “That’s enough.”
 
   Kalen opened his mouth to speak, but couldn’t force a single sound out. What could he say that he hadn’t already? He hadn’t wanted to say anything at all. Despair kept him limp and silent. When Crysallis let go of his chin, he lowered his eyes and stared at the ground. The leaf-strewn soil was dull and blurred, and Kalen couldn’t force his vision to focus.
 
   “Where is your new Guardian?” Once again, the demand in Crysallis’s voice was answered by the First. Instead of speaking, the creature took over, lifting Kalen’s arm and pointing west.
 
   ~Rest,~ the First whispered, anguish erasing its usual malevolence.
 
   Crysallis slid an arm under his knees and lifted him as though he were as fragile and light as glass.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Bones broke with a dull sound, not with a sharp snap, but every time Crysallis trod over a twig, Kalen remembered. He stared at nothing, unaware of when the sun had set, leaving him trapped in the evening gloom, faintly lit by moonlight.
 
   When he closed his eyes, he relived the nightmare over and over again, hearing his bones crack beneath the hands of a Danarite while a Kelshite Knight watched in silence. His pain was an echo of the interrogation, and he shuddered.
 
   In the back of his head, the First lurked, and instead of its cool malevolence, it radiated warmth. The sensation of safety and security ate away at the edges of his anxiety, but wasn’t strong enough to smother it completely.
 
   The First whispered to him, but the words were lost in the throbbing beat of his pulse in his ears.
 
   “Breathe, Kalen,” Crysallis said in a firm voice. “Deep and slow, before you make yourself faint.” She paused, sighed, and adjusted her grip on him. “Maybe it’d be better if you did.”
 
   “No,” he whispered. Sleep was the last thing he wanted. If he slept, the nightmares would haunt him, each bloodier and more painful than the last.
 
   “Try to relax a little. No one is going to do anything to you while I’m here. If you keep panicking, your Guardians will know. You’ve been trying to hide this from them, haven’t you? You don’t want them to know what they did to you.”
 
   Flinching at the truth in the witch’s words, he forced himself to nod. They didn’t need to be burdened by him any more than they already were.
 
   The First’s presence in Kalen’s head cooled, its disapproval strengthening at his unwillingness to rely on his Guardians.
 
   “You could try trusting them a little,” Crysallis suggested in a gentle voice, making Kalen wonder if she was like the Yadesh, capable of reading minds.
 
   “They don’t need to know,” he replied.
 
   “They don’t, but it’d help you if you told them. I know, I know. You can’t show anyone weakness. You’re the Rift King, right? The Rift King can’t afford to be weak in front of anyone; not his Guardians, and certainly not in front of his father.”
 
   Kalen grimaced. “They’ve made it clear what they think.”
 
   “They’re Guardians. Not a single one of them is content if they don’t have someone to protect. In this case, it’s you.” After slowing to a halt, Crysallis knelt and set him down, resting his back against a broad tree trunk. With a gesture, she conjured a witchlight. “I think that’s far enough for tonight. You really need to rest, and we may as well give your Guardians a non-moving target to find.”
 
   “Crysallis, their duty isn’t to protect me. It’s to protect others from me. You know that just as well as I do.” Kalen couldn’t keep the bitterness out of his voice.
 
   “It has been fifteen years, Your Majesty. They worry because you have not fully ascended. You almost did,” she replied, her tone a match for his. “I failed. You won’t ascend now. I should have known Breton and Maiten would find a way to reverse the change before it was completed.”
 
   The First’s presence surged. As Kalen’s awareness of the creature heightened, fragments of the memories bombarded him. He shivered at the glimpses of the past, of those he had killed in the Upper Reaches, all while Maiten watched and did nothing.
 
   He remembered the faces of those he had crushed, not with human hands, but with golden, clawed hooves. When he had finished tearing apart his enemies, he had allowed his Guardian and a single woman to live, witnesses to the thing he had become—and the carnage he had delighted in.
 
   In his head, the First purred its contentment.
 
   “Do you remember Arik’s ascension?” he asked.
 
   “And Nerisan’s, and Sorasis’s, and every other Rift King before them,” Crysallis said.
 
   “You witnessed them all?” Kalen lifted his gaze to meet the witch’s eyes.
 
   She didn’t look away from him. “Yes.”
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   Crysallis sat down beside him, reaching over to lift his hand so she could inspect the splint. “You’re the first Rift King to ask me about the ascension of others.”
 
   “I know. I’ve heard it before, and I’ve said it more than a few times myself. I’m no Arik. I’ve always known that my Guardians were never there to protect me, but to protect others from me. If the others didn’t want to know why, they were cowards.”
 
   “You are not a coward.”
 
   Kalen considered how his heart still raced in his chest and the cold sweat soaked him. He forced a weak laugh. “I wouldn’t go that far.”
 
   Despite his efforts, his anxiety and fear boiled right beneath the surface, threatening to bubble out of him at any moment. The ascension, at least, didn’t frighten him—not any more. It had, long ago when he had no memories of the month following Arik’s death.
 
   In that first month, when Kalen had been something other than a man, he hadn’t killed anyone who hadn’t deserved it. That had been enough to allow him to accept the monster he had become.
 
   “I would. You are not a coward. Being anxious over what happened to you is not cowardice. The pain you’ve endured is enough to break even the strongest. Had I known what you’ve endured, I wouldn’t have tried to force the ascension.” Crysallis made a thoughtful humming noise. “I’ve never seen it protect someone before, not like it does with you. Any other Rift King would have ascended fully in Morvinale. I was convinced you would. What I don’t understand is why you didn’t.”
 
   All Kalen could feel from the First was smug satisfaction. “Tell me about Arik’s ascension.”
 
   “He became a skreed like any other, black and twisted. The Guardians restrained him and forced him back into his human shell. There is not much to tell. Did you see the skreed in Morinvale?”
 
   “No, I didn’t.”
 
   “Some might call you blessed. They are as black as the taint they leave behind. Scales cover them, and they secrete a dark fluid. It can eat through metal and make stone boil. It corrupts living things, as your hand has been tainted. They are tall, taller than a man, and stand on two legs. Their tails are thick and long, and are strong enough to crush stone. There are some variances in their shape, but many have blocky heads. The more dangerous skreed have longer muzzles and necks than their lesser brethren.” After hesitating, the witch shrugged. “I could create an illusion for you, if you would like to see. They… are difficult to describe.”
 
   “Not necessary. I have a feeling I’ll see one soon enough.”
 
   “You might not live long after you see it,” the witch warned.
 
   After considering whether or not he really wanted to know the answer, he asked, “So Arik became one of these skreed?”
 
   “Yes. Well, close enough to one. There were some human qualities left after his transformation.”
 
   Kalen frowned, staring at his left shoulder. Why did he remember gold, white, and sapphire? Had he been scaled? He remembered tufts of bloodied fur caked to his clawed hooves. He shivered. Was the First really a skreed? If so, what was it doing being passed from Rift King to Rift King?
 
   The only thing he was certain of was that humans weren’t supposed to have hooves or claws, let alone both at once. There was nothing human about the First’s malevolence and desire to kill anything in its way—or destroy anything that proved a risk to him.
 
   Sucking in a breath, Kalen straightened. He jerked his hand out of Crysallis’s grip, reaching for the sword no longer at his side. Gorishitorik’s hilt was silver and gold, with a blue stone in its hilt—the same colors he remembered from after he’d become the Rift King. “They were all black? Not just Arik?”
 
   Crysallis frowned. “All of them. You seem baffled. Why?”
 
   “Gorishitorik is silver, gold, and blue. It’s the Rift King’s sword. Why is it those colors if the First is black? That blade binds the Guardians to me, doesn’t it? Why were they black after ascension? That doesn’t make sense to me.” Kalen shrugged, wincing at the pain the motion caused.
 
   Crysallis’s eyes widened. “You’ve been dreaming, haven’t you?”
 
   Her question surprised and baffled him. “Dreaming? What do you mean?”
 
   “Of a white, gold, and blue beast.”
 
   “No, I haven’t had dreams like that,” he said. Memories weren’t dreams. Although his recollection of what he had become was hazy, he was certain he hadn’t been black or stood on two legs. “Why would you think I’ve been dreaming?”
 
   “Because the First was never meant to be black and tainted like its brethren. It is too late, but I know better now. Humans were never meant to be hosts for them, and because of that, they taint us and we taint them. They don’t belong in our world, but there’s no way I know of to send them away once they’re here.” Crysallis sighed. “When the Rift Kings ascend, they become violent. They kill and eat anyone in their path, until the Guardians manage to subdue them. I’ve never seen a Rift King ascend more than once in their reign.”
 
   “Why is that? Where did they come from, if they’re not from here?”
 
   “The answer is the same for both of your questions. I don’t know. The Danarites were the ones to unlock the secrets of creating them. As for the Rift Kings and their single ascension, I don’t know. Maybe it is because of the Guardians? That’s probable. I may have cursed the Rift King with the First, but the Guardians were the creation of another.” Crysallis swallowed, shaking her head. “My sister. I should have listened to her. She was right. Perhaps that is why I became a witch and she did not.”
 
   Narrowing his eyes, Kalen watched the witch. While her expression was passive, her dark eyes were anguished.
 
   “So the First was the very first skreed the Danarites summoned?”
 
   “That’s what Gorishitorik named it. I don’t know why. I guess it had belonged to the Danarites, once upon a time. Gorishitorik found it, and after seeing what the Danarites could do with theirs, he wanted the First for his own. I gave him what he wanted. It was a mistake.”
 
   “A mistake you’ve been trying to undo ever since, by trying to force the Rift Kings into ascension?”
 
   “Correct. I wish to break the line of the Rift Kings. Then, perhaps, we could be free. But none of the others were right. They were tainted. Your arm was not. It was gold and white, as it should be. But you didn’t ascend—not completely. And now you won’t. It only happens once.” Crysallis’s voice was bitter. “For my plans to work, I must find another Rift King like you.”
 
   Kalen resisted the urge to lift his hand and rub at his forehead. What would the witch say if she learned the truth?
 
   The First seemed amused. ~Truth,~ it encouraged.
 
   “I have a secret,” he said, wondering if listening to the First’s counsel was wise. Would telling the witch the truth make matters worse? Or would he be inviting her to kill him as a result?
 
   “You are the type to hold many secrets,” she agreed.
 
   Kalen sighed. “I ascended a week after I became the Rift King. In full. Maiten was there and witnessed it. I made him swear never to speak of it.” Not even Maiten knew that Kalen remembered what had happened, that he had pieced together the truth over the years. He had refused to acknowledge it, pushing it aside until the First had demanded he recognize the facts for what they were.
 
   Crysallis sucked in breath. “That’s impossible. Rift Kings never remember. And in Morinvale, you…” With widening eyes, the witch covered her mouth with her hands. “That’s twice.”
 
   “I didn’t want to remember. I still don’t want to, but I do. But why do the skreed stand on two legs when the First stands on four?” Kalen shrugged. “For the first few years, I couldn’t remember anything after Tavener had killed that Guardian up until a month or so later. It came back in fragments over the years—some of it, at least.” He paused, thinking about how he couldn’t remember what had happened to his boots—or how he had left the Rift and reached Kelsh.
 
   Like at the beginning of Kalen’s reign, there was a month-long gap in his memories. “Maybe three times,” he admitted ruefully. “I don’t know how I left the Rift and ended up in Kelsh. From what I’ve pieced together, I lost a month somewhere.”
 
   Ironically, it meant that the Kelshites in the forest had been hunting him, and he had been the cause of the destruction, the great furrows in the soil, and the overturned trees. He jerked his hand up, staring where he’d been bitten by the kingmaker. “I remember now. I’d been bitten by a kingmaker, a day up from Blind Mare Run. Next thing I remember, I was in Kelsh.”
 
   “You need to stop letting those serpents bite you, Your Majesty. It is not good for your health—or our sanity. Is it possible that you made it out of the Rift on foot while suffering from the venom?”
 
   Suffering was a mild way of putting it; the bite of a kingmaker caused convulsions, memory loss, and general misery for several weeks. He could count at least four times he’d angered one of the serpents. The first time, Breton had been shocked that Kalen had survived, ultimately coming to the conclusion that vellest had saved his life.
 
   “Ferethian had been with me when it happened. He wasn’t with me in Kelsh.” Kalen frowned, trying to remember what had happened after he’d been bitten. “Maybe I sent him back for help.”
 
   Even he needed a healer after being bitten by a kingmaker, although he’d survived several encounters with the often-lethal serpents.
 
   “That’s possible. When your Guardians come, why don’t we ask them? They’d know, wouldn’t they?”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “Do you remember what happened in Morinvale?”
 
   “Not really. Bits and pieces, but not a lot. They were going to sacrifice children again.” Kalen swallowed. He had been so impotent, unable to save the Kelshite children from the Danarites and mercenaries.
 
   In Morinvale, he had been ready and willing to throw everything away, including his life, to stop it from happening again. That was where his memories became a blur, right up until the Crimson Eye’s senior healer, Parice, had healed his deafness.
 
   “For that, Your Majesty, we will make them pay in blood,” the witch swore.
 
   Kalen believed her.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   Waiting was the worst part. Breton needed something to do, something other than standing still and silent guard, watching over the tent of the Delrose herd. He listened to the soft murmur of their voices. They had settled into their new routine, which involved a lot of staying in one place doing nothing.
 
   Losing track of the time wasn’t like him, even at night, but the minutes stretched into hours, and while the mercenaries with any sense at all were asleep, the Delrose herd refused to rest. Breton wanted to pace, but he’d done enough of that for three men already. Seeking out Ceres wouldn’t do either one of them any good. Kalen’s foal needed sleep almost as much as Breton did.
 
   While he wanted to express his worries, speaking wouldn’t help, not when he couldn’t act on anything.
 
   All that was left for him to do was wait.
 
   The mercenaries of the Crimson Eye settled into the same pattern they had embraced at Morinvale, with two differences that kept him close to the Delrose’s tent: more of them lurked on the edges of the camp, and all of them had their swords drawn.
 
   Swords wouldn’t do them any good against the skreed, but there was an equally dangerous enemy in the night. Desperate men from a broken company had nothing to lose. Breton had heard some of the less reclusive mercenaries whispering about it when they thought he couldn’t hear them.
 
   If they were lucky, the Wolf Blades would surrender and beg to be absorbed by Silvereye’s company. If not, they might make a run at them to finish what they had started.
 
   Breton sighed. Rolling his shoulders, he winced a little at the tightness surrounding the spot where the skreed had injured him. While the brand no longer hurt, the silver, gold, and black markings were warmer than the rest of him. While it helped drive away the evening chill, it didn’t comfort him.
 
   All it did was leave him with even more questions. Why had the skreed spared him in the Rift? The four in Morinvale had let them go as well. Breton rubbed at the brand engraved on him. Why hadn’t the swarm left its banks to devour them all?
 
   It wouldn’t have been difficult for it to wipe them all out, but it hadn’t. They’d been spared, save for the few who hadn’t moved fast enough. Their deaths, at least, had been swift.
 
   If Crysallis was right, and the swarm was skreed, Breton didn’t want to think about how many of them would be hunting the forests—or how they’d fight them off. He’d been helpless against the four in Morinvale. They hadn’t hurt him or the other Guardians. If anything, they had stood guard over them. They hadn’t touched the Rift King, either.
 
   The skreed had no such sympathies for the Wolf Blades or Danarites. But why?
 
   All he could think about was his very first encounter with the skreed in the Rift, when he had been branded by it. Who—or what—was the Eldest, and why did the skreed seem so interested in it? What did it have to do with them?
 
   Breton didn’t have any answers, and without anything to distract him or keep him busy, all he could do was think. Frustration welled up, leaving him anxious for action. He wanted to hit something—or someone—but he couldn’t even do that. Maiten was gone, and he didn’t dare spar with anyone else.
 
   He didn’t trust himself to hold back.
 
   Lady Delrose shoved her head through the tent flap. Her gaze settled on him. “Don’t you ever get tired of standing out there?”
 
   There was no doubt in Breton’s mind that the woman was the Rift King’s dam in that moment; while their eyes were a different shade of blue, the intensity was the same, as was her exasperated tone.
 
   It was enough to cajole a faint smile out of him. “Good evening, Lady Delrose.”
 
   “I’m awake. They are not,” she whispered, emerging from the tent. She adjusted her cloak on her shoulders. “Find another guard so we can walk together.”
 
   Deciding it wasn’t worth the effort of arguing with her, Breton nodded, retreating to the line of tents. When he stood in the light of one of the lanterns, he gestured as Captain Silvereye and instructed. One of the mercenary guards jogged up to him. “Sir?”
 
   “Lady Delrose wishes to stretch her legs. Can you find someone to keep watch on the rest of them?” he asked.
 
   “I can take your watch. If you leave the camp, don’t leave without a patrol. We’re on alert.” The Mithrian relaxed his stance, but his eyes were bright and wary.
 
   “We won’t leave the camp,” Breton promised. Returning to Lady Delrose, he clasped his hands behind his back, settling into place a half step behind and to her right. “Where shall we walk, Lady Delrose?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” she said, and true to her sentiment, she picked a direction and set off, her pace as brisk as her tone. “Bresalan likes to think himself clever. He thinks he can fool me. Since he isn’t talking, you will. I want to know what has happened to my son, and I want to know what you’re planning to do about it.”
 
   Laughing at the Rift King’s dam wouldn’t do him any favors. Breton swallowed several times to keep his mirth contained. “Four Guardians and a witch are out hunting for him, Lady Delrose. He was separated from us when the swarm came. He is alive. That’s all I can tell you.”
 
   “That’s more than what my husband has told me,” she replied. She crossed her arms over her chest, narrowing her eyes as she came to a halt under one of the pole-hung lanterns. “Four Guardians? There were only four of you before. More have come? Are you aware that Princess Tala is here?”
 
   Ignoring her questions regarding the numbers of Guardians present, Breton replied, “She came in with your foal’s horse. I’m aware. I have not seen her yet.”
 
   “As she is, she’s an unacceptable match for the Rift King.” Lady Delrose sniffled. “She’s entirely unsuited for what he needs. Bresalan seems to think he can ignore me in this matter.”
 
   Breton didn’t envy Lord Delrose. The Kelshite woman’s eyes were harder than sapphires, cold, and so entirely like her foal’s that it hurt him to look at her. “His Majesty is not, I assure you, interested in a Queen at this time. He has already declared that if he selects a Queen, she will be his court mate, which is not something taken lightly.”
 
   “Explain.”
 
   “Court mated couples wear rather venomous, partnered serpents. Once a pair is bound together, they remain so until death. My sire and dam are such a pair. It is uncommon among us. Most prefer the freedom of picking and choosing their partners at leisure.” Breton shrugged. “It forces absolute loyalty in the couple. To betray one’s mate is to court a very swift death.”
 
   “Good.” Lady Delrose wrinkled her nose. “While I think she’s a nice enough girl and might make a good wife for someone, considering the circumstances…”
 
   “His Majesty needs a Queen who is his equal.” Hiding his smile behind a fake cough, he stared off into the darkness. Had Crysallis or the other Guardians found his wayward foal? He hoped so.
 
   Without Honey to protect him, Breton worried.
 
   “She was much different as a child, when we arranged their betrothal. They were well-matched, equally serious and determined.” One by one, Lady Delrose cracked her knuckles, her eyes narrowed. Breton wasn’t sure he wanted to know what she was thinking that gave her such intensity. “That changed.”
 
   “After he disappeared,” he guessed, careful to keep his tone neutral.
 
   Lady Delrose clasped her hands in front of her and stilled. “You saved his life, didn’t you?”
 
   Breton couldn’t help himself; he smiled at the memory of a much younger Kalen, determined despite everything. “He saved his own life. I simply helped him along a little.”
 
   “Is that so?” Kalen’s dam refused to look at him, as though worried if she started asking serious questions—the things she really wanted to know—he would cease talking altogether.
 
   “Why don’t we find a quiet place to sit, and I’ll tell you what you want to know.”
 
   She jerked her head up. “You will?”
 
   “In exchange, you’ll tell me what you know of Kelsh’s princess.”
 
   Lady Delrose’s smile was the reflection of Kalen’s at his worst. “I think I can help you with that.”
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   The quietest place Breton could find with a place to sit was at the pickets among the horses. The mercenaries watch them with interest, but gave them space without him having to ask for it. Lady Delrose sat on a log, her hands clasped together on her lap.
 
   “I’m surprised you’re not wearing breeches,” he said as he sat beside her.
 
   “If I had them, I’d wear them,” she grumbled. “We didn’t have time to grab much when we left our villa.”
 
   Breton grinned. “I’ll talk to Captain Silvereye about that, if you’d like.”
 
   “Please do. Bresalan’s angry that you call our son your son. I am not stupid. He’s angry because our son calls you father, not because you consider him a son. I’d like to understand.”
 
   Breton sighed. “Then I’ll be direct, Lady Delrose. I can’t have children.”
 
   Her eyes widened, and after a long moment of thought, she nodded without saying a word.
 
   “The proper place to begin is at the beginning. What do you already know about your foal, Lady Delrose?”
 
   The woman’s eyes hardened, and she sat straighter. “My husband and the king were poisoning him. Bresalan claims it was to help him, to make him resistant against poisons if someone tried to kill him. Something went wrong, and the king tried to kill Satoren instead.”
 
   “That’s pretty accurate. It was politics. Kelsh’s king is obsessed with eliminating Danar once and for all. Judging from my experiences with your foal, his personality and sense of justice went against that goal. It’s unfortunate. A sense of justice is something Kelsh’s king could use a bit more of.”
 
   Lady Delrose snorted. “Such a masterful understatement, Guardian.”
 
   “I won’t go into the specifics of how I knew who your foal was when I found him. I trust you understand that?”
 
   At her nod, Breton stretched out his legs, considering how best to tell her of how he brought Kalen into the Rift. He could have told her about all of the circumstances, the reasons Kalen had done what he had done, but Breton suppressed the desire.
 
   That was for the Rift King to handle, not him.
 
   “When I first met him, he was trying to steal my horse,” Breton said, unable to keep his amusement out of his voice. In the Rift, horse theft was among the worst violations of the Code, but he hadn’t been angry, not when faced with a desperate and dying foal. “That’s how I knew something was wrong. In normal circumstances, Perin wouldn’t have tolerated it. He would have either ran or killed the person trying to steal him. Instead, he brought your foal to me.”
 
   “He tried to steal your horse?” Lady Delrose’s voice rose in pitch.
 
   “He has a good eye for horses. It is well enough that he picked Perin. If he hadn’t, you would have found his body outside of Elenrune.”
 
   “You’re serious.”
 
   “You will need to speak to Lord Delrose for his part of the tale, but I was given orders by His Majesty’s predecessor to deliver a rather important message. I never made it into the city. I knew what I carried, and when I saw your foal, I understood why I carried it. Unfortunately, we did not know the true severity of the vellest poisoning. The amount of antidote I was carrying was only enough to save his life, not reverse what had been done.” Breton scowled, the old simmering anger revived as he remembered carrying Kalen’s limp body in front of him, wondering if Perin could make it to the Rift in time.
 
   It had been close—too close.
 
   “Go on,” Kalen’s dam said, her tone quiet and troubled.
 
   “I turned Perin for the Rift and rode as fast as I could. The antidote kept him asleep for the first day. After that, it was a race—would I reach the Rift before he died from the vellest? While the convulsions didn’t kill him, he couldn’t sleep. He couldn’t without the antidote. So, in that, Lord Delrose and Kelsh’s king had done well by him. He didn’t die. Any other man likely would have. It took me three months to get him deep into the Rift.” Breton considered what else he could tell the woman. How would she react when she found out what had actually saved her foals life?
 
   He’d only find out by telling her. Sighing in resignation, he ran his hands through his hair. “I named him Kalen because of his inability to sit still. He didn’t care where I was taking him, so long as we were moving forward. Unlike him, I had to sleep. He was, as he is now, a ceaseless, restless wind.”
 
   “He never liked sitting idle. He always wanted to be doing something,” Kalen’s dam whispered.
 
   “Nothing has changed.”
 
   “So you made it to the Rift city and got him the antidote?”
 
   “His Majesty has the luck of the Rift. No, we didn’t make it to Blind Mare Run. We were a day into the Upper Reaches when he found an abandoned serpent’s nest. I warned him to leave the eggs alone, but he didn’t listen. In that, nothing has changed either,” he admitted in a wry tone. “They were kingmaker eggs, and despite my hopes, they were still quite alive. He kept them warm, and they hatched.”
 
   “Kingmaker eggs?”
 
   “They’re serpents. When they’re newly hatched, they aren’t dangerous; they don’t become venomous until they’re around a foot long. But once they’re adults, they’re among the most lethal things in the Rift.” Breton shook his head. “I should be grateful that he couldn’t let those eggs go. Before he had a chance to let the newborn hatchlings go, another kingmaker found him. He was bitten.”
 
   Lady Delrose’s eyes widened. “But you said a kingmaker’s bite is lethal.”
 
   “The venom is a rather effective antidote against most things, if you can survive it. Most don’t. That’s what ultimately saved Kalen’s life. While I worried of encountering kingmakers, I never thought an adult would hunt down those who stole from their nests.” Breton shivered. He’d come perilously close to losing his life. The kingmaker, however, hadn’t given him anything more than a passing glance. “You can thank Lord Delrose later for subjecting him to so many poisons. He’s been bitten by just about everything in the Rift, living to talk about it later.” Breton’s laugh was strained. “It pains me to even acknowledge that their plan worked. It’s extremely difficult to do any lasting harm to him due to poisons.”
 
   “Thank you, Guardian. Because of you, he’s come back to us.”
 
   Breton sighed again. “He won’t stay here, Lady Delrose. He might have been born in Kelsh, but he belongs in the Rift. That’s his home now.”
 
   “I know. He often looks west. He’s always cold and miserable. It hurts me, but you’re right. Kelsh is not his home. We ruined that for him, didn’t we?”
 
   After considering the woman’s words, he nodded. “He doesn’t like being here. It would not surprise me to find him racing back for trails as soon as he feels like he’s done his duty.”
 
   “He doesn’t like his father at all,” she said in a small voice.
 
   Breton rose, dusting his legs off. “That is between them. If Lord Delrose is wise and smart, he might earn Kalen’s respect. In the Rift, a man can have many fathers. I would ask that you remember this much: a ceaseless wind can turn stone to dust given time. It can stir embers into conflagrations, and it can even change a river’s flow. That is the sort of man who rules the Rift. I often wonder if the kingdoms know what sort of gift they were given due to a misguided man obeying the twisted orders of a mad king. It is late. Tomorrow at sunrise, you can tell me of this mad king’s daughter, and the risks she brings to my foal.”
 
   Lifting her chin, Lady Delrose stood, and in the lantern light, her stony eyes glittered. “It would be my pride and honor, Guardian.”
 
   With a faint smile, he dipped into a shallow bow. “You, Lady Delrose, may call me Breton, if it pleases you.”
 
   “And you, Breton, may call me Erissa, if it pleases you. I will see you at dawn.”
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   At dawn, an amused Mithrian woke Breton. No amount of rubbing at his eyes dispelled the lethargy weighing him down. He was stifling a yawn when a bright-eyed, cheerful Lady Delrose met him outside of his tent.
 
   “Good morning, Breton.”
 
   “Horses,” he mumbled, heading in the direction of the pickets. Grooming his geldings would wake him up while he listened to Lady Delrose.
 
   “You should sleep more,” Kalen’s dam chided.
 
   It was easier to agree than argue with her about it, so he nodded. “What can you tell me about the princess?”
 
   “She’s sheltered without any idea of how the world really works. She’s a Knight in name only, as her father refused to allow her to be properly trained. Her Yadesh isn’t much better.” Lady Delrose wrinkled her nose as she hugged herself. “It’s not a good situation. Should she take Kelsh’s throne, she’ll be destroyed by the power-hungry nobles on the council. She has no idea how to stand up for herself. The Danarites won’t even need to lift a hand; she’ll ruin us from her lack of experience. She wasn’t always like this. She changed after…”
 
   “After Kalen left?” Breton asked, careful to keep his voice low and his tone gentle.
 
   “After he left,” she agreed, her expression despondent. “After a few years, the king started trying to give Princess Tala away in marriage. He’s groomed her to be some king’s decorative wife, not a queen worthy of the Rift.”
 
   “We’re aware. It’s been a source of irritation for all of us over the years. Kelsh’s king has been quite persistent in that regard, despite the Rift’s refusals.”
 
   At the pickets, Ceres was already at work grooming the horses. Ceres took one look at him and his companion and gawked, his eyes wide and mouth hanging open.
 
   Breton chuckled, waving Kalen’s foal over. “Erissa, this is Ceres.”
 
   “We’ve met,” Lady Delrose murmured, though she inspected the younger Guardian head to toe. “You’re older than Satoren.”
 
   When Ceres hesitated, Breton grinned and said, “Not by much.”
 
   “You’re one of his sons.” Lady Delrose circled Ceres, reminding Breton of a serpent deciding how best to devour her prey.
 
   “I am, Lady Delrose,” Kalen’s foal replied, standing taller.
 
   Armed with a curry comb, Breton went to work on Perin’s coat, watching the two in silence. None of the Guardians, himself included, had spent too much time actually talking with the Delrose herd. Lord Delrose’s volatile temper and the Guardians’ general disapproval of the man’s handling of a much younger Kalen had kept them separate.
 
   After considering Ceres’s interest and Lady Delrose’s curiosity, Breton wondered if he had made a mistake in not encouraging the Guardians to mingle rather than watch from a distance.
 
   Lady Delrose stared into the forest, her eyes as dark as her expression. “Princess Tala has no confidence. She has no belief in herself. She does as she is ordered. She has no inclination to think about what she’s doing or why. She does as told.” Whirling around, Lady Delrose stooped and snatched up one of the curry combs. “Which one can I groom?”
 
   “Try Honey first,” Breton suggested. “She’s usually more open to someone other than Kalen handling her.”
 
   Lady Delrose nodded, and after letting the golden chestnut sniff her, the Kelshite woman went to work. “According to my husband, Her Highness’s Rifter is pretty bad; she speaks Kelshite and Trader. I don’t know what her father has been teaching her, but it hasn’t been how to rule.”
 
   Breton considered the woman’s words, busying himself by brushing Perin. His gelding lipped at his sleeve, both of his delicate ears pricked forward. “That will not settle well with His Majesty.”
 
   “He’s short tempered enough. It might be wise to make certain they don’t meet,” Ceres said, his tone worried. “If she were one of ours, he’d be livid.”
 
   Lady Delrose straightened, pausing in her grooming of Honey. “What do you mean by that?”
 
   Both wary and intrigued by the woman’s cold tone, Breton draped his arms over Perin’s back and watched Kalen’s foal. Ceres lifted his chin and met Lady Delrose’s gaze steadily. “I mean that there is no place for anyone who can’t handle themselves in the Rift. It’s a death sentence, Lady Delrose. Father knows it, and he makes it his responsibility to ensure as many of us survive as possible. It’s one thing to have a shy, quiet personality: he appreciates quiet people; they don’t bother him. But it’s another thing to endanger others. We live and die by the weakest in the herd. All it takes is one serpent bite to kill someone.”
 
   “So I’ve been told,” Kalen’s dam replied, her eyes narrowing. “You make it sound like he is a cruel person.”
 
   Ceres kept brushing his horse and didn’t answer.
 
   All Breton could do was hope that the truth wouldn’t hurt the Kelshite woman too much. Sighing, he nodded. “That’s because he can be, Erissa. He often is. He has to be. The duties of a Rift King are not easy or kind. He lives by the sword, or he dies by it. We of the Rift live or die by our ability to adapt. On the best days, it is difficult to feed everyone. We rely on our horses, but we never butcher one because we’re hungry. They’re either old and already dying or injured. If there’s been a Scouring, there is a high chance of losing many of our foraging grounds. We work together, or we all die. That’s the way of the Rift. He can’t afford to be kind, not to anyone. If he sits idle and doesn’t enforce the Code, even more people die. Yes, he can be quite cruel. It’s necessary.”
 
   Lady Delrose paled, and with a sigh, her slim figure sagged. “I see.”
 
   “Father hates it.” Ceres’s ducked his head. “He has to be cruel, but it’s necessary.”
 
   “So he won’t get along with Kelsh’s princess, will he?” Lady Delrose turned her attention back to Kalen’s mare. “Good. Maybe he can talk sense into her.”
 
   “This isn’t going to end well,” Breton muttered. While Lady Delrose didn’t seem to hear him, Ceres stared at him with wide eyes.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Breton left Lady Delrose under Ceres’s guard. While he appreciated not having to march, he worried that they hadn’t gotten far enough away from the swarm. He stood at the edge of the camp, watching for any sign that the skreed had followed them. While a smoky haze marked where Morinvale had once been, all was quiet and still.
 
   Someone cleared her throat behind him. Breton considered ignoring the person, but he sighed and turned around.
 
   A blond-haired woman dressed in a golden tunic and breeches stood beside a Yadesh. Unlike Satrin, the animal didn’t share many resemblances to a horse, with the exception of its nose. Compared to Rift horses, the creature looked fragile, with too thin legs and narrow build. “Are you Breton?”
 
   When trouble came calling his name, Breton preferred avoiding it. Both the woman and the Yadesh watched him expectantly. “I’m Breton. What do you need?”
 
   Taking several jerky steps forward, she thrust out her hand. Breton swallowed back his desire to sigh at the Kelshite custom, he clasped her hand, letting it go as soon as he touched her.
 
   “I’m Tala. Sil—ah, Captain Silvereye said you could teach me Mithrian.”
 
   “I can teach you the basics, but I’m not fluent in the language. I know enough to get by. I do know a few who can teach you, however.” Breton straightened, aware of the Yadesh’s scrutiny.
 
   “The basics should be fine,” she replied, shrugging.
 
   One of the Yadesh’s ears flicked back, and the animal sighed. Tala reached over and patted its golden shoulder. At the woman’s touch, the Yadesh’s second ear swiveled back.
 
   “Are you really a Rifter?”
 
   The blurted question caught Breton by surprise. Frowning, he turned his attention from the Yadesh to Kelsh’s princess. “Are you really a Kelshite?”
 
   A faint blush washed over the woman’s cheeks. “Of course I am a Kelshite. What else would I be?”
 
   Breton kept his expression as neutral as his voice, wondering if his mocking of her would go unnoticed. “Of course I am a Rifter. What else would I be?”
 
   The Yadesh’s ears snapped forward. Breton got the feeling the doe wanted to say something, but remained silent.
 
   “But you’re not in the Rift where you belong.” The words were delivered in a clipped, annoyed tone, and the woman’s chin rose, as though she wanted to stare down her nose at him, but couldn’t due to his height. “You must be the one I’m supposed to deliver a message to.”
 
   Breton clasped his hands behind his back so she wouldn’t see him drum his fingers as he fought to keep patient with the woman. “What message?”
 
   “It’s stupid, so I’m not sure why I’m bothering, but he told me to inform you that if you touched his boots again, he would beat you senseless with them.”
 
   “You saw my foal before coming here.” While he’d already known because Honey had been with her and led them to Ferethian, the confirmation pleased him—as did the threat. Would the despondent Kalen that Maiten had described be willing to say such things? Breton doubted it.
 
   “The mare belonged—”
 
   “I was speaking of the man, not the horse,” he interrupted, shaking his head.
 
   Confusion furrowed the woman’s brow. “He’s a foal?”
 
   He considered whether or not to explain the concept to her, but decided against it. If Lady Delrose’s complaints were sincere, he’d be wasting his breath. “Was he well?”
 
   Tala scowled as though she was being forced to swallow something sour. “Well enough.”
 
   All of his frustration surged up, and he couldn’t rein it in. “If he left his horse with you because he was unfit to ride, he was not well enough,” Breton snarled, flexing his hands behind his back.
 
   The princess recoiled as though he had slapped her across the face. The splash of red on her cheeks paled away, and her eyes widened. “What do you mean?”
 
   It took him several deep breaths for him to regain his composure. “I mean that he’s one of the best riders in the Rift. He would not have sent his best mare with a Knight unless he was unfit to ride. That means he is not well.”
 
   The Yadesh’s ears flattened back. Kelsh’s princess spluttered, but she otherwise remained silent.
 
   “You have not introduced your Yadesh,” he said when his patience frayed at the woman’s lack of response.
 
   Her blush returned, brighter than before. “Oh. I’m sorry.” She didn’t sound apologetic, but Breton decided to ignore her tone. “This is Relas.”
 
   Breton dipped into a bow as Kalen had taught him. “Your fellow Yadesh have been very helpful. It is a pleasure to meet you.”
 
   ~Thank you,~ she replied, her voice a tired whisper in his head. ~I apologize for her behavior. Things have been difficult for us.~
 
   He sighed. “If you’re to learn Mithrian, then you will learn Rifter as well, filly.”
 
   “My name is Tala,” she replied in a curt voice.
 
   Breton watched her, narrowing his eyes as he decided how best to handle her. If he gave her a reason to dislike him, the possibility existed that Kalen would respond by attempting to smooth things over in as diplomatic a fashion was possible. The possibility also existed that the Rift King wouldn’t care about the woman’s pride or dignity, choosing to treat her in the same way he would a recalcitrant mare in the Rift.
 
   He hoped for the latter. If Lady Delrose was correct, Tala needed to be brought into line. Breton drew a deep breath, smiled, and said, “You haven’t earned your name yet, filly. I am under no obligation to teach you anything, although I will respect Captain Silvereye’s wishes in this matter—for now. The best person to teach you isn’t here right now. When he arrives, he will handle your education. In the Rift, names are given as they are earned. Until then, I recommend you learn to respond to filly, because that’s what you are. Typically, someone proves themselves when they have earned their first horse, though we’ll make an exception for you, seeing as you won’t be earning a Rift horse.”
 
   Breton couldn’t imagine any one of their horses allowing the princess to groom them. It amazed him that Honey had left Kalen at all for the woman.
 
   Once again, the woman looked like she had been slapped across the face. When she didn’t say anything, he glanced at Relas. The Yadesh’s ears were pricked forward, her head held high.
 
   ~What will be expected of us?~
 
   “Us? I wasn’t aware you needed to learn languages. If you would like to learn, we would be glad to teach. That is our way.”
 
   ~I would like to learn.~
 
   “Then you shall. What is the form of address suited for you? Are you a mare? A doe?”
 
   ~Doe,~ she replied. ~How do we earn our names?~
 
   The Kelshite princess fidgeted; her head lowered with her gaze locked on the ground at her feet. When she didn’t speak, Breton turned his attention back towards the smoking ruins of Morinvale. “You listen, and then you act. For you, doe, either the king’s stallion will accept you into the herd or he will not. Unlike the filly here, you have your Yadesh companions to stand for you. Your name will be quickly earned by their judgment. The one the filly has to prove herself to is not as easy to please.”
 
   “Horses are important to you Rifters, aren’t they?” The Kelshite princess lifted her head and crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m not a child. Was he your son, then, that you call him a foal? Are you pleased that he wanted to kill me for stealing his horse? I hadn’t. I wasn’t going to. I don’t need his horse. I have Relas.”
 
   “Tell me what happened,” he suggested, forcing himself to relax his stance.
 
   “I found his horse in the forest. I meant to catch her to find her owner and return her. She looked valuable. She led me to him. He wasn’t happy. There’s not much else to tell. Would he have tried to kill me?”
 
   Unable to stop himself, Breton laughed. “Try? No, filly, he would have, if he believed you a threat to himself or his horse. The theft of a horse is a serious violation of the Code. There are a few instances where murder is ignored. Those who are wise do not even think of committing horse theft in the Rift.”
 
   While Relas didn’t say anything, Breton was faintly aware of the Yadesh’s discomfort.
 
   Tala said nothing.
 
   “It was a noble gesture, but you were tricked by the mare. She led you on a merry chase directly to him, didn’t she?”
 
   “Yes,” the Kelshite woman hissed.
 
   “Rift horses are trained to bring help to their Riders if they feel it is necessary. That is what Honey did. For her to go find someone for him, that means there was something wrong. Something happened to cause my foal to order his horse away from him. What?”
 
   With red, glistening eyes, the Kelshite princess stared at him. When the tears started to fall, he forced himself to stay silent, waiting for her to compose herself.
 
   She drew a trembling breath and whispering, “There was a village.”
 
   Breton considered all of the things the Rift King would have done and sighed. “Let me guess. He felt he would slow you down, but he didn’t trust you for one reason or another, so he sent Honey with you.”
 
   “He did say he would slow me down. He told me to tell his horse some command and follow her. She brought me here.”
 
   Breton nodded. “And the village?”
 
   She shook her head, wiping at her cheeks. “It’s gone.”
 
   In those two words, Breton heard her guilt, as well as the burden of terror and grief. “You saw the swarm.”
 
   “We followed it, and when we passed it, it chased us to the village. Before I could warn them, it…it…”
 
   “It ate them.” Breton spat curses. “I think it’s easy enough to guess what happened next. You ran, which is exactly what you should have done. Did you see where the swarm went?”
 
   “It stopped. When I left, the village had been swallowed by a black lake.” The princess was trembling. “The mare led us here.”
 
   “Kalen had his reasons,” Breton said, as much for himself as it was for her.
 
   “So he has earned his name,” she said, her voice bitter.
 
   “Kalen means ‘the ceaseless wind.’ He was called that long before he earned his horse. He earned it in an entirely different way than most Rifters, but it suits him well. While I am displeased my foal did as he did, I can’t fault him for it. The swarm is not forgiving of weakness.”
 
   “It might have killed him. It was so close behind us,” she whispered.
 
   “He is not dead, filly.”
 
   Her guilt and worry darkened her blue eyes. “How do you know that?”
 
   “Your doe can confirm the truth of my words. Kalen is not dead. I would know. His horses would know. But know this, filly, if you do anything to bring harm to my foal, you will regret it.”
 
   ~Truth,~ Relas confirmed, and the doe’s tone was as worried as Tala’s expression.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Kalen couldn’t sleep, not that he wanted to. The First lingered in his head, and whenever he thought too long on why his right hand hurt so much, a frigid numbness spread through him. Eventually, he was able to look at the splint without feeling like he was suffocating. It helped a little, knowing that Crysallis slept unaware of his enduring anxiety, curled up on the ground. Her snores were as raspy as serpent scales on stone.
 
   The mystery of why the witch slept distracted him. As she was already dead and over a thousand years old, why did she need to rest at all? Why did she breathe when she hadn’t needed to near Morinvale? Kalen wanted to ask her, but instead of waking her, he paced. The hours dragged, and when the horizon lightened with the dawn, he forced himself to stand still and watch the colors of the sunrise through the trees.
 
   As he basked in the little light penetrating the gray haze wafting from the smoking swarm trail, the First murmured its contentment. Kalen closed his eyes and breathed in deeply. Beneath the fading acrid fumes was the moist scent of the forest. The air no longer burned his throat and lungs, nor did he feel the need to cough.
 
   The tension flowed out of him, and as he relaxed, the First’s chill warmed. He closed his eyes, ignoring his aches and pains in favor of enjoying the simple pleasure of the sunlight on his face.
 
   Something touched his back, feather-light and gentle, but enough to startle Kalen into whirling around, gasping. An arm circled him before picking him up and swinging him around. Before he could lash out, the First intervened, and in the brief time it took him to fight off the creature’s control, he’d lost his chance to retaliate. It didn’t stop him from yelping, shocked at the fact someone had managed to sneak up on him without his knowing.
 
   “Father!”
 
   By voice alone, Kalen couldn’t tell if it was Ceres or Varest. Kalen struggled to catch his breath, his heart hammering in his throat. “Don’t do that!”
 
   His Guardian laughed. “Sorry, Father. I couldn’t resist.”
 
   Mumbling curses, Kalen wiggled out of his foal’s grip. He blinked and had to squint to force his eyes to focus. Ceres wouldn’t have grinned quite so much, nor would he have looked quite as smug. Varest’s gelding snorted, stepping forward to nuzzle Kalen’s chest, grabbing hold of one of his braids and chewing on it. After freeing his hair from the slobbering horse, he awkwardly stroked the animal’s soft nose with his splinted hand. “Varest.”
 
   “Good guess,” his Guardian replied.
 
   Kalen cocked his head to the side before turning to Crysallis. “Up, witch. If I can’t sleep, neither can you. And it wasn’t a guess, Varest.”
 
   A sleepy mumble answered him, and Crysallis rolled over, covering her head with her arm.
 
   Varest huffed. “How’d you know?”
 
   “Ceres doesn’t grin like a sun-crazed deeps dweller. He also knows better than to pull a stunt like that. I could have hurt you.” Pointing at his Guardian with his splinted hand, Kalen forced himself to scowl disapprovingly to cover his desire to laugh at his foal’s baffled expression. After one more tug at Kalen’s braid, Varest’s gelding wandered, hunting for elusive patches of grass amongst the trees.
 
   Varest turned in a slow circle, halting to stare down at him. “You wouldn’t hurt me and you know it, Father. If you managed to land a hit on me, I would’ve deserved it. Where’s Honey? And how did you know I was grinning?”
 
   “Long story.”
 
   “I have time, Father.”
 
   Kalen doubted his foal would quit asking questions until he answered something seriously, so he replied, “I sent Honey to Ferethian.”
 
   “Without you.” Disbelief warred with displeasure in Varest’s tone; it amazed Kalen how much his foal could convey in two words.
 
   “Without me,” he confirmed.
 
   Varest crossed his arms over his chest. “Why would you do something that stupid?”
 
   Kalen opened his mouth to deliver a biting retort, but the thought of having been so close to a Knight silenced him. A shudder ran through him. He felt his breathing quicken, and he was powerless to prevent the tightness in his chest from spreading to his throat.
 
   “Father?” Varest’s voice rose in alarm.
 
   Kalen heard Crysallis sigh. “Take deep breaths, Your Majesty.”
 
   Varest turned to face the witch. “What’s wrong with him?” he demanded.
 
   Blinking several times, Kalen shook his head to clear it. The First’s presence surged, and cold-born numbness spread through him. While he knew he needed to reassure his Guardian, Kalen couldn’t force out a single word. Closing his eyes, he rested his forehead against Varest’s back, drawing deep breaths as Crysallis suggested. His foal smelled of smoke and horses.
 
   “Father? What’s wrong?”
 
   “Just give him a few minutes,” Crysallis said, her tone quiet and soothing. “He met a Knight near the swarm. He sent Honey with her. It seems there was a village in the swarm’s path, and he wanted them to be warned. Then he had Honey take the Knight to Ferethian, from my understanding.”
 
   Varest stiffened. “A Knight.”
 
   Bothered by his foal’s worried tone, Kalen lifted his throbbing, splinted arm and rested his palm against Varest’s shoulder. “She didn’t do anything to me,” he forced out in a whisper.
 
   “Someone did. Who?” Varest’s voice trembled with anger. When Kalen didn’t reply, his foal’s tone sharpened as he demanded, “Who?”
 
   “If you won’t tell him, I will,” Crysallis warned. “You’ll be pleased to know, Varest, that his sight is returning, slowly but surely.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   Kalen leaned heavily against Varest’s back. “It’s true. Things are a bit blurry, but I can see. As for the rest, my hand hurts. That’s all.”
 
   “‘That’s all’ is quite an understatement, Your Majesty. Varest, he needs a healer. I can’t block his pain or heal him, not like he needs,” the witch said, her tone soft. “He did not react well to my splinting his hand. It wouldn’t surprise me if it hurts as much as when it first happened.”
 
   Since the witch spoke the truth, Kalen kept his mouth shut.
 
   “I see.” After heaving a sigh, Varest relaxed. “Thank you for taking care of him, Crysallis.”
 
   “The route south is blocked. There were two swarms. We might be cut off.” Crysallis sounded worried.
 
   When Varest took a step forward, Kalen straightened.
 
   Varest circled Kalen, making disapproving noises in his throat before saying, “The way west is open. There used to be a village that way, but it’s gone now. All that’s left is a lake. If we hurry, we can circle around it before the swarm moves on.”
 
   If the way west was blocked by the swarm, Kalen doubted they’d be able to reach the others, not without finding a way across the tainted land. If Crysallis was correct, he doubted they’d survive the attempt. “Then we hurry and hope we’re not cut off,” he said.
 
   “Father, you aren’t hurrying anywhere. You look like someone dragged you through the deeps by your ankles,” his Guardian said, shaking his head.
 
   Kalen scowled. A laugh worked its way out of his throat. While Varest was right, he didn’t want to admit just how tired he was. He was too weary to deny it, either. “You’re probably right. I don’t look that bad, do I?”
 
   Both the witch and his Guardian refused to meet his gaze.
 
   He sighed.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Kalen had no doubts that Varest’s gelding would carry him, but he walked anyway. Without the use of his hand, he feared he’d fall from the saddle again. While he had been blind when he’d tumbled from Honey’s back, he’d never ridden Varest’s gelding before. He wasn’t ready to rise to the challenge of convincing another’s horse not to dump him in the mud.
 
   With Varest with him, Kalen could ignore his right hand in favor of his phantom his left arm. If Crysallis was correct and the tugging was a new Guardian coming for him, he was close. Kalen’s awareness of the First’s presence swelled, smothering all else.
 
   It wasn’t until Varest touched his elbow that Kalen realized his foal was talking to him. “Father?”
 
   “What?”
 
   With an exasperated huff, Varest crossed his arms over his chest. “What has gotten into you? I’ve been trying to get your attention for at least five minutes now.”
 
   “I think they’re close,” Kalen replied, glaring sourly at his left shoulder. He was almost tempted to roll in the taint just to rid himself of the incessant phantom throbbing.
 
   “Who’s close?”
 
   “Either Breton or Maiten thought it’d be a good idea to make a new Guardian,” he grumbled, fighting the urge to rub at his shoulder. It wouldn’t ease any of his discomfort, and it would hurt his hand. He’d eventually confess that Crysallis had been right to insist on the splint, but he’d wait until after he put himself into the hands of a healer. “Probably both of them.”
 
   “You’re kidding,” Varest choked out, his eyes wide.
 
   “They’re so clever at times they disgust me,” Kalen replied, stomping his foot. “I want to toss both of them into the deeps for it, but I can’t say they’re wrong. What I want to know is whom they conned into being my Guardian. With my cursed luck? Watch it be that deeps-spawned sire of mine.”
 
   While both Crysallis and Varest stumbled to a halt, Kalen trudged on. When they didn’t follow, he spun around to face them. “What?”
 
   Varest’s mouth hung open for a long time before he swallowed and asked, “Did you just admit you need more Guardians?”
 
   Even his Guardian’s gelding looked shocked, his elegant black head held high, both ears cocked back, while the whites of his dark eyes showed.
 
   Kalen scowled at all three of them. “You heard me. Considering the circumstances, I can’t say they’re wrong. I don’t like it, but I can understand why they did it. You didn’t know, Varest?”
 
   “I didn’t. You left Gorishitorik with Breton?”
 
   “Maiten. It’s not as if I could use it.” Kalen glared at the sticks forming the splint, wishing he could ball his hand into a fist. Once again, he couldn’t even make the tips of his fingers twitch. A flutter of anxiety spread through his chest, and he forced himself to take several deep breaths to control it so he wouldn’t start panting. “Once Parice has his way with me that will change.”
 
   Even if his eyes never fully recovered, he wasn’t going to be left helpless—never again.
 
   “That’s good,” Varest said, nodding in satisfaction before straightening, looking deeper into the forest. “Seems you were correct.”
 
   Spinning on a heel at the unmistakable sound of hooves behind him, Kalen turned in time to see a black blur plow into him. Varest caught him from behind. Snorting and tossing his head, Ferethian shoved his nose against Kalen’s chest, knocking them both over in his enthusiasm.
 
   “Ferethian!” Kalen protested, pushing the stallion away with his elbow. Beneath him, Varest laughed.
 
   “Good morning,” Maiten called, reining in his gelding nearby. The red-haired Guardian leaned over his horse’s neck, grinning. “Looks like you found him first, Varest.”
 
   “Crysallis beat me,” Kalen’s foal reported.
 
   “Thank you for keeping an eye on him, Witch,” Maiten said as he slid to the ground. Clucking his tongue, his Guardian shoved his shoulder into Ferethian, pushing the small stallion aside. “Slobber on him later, Ferethian. What have you done to yourself this time, Your Majesty?”
 
   “I didn’t do anything,” Kalen muttered, allowing Maiten to grab his upper arm and haul him to his feet. Whinnying softly, Ferethian once again pushed his soft nose against Kalen’s chest. Ignoring the shooting pain up his arm, he stroked his stallion’s neck. “I’m mostly in one piece, Ferethian. I promise.”
 
   His horse didn’t look convinced.
 
   “Mostly,” Maiten agreed. “Your eyes are focusing. How’s your sight?”
 
   “Blurry.”
 
   “Now that’s an improvement. Your doing, Crysallis?”
 
   “All I did was splint his hand. The magic that was holding the bones together before has failed. Be gentle with him.” Crysallis gave Ferethian a wide berth. “You brought others. I see Verishi. Who is with her?”
 
   Kalen stood on his toes to look over his horse. Three riders and four animals waited in the trees, too far away for his uncooperative eyes to see clearly. Two of the horses were black while the other two were golden chestnuts. “That’s the new Guardian over there? And Verishi? Who’s the other? Why is she here?”
 
   Maiten grimaced, unbuckling Gorishitorik and handing the weapon to Varest. “I’ll take the blame for it all, including the handmaiden coming along. She missed you.”
 
   “So it was both of you,” Kalen replied, keeping still as Varest belted his sword in place. “Next time, ask me first.”
 
   Maiten’s eyes widened. “Ask you first?”
 
   “I do believe that’s what I said. Now, who is the new one? Bring him over so this stops hurting, thrice-curse you!”
 
   “Her.”
 
   The correction took Kalen by surprise. “Her?”
 
   “Moritta,” his Guardian called out.
 
   As Verishi and his new Guardian drew closer, he realized both were riding Yadesh. The Danarite handmaiden waved at him. “Horse Lord,” she greeted cheerfully.
 
   It was Kalen’s first look at the Yadesh she rode; unlike Satrin, the Yadesh was more of an equal blend of horse and deer. “Hello, Verishi. You’re looking well. The same to you as well, Satrin.” Kalen stared at the new Yadesh. “You must be Dorit.”
 
   ~Greetings, Your Majesty. I am Dorit,~ the stag confirmed.
 
   Kalen nodded, turning to the Mithrian as she dismounted from Satrin’s back. While he knew the woman by name and reputation alone, she wasn’t much taller than him, which startled him almost as much as the fact that she was now one of his Guardians. “Maiten, are you seriously telling me you turned Captain Silvereye’s second-in-command into a Guardian?”
 
   Verishi giggled, diving down from Dorit’s back to launch herself at him. Maiten caught her in midair, setting her down. “Gently, Verishi.”
 
   The handmaiden plowed into Kalen’s legs and held onto him. Careful with his splinted hand, he rested his arm on the top of her golden hair. “It’s nice to see you,” he murmured, meaning it.
 
   “Horse Lord,” Verishi said happily.
 
   “It’s a pleasure to serve you, Captain,” Moritta greeted, her voice soft. She lifted her hand to her brow in a brisk salute.
 
   Kalen felt his mouth drop open, and he was powerless to utter a word. Why was the woman calling him Captain? At a complete loss, he turned to Maiten, making an incoherent sound.
 
   “It would be wise if you were to touch him,” Crysallis said, watching from a short distance away. “Making a Guardian is a rather painful thing for His Majesty, and it won’t cease until there’s physical contact. Varest, try not to let him fall. He’s battered enough as it is.”
 
   Kalen was aware of Varest behind him as Moritta reached out and rested her hand on his right shoulder. The phantom pains in his left arm evaporated, and his relief was so intense it left him breathless and his legs gave out from under him. Verishi let out a startled cry as Varest caught him from behind, keeping him upright.
 
   “Oh!” Silvereye’s second-in-command jerked her hand back, her eyes widening. “I’m sorry, what—”
 
   “It’s fine,” Maiten interrupted, his tone satisfied. “That’s what was supposed to happen. Better?”
 
   Kalen closed his eyes and leaned against Varest, concentrating on keeping his breathing even. “Much.” As the euphoria wore off, he was aware of a lighter pressure in his left arm. “Maiten, are there two new ones?”
 
   “Three, actually. Sorry, Your Majesty,” his Guardian replied, not sounding very apologetic.
 
   It took him several moments for Kalen to gather his composure and stand on his own. “Three? What were you thinking? Also, someone please explain this Captain nonsense to me,” he requested, careful to keep his tone neutral.
 
   “Captain Silvereye made the decision,” his new Guardian replied.
 
   Kalen opened his mouth, but was at a loss of what to say. Instead of speaking, he made soft, baffled noises, first pointing at the Mithrian before turning to his Guardians.
 
   Holding up his hands and backing away, Varest said, “I had nothing to do with this, Father. I was looking for you.”
 
   Crysallis chuckled. “I am also innocent.”
 
   “Innocent!” Verishi chirped.
 
   ~I, too, am quite innocent,~ Dorit whispered, and Kalen felt the Yadesh’s amusement.
 
   Pawing at the ground, Satrin ducked his head. ~I only encouraged Derac.~
 
   Kalen spun to face the Yadesh. “You encouraged whom?” His voice rose in pitch and cracked. “You convinced my cousin to become a Guardian? Are you mad?”
 
   Satrin flattened his ears back. ~He’s the one who is mad. I just saw an opportunity to help you.~
 
   Caught by surprise, both at the Yadesh’s unrelenting tone and the idea that his cousin would want to become a Guardian, Kalen snapped his teeth together, turning away so he wouldn’t say something else he’d regret. He considered Moritta first before turning to Maiten. Wishing he had a second arm so he could cross them over his chest, Kalen settled for arching a brow and waiting in expectant silence.
 
   When no one said a word, he asked, “You turned Derac into a Guardian, Maiten?”
 
   “That’s him over there. It was his choice.”
 
   ~It is my responsibility. I requested that Derac represent Kelsh in the matter of protecting you. When he found out who you were, he was eager to offer his help,~ Satrin said, continuing to dig a hole in the ground.
 
   Kalen trembled. Derac knew everything—his cousin knew what had been done to him, from start to finish. “I see.”
 
   ~You’re not angry?~
 
   “I am, but I understand.” If Kalen were in Derac’s position, he likely would have made the same decision, just as he had thrown himself into the Danarite’s camp on the chance that his family had been taken captive.
 
   “Derac!” Maiten bellowed.
 
   Both of the black horses drew closer. Derac dismounted, leading both animals as he joined the group. By the time his cousin stood among them, Kalen was shaking.
 
   Crysallis rested her hand on his right shoulder and bent over to whisper in his ear, “Take deep breaths.”
 
   Jerking his head in a nod, he obeyed the witch until he no longer felt like he was being strangled. “Derac.”
 
   “Satoren,” his cousin replied in a soft voice.
 
   The witch left him, leaning over to whisper into Derac’s ear. His cousin’s eyes widened.
 
   “Touch him,” Maiten ordered. Kalen tensed as his cousin’s fingers brushed against his upper arm. Like with Moritta, his body relaxed and some of his pain eased. Varest took hold of his shoulders, but Kalen shrugged him away, relieved that he was able to remain upright on his own.
 
   Kalen faced Maiten. “Tell me what this Shadow Captain nonsense is all about.”
 
   Maiten cleared this throat, looking at anywhere other than at him. “There are certain protections a Shadow Captain of Mithrias enjoys,” was the subdued replied.
 
   “I’m aware,” he replied, pausing as he struggled to gather his thoughts. “I’m pretty sure this violates the Covenant.”
 
   It wasn’t just a violation of the Covenant, it lit the entire thing on fire. While Mithrias was often considered a neutrality in its own right, Kalen doubted any one kingdom could counter the combined forces of Mithrias and the Rift.
 
   “Technicalities. Satoren Delrose is the Shadow Captain, not Kalen Alkasatoren,” the Mithrian woman countered in a smug tone. “According to Captain Silvereye, who is someone no sane Mithrian would accuse of lying, his younger captain has been in his company for a while, quietly rising through the ranks over the years. As Captain Silvereye had no way of knowing that Satoren Delrose was meant to take Kelsh’s throne, he is clear of all wrongdoing.” Moritta chuckled, looking far too pleased for Kalen’s comfort. “Thus, technically, the Rift King isn’t the Shadow Captain. Captain Silvereye knows what he is doing, and you’re far too clever to waste. Anyway, officially, His Majesty the Rift King is currently missing, kidnapped by an unknown entity.”
 
   Once again, Kalen made noises in his throat as he struggled to come to terms with what the mercenary was telling him. “And whose idea was that?” he demanded, unable to mask his displeasure at the thought of his birth name once again haunting him.
 
   “I believe that was a joint effort, Captain,” Moritta replied.
 
   “A joint effort,” he murmured, considering how to get himself out of the mess made for him by an overenthusiastic mercenary captain and his equally eager Guardians. Kalen wanted to strangle someone, but that required two hands. “Why would any of you think it would be a good idea to make me into a Mithrian Shadow Captain? And why would anyone spread a rumor about…”
 
   Kalen couldn’t bring himself to say it. The sickening tightness in his chest returned, choking off his breath. He forced himself to swallow, drawing deep breaths until the sensation faded. Derac watched, opened his mouth to say something, but thought better of it.
 
   “It’ll keep you safe,” Maiten said in a quiet, worried voice. “We are all in favor of ensuring your survival, Your Majesty and Captain, sir.”
 
   Kalen needed to pretend nothing was wrong, so he turned to the witch, narrowing his eyes. “Crysallis, I don’t suppose you can remove this splint for a few minutes, can you?” After a moment of silence, he faced Maiten. “I think one of my Guardians requires the sense knocked back into him.”
 
   With a faint smile, Derac said, “I’ll hold him for you if you’d like.”
 
   “Do not encourage him, Guardian. I’m afraid you can’t beat him yet, Your Majesty, not until after you’ve seen a healer.” A flicker of concern in the witch’s expression betrayed the fact that Crysallis had noticed his lapse. Then she shook her head and joined in his ruse by bursting into laughter. “This is unbelievable.”
 
   Kalen wasn’t certain if she was talking about his behavior or his scheming Guardians.
 
   “He’s always been as close to a Shadow Captain as a Rift King can get,” Moritta pointed out, shrugging. Still smiling, the woman clasped her hands behind her. “You’ve been making changes to how Mithrias has run itself since the first days of your rule, or so I’ve heard. It is not so far of a leap to make you a Shadow Captain, sir. This is a good thing for Mithrias, so far as I’m concerned. We always need good men in the Shadow Council.”
 
   “Need I remind you that there is a reason the Rift is under restrictions?” Kalen frowned, aware of the First observing, the creature’s interest warming the often cool spot in his head.
 
   “If a way to contain the swarms is to be found, Mithrias and the Rift may have to work together,” Crysallis said, all of the humor in her voice replaced by a more troubled tone. “It will take the skreed time to mature, but once they do, I don’t know of anything that can stand against them.”
 
   “Except the Danarites,” Kalen said, thinking of the priests who had summoned them in the first place.
 
   “Except the Danarites,” Crysallis conceded.
 
   “You know about this swarm?” Moritta asked.
 
   The witch straightened, lifting her chin. “Unfortunately. Our first priority is to get His Majesty to a healer. After that, I will explain all that I know to you.”
 
   Mounting without putting too much pressure on his hand was a challenge, but Kalen managed. Once he settled into the saddle, he turned to Varest. “Get rid of his bridle. It’s not like it’s any use to me right now, and he’ll be more comfortable without it.”
 
   Ferethian’s ears pricked forward, remaining still as his foal obeyed. Varest packed the bridle into his saddle bags.
 
   Just being astride his horse restored some of Kalen’s calm. “Lead the way, Guardians.”
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Kalen dozed in the saddle, aided by Ferethian’s steady, swaying stride and the sense of security brought by the presence of four Guardians nearby. While he didn’t quite fall asleep, he truly relaxed for the first time since he’d been blinded in Morinvale.
 
   “He’s the exact opposite of earlier,” Varest said, loud enough to catch Kalen’s attention.
 
   “Isn’t that a good thing?” Crysallis replied, amused. “Don’t worry, Ferethian won’t let him fall.”
 
   “I know that,” his foal muttered.
 
   “You mean I won’t let him fall,” Maiten rumbled.
 
   Ferethian snorted. Before his stallion could retaliate against either Guardian or the witch, Kalen touched the tips of his fingers to his horse’s neck. “You mean I won’t let myself fall.”
 
   “Is there a reason we can’t stop and let him rest?” Derac asked, his tone mild. Kalen cracked open an eye to glance at his cousin, who rode Breton’s Gorask. Neither horse nor man looked happy.
 
   “We need to get around the swarm before it wakes up again,” Maiten said in a grim tone. “Fortunately, it isn’t much farther.”
 
   Kalen sighed, straightened, and shifted in the saddle. “Then let’s ride like we mean it. We can rest after we’re well away from the swarm’s path. And before you bother arguing, yes, I’m certain. No, I don’t care if you think I should rest and take it easy. Yes, I know I’m not doing myself any good by pushing too hard right now. Yes, the first thing I intend to do when we’re back with the mercenaries is to find Parice. No, I won’t beat any of you, however much I think you deserve it. Is there anything I’ve forgotten?”
 
   Varest reached over and rustled his hair. “No, I think you’ve addressed the important parts, Father.”
 
   “Dump him,” Kalen ordered, wondering if Varest’s gelding would obey.
 
   With a half buck and a sidestep, Asheval dislodged his Rider from the saddle. His foal hit the ground hard. Kalen leaned over Ferethian’s shoulder to stare down at his fallen Guardian. “Thank you, Asheval.”
 
   “That wasn’t nice, Father,” Varest groaned. “It’s not fair, cajoling my horse to do your dirty work.”
 
   “That’s for playing with my hair again.”
 
   “He’s the Horse Lord,” Verishi said smugly from her perch on Dorit’s back.
 
   Maiten burst out into laughter. “Welcome to the family, Moritta, Derac. If you want to know how well he’s feeling, touch his hair.”
 
   Moritta slid down from Satrin’s back, holding out her hand to Varest. “I’ll make sure to remember that.”
 
   With a laugh, Varest clasped Moritta’s hand and got to his feet. “Father’s mean.”
 
   “I’m mean? Me? You’re the one who tested your luck. See, even your horse agreed that you crossed the line. Right, Asheval?” Kalen faked a sniffle. Both Asheval and Ferethian pricked their ears forward, pranced in place, and bobbed their heads. “You’re muddy, not hurt.”
 
   “How do you know?” Varest whined.
 
   Kalen tilted his head to the side and arched a brow at his Guardian. “I’d know. I remember that time your brother broke his wrist trying to show off, figuring if he got banged up a little bit falling off the ledge into the river, you’d get my attention? You both got my attention, all right. You’re fine. Get up.”
 
   “Cheat,” his foal muttered.
 
   “Every chance I get,” he replied, nudging Ferethian forward.
 
   “Why were you trying to get his attention? I was under the impression that you all tried to avoid that?” Derac asked.
 
   Muttering curses, Varest mounted before patting his gelding’s neck companionably. “Ceres didn’t think he cared.”
 
   “Oh, I cared,” Kalen said, twisting in the saddle to glare at his foal. “You two scared the liver out of me and every other Guardian in the area. Right, Maiten?”
 
   “Don’t drag me into this. All I did was go in after you.”
 
   Kalen snorted. “I would have made it out just fine without your help.”
 
   Straightening in the saddle, Varest stared at him with widening eyes. “Wait, what do you mean by that?”
 
   With a sadistic laugh, Maiten nudged Horasian beside Ferethian. “You didn’t know, Varest? His ever-so-concerned Majesty went in after the pair of you. Frankly spoken, your twin’s very fortunate His Majesty’s so fast or Ceres wouldn’t have made it. Your father didn’t know that Breton had already gotten you out, and he about drowned himself looking for you.”
 
   “Maiten!” Kalen protested, glaring at his older Guardian. “I was saving that little secret.”
 
   “I didn’t know that,” Varest said, his brows furrowing.
 
   Kalen stood in the stirrups, reaching over to pat Varest top of his head. “There, see how you like it, little foal. Someone has to make sure you two don’t kill yourselves during your moments of stupidity. Unfortunately, that person is me. No one drowned, so it’s fine. Just don’t do something like that again.”
 
   “Yes, Father.”
 
   “This sort of thing happens to him all of the time, doesn’t it?” Moritta asked in a worried voice.
 
   Heaving a sigh, Crysallis shook her head. “You have no idea. To be fair to His Majesty, he doesn’t start most of it.”
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   The First warned Kalen something was amiss. The cold spot in his head flared to a searing heat as the creature demanded his full attention. With his breath hissing through his teeth, he sat straighter. Through the trees ahead, black smoke roiled over the ground. “Stop.”
 
   Ferethian skidded to a halt, head held high and his ears twisted back. The others reined their horses in.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Maiten demanded.
 
   ~Ahead. Avoid,~ the First hissed in his head.
 
   “There’s something up ahead,” Kalen dutifully reported, shivering as the First’s presence once again chilled. “I think we better circle around.”
 
   Crysallis twisted to face him, her eyes narrowing. While she didn’t say anything, she didn’t look away until Kalen nodded his acknowledgment of her suspicion.
 
   “That’s where the village used to be,” Maiten replied. “It was just a lake earlier. What’s going on?”
 
   In the darkness, bursts of lights flashed and bobbed. A shudder ran through Kalen. “It’s the skreed, isn’t it?”
 
   “Infantile skreed. They’re feeding,” Crysallis confirmed, her voice trembling. “It’s too soon. Whatever you do, don’t go into the fog. It will be the last thing you do. They’ll leave nothing behind, not even bone.”
 
   Maiten backed his gelding up. “Those are skreed? Those lights are skreed?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Whispered voices murmured in Kalen’s ears, too soft for him to make out. He stared into the haze engulfing the lights among the trees. Shapes lurked within the forest, obscured by the tendrils of darkness and shifting shadows. Squinting, Kalen struggled to make out who—or what—was within the mists.
 
   Maiten’s gelding rammed his shoulder into Ferethian, tearing Kalen’s gaze away from the fog.
 
   “Come on, Kalen,” his Guardian hissed.
 
   “What in the deeps is wrong with you, Father?” Varest exclaimed.
 
   Kalen shook his head, blinking blearily at Maiten. “What?”
 
   “You were just staring at the fog,” his Guardian replied, forcing his gelding to herd Ferethian away from the smoke’s edge. “We’re leaving now.”
 
   “I was?”
 
   “For ten minutes,” Maiten confirmed.
 
   “What?” he blurted, his mouth falling open.
 
   “Sorry, but you’re riding with me.” Before Kalen could even protest, Maiten grabbed hold of him, hauling him off of Ferethian. His stallion helped with a well-timed buck, forcing him into his Guardian’s arms.
 
   “That’s a clever trick,” Moritta commented, watching with interest.
 
   Kalen felt his face grow hot from embarrassment. Closing his mouth so he wouldn’t say something he regretted, he ducked his head and grumbled a few curses under his breath.
 
   “Ferethian has more sense than his Rider at times, Moritta,” Maiten said, shifting in the saddle to give Kalen room. “Think about it this way, Your Majesty. You said you were tired. I’m certainly not going to let you fall.”
 
   Kalen flinched. “Hellfires, Maiten. I wasn’t falling.”
 
   “No, you weren’t, but if you kept staring off like that, you would’ve been skreed dinner. You can thank me later. In case you hadn’t noticed, that fog is spreading. Can we please get out of here?”
 
   Kalen hadn’t, which frightened him almost as much as the fact he had no recollection of staring at the fog for a minute or two, let alone ten—or anyone having said a word while he had watched the lights. While he wanted to protest out of pride, he swallowed back the impulse and nodded.
 
   “That would be wise,” Crysallis murmured.
 
   The horses ran, giving the dark smoke with its bobbing lights a wide berth.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   With Ceres and Delaven guarding the Delrose herd, Breton paced through the mercenary camp in the predawn gloom as the Mithrians packed their tents. A dark haze obscured the rising sun, and at first, he thought it was the smoke from the swarm. As the sky lightened, clouds obscured the eastern sky.
 
   The thought of Kalen alone in a storm unnerved him almost as much as the Crimson Eye’s quiet determination as they prepared to march. Few spoke, and those who dared did so in whispers. Many watched the sky warily, and Breton numbered among them.
 
   In the Rift, black clouds meant trouble, and lots of it.
 
   He was saddling the Rift horses when Lyeth came for him.
 
   The officer snapped a salute and said, “The captain wants to see you, sir. I’m to finish whatever you need to have done before we march.”
 
   Breton tightened Perin’s cinch, looking over the rest of the horses. “I’m pretty much done here. If you could fetch Ceres and have him herd the horses, that’s all that’s left.”
 
   “Easily done. The captain’s at the front of the line.” Lyeth pointed to the south, though the Mithrian watched the storm front to the east. “I hope you’re up for a fast march. We’re moving the camp to a better place to ride out that storm.”
 
   “How bad do you think it’ll be?” Breton gathered up Perin’s reins and mounted, his gaze fixed on the clouds. They darkened and grew as they crawled across the sky.
 
   “Bad enough to justify moving the camp to prepare for it, so say the healers. You best hurry, Guardian.”
 
   After a nod to Lyeth, Breton touched his heels to Perin’s sides, hurtling through the camp in search of Captain Silvereye. True to the Mithrian’s word, he found the man leading the column of wagons and riders. “Captain Silvereye.”
 
   Without a word, the Mithrian Shadow Captain tossed Breton a heavy fur cloak. “You’re going to need that, Guardian. Wear it on top of everything else. I have someone hunting down a pair of gloves for you Rifters now.”
 
   Breton had no idea what sort of animal had such thick fur, but it was heavy enough in his hands to make him sweat. While it was chillier than he liked, Kelsh’s springtime weather usually met his standards for comfort. Even though it was so close to summer, it was cold enough that he draped the cloak over his shoulders without complaint. “What kind of storm is that?”
 
   “If we’re lucky, a lot of wind and a lot of rain.”
 
   Uncertain of whether or not he wanted to know the answer, Breton asked, “And if we’re not?”
 
   “Snow.” Captain Silvereye sighed and shook his head. “Anyone caught out in this without shelter is going to be miserable at best. You said your witch would bring my co-captain back in three days, but for the sake of everyone out there, they better find us today.”
 
   Breton whirled Perin around to stare north. Without the pull of danger to guide him, he wasn’t certain which direction Kalen was. While he was aware of the new Guardians, he couldn’t pinpoint the Rift King’s presence. It was a comfort, since it meant his foal wasn’t in danger, but he didn’t want to consider how fast that would change when the storm arrived.
 
   While the Rift King had mentioned snow in the past, Breton had never seen it before. “How dangerous is this storm?”
 
   “If it’s rain and wind, it won’t be too bad for us. I have mages who can establish a wind break for the camp, so while we’ll get wet, the wind won’t do too much to us. That’s why we’re moving; too many trees here, and the last thing we need is one falling into the camp. There are some plains not too far away. Two hours at a fast march, if that. We’ll be setting up camp there until the storm blows over. It’s close enough to the forest so we can get firewood, but not so close we’ll be at risk from falling trees.” Captain Silvereye stood in his stirrups, looking over the camp. “Sound the march,” he ordered.
 
   One of the nearby mercenaries blew three notes with a horn. When the Shadow Captain moved out of the way of the column, Breton followed. Only when the lines were moving did Captain Silvereye turn to face him. “My co-captain’s dislike of the cold concerns me, Breton. It could get chilly very, very quickly. Answer honestly; are you Rifters prepared to handle the snow? I’ve been to the Rift all of once, and it was hot when I was there.”
 
   Breton shook his head. “Sir, I’ve heard of the word, but there isn’t even a word for it in our language. Wind we understand. We have at least ten different words for it, kalen being one of them. I have no idea what this snow is you’re talking about or what it’s like.”
 
   The Mithrian’s eyes widened. “More than ten words for wind? You’re serious.”
 
   “Very serious, sir. It’s probably closer to twenty, thinking about it. Kalen is an older word meaning ‘the ceaseless wind.’ So, what is snow?”
 
   “Let’s hope you don’t find out.”
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   An hour after leaving camp, the wind shifted direction and the temperature plummeted. Breton shivered, twisting in the saddle to watch the storm front bearing down on them. He wasn’t the only one watching the sky.
 
   “I give it four hours until it reaches us,” Captain Silvereye predicted. “Three hours to have the camp prepared isn’t as long as I’d like. Guardian, are your horses trained to harness?”
 
   “To harness? You mean for pulling things?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Breton nodded. “It’s been done. We have to clear rockfalls from the trails. Most of our horses have done it a few times. Why?”
 
   “Good. We’ll need as many horses pulling logs and gathering wood as possible. The storm might not be too bad, but I’m not going to take any chances. Late season blizzards are hard to predict. You Rifters can help Lyeth and his team. I’ll assign a guard to Her Highness and the Delrose family to free you up for the meantime.”
 
   “Blizzard? What’s that?”
 
   “A lot of snow, wind, and misery.” Captain Silvereye sighed. “The healers seem to think it’ll snow, and I believe them. It’s getting colder by the minute. We’ll be pulling proper coats out of the supply; I’ve already left instructions for all of you Rifters to be kitted for the weather. Just do as you’re told, and you won’t have anything to worry about.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Breton turned Perin in a slow circle, staring at the ranks of mercenaries stretched out behind them. The company moved faster than when they had fled from the swarm, which worried him almost as much as the dropping temperature. While the cloak was warm, it did little against the wind-driven chill. “What’s there to worry about with this sort of storm?”
 
   “Freezing to death is the big one. Some folks go snow crazed, but we’ll be taking precautions. We aren’t going to be caught by surprise.” Captain Silvereye frowned. “I’m damned glad Moritta is with your Guardians. She knows what to do in a snowstorm. With a little bit of luck, they’ll have already found His Majesty.”
 
   “You’re worried.” Breton tensed so much that Perin turned his ears back and snorted in displeasure.
 
   “You better believe I’m worried. If I could call her back right now, I would. We try not to lose people to the weather, Guardian. If I had known this was coming, I wouldn’t have allowed any of them to leave the camp.”
 
   Sucking in a breath, Breton whirled Perin around to stare northward, weighing how fast and far he could send Perin after Kalen and the others. Of the Rift horses, his geldings were the largest, and as a consequence, the slowest. The only horse he could think of with a hope of catching the others was Honey, and she couldn’t carry him, not for long. “You’re serious.”
 
   “Deathly serious, Guardian. If that storm is anywhere near as strong as what my healers have warned me about, we’re in for a bad blow, and there’s absolutely nothing we can do to help them. As it is, we’ll be hard pressed preparing ourselves.”
 
   “Hellfires.”
 
   “Moritta is with them. Well, most of them,” the Shadow Captain said in a soft voice. “If anyone can get them out of harm’s way, it’s her. It’s far too late to go chasing after them, so don’t even think about it. That big horse of yours wouldn’t make it far. It’s possible they’ve already found His Majesty, too.”
 
   Breton clenched his teeth, but nodded his acknowledgment. After taking several deep breaths, he replied, “I know.”
 
   It didn’t change the fact that he wanted to go, but he turned Perin and rode alongside Captain Silvereye, muttering all of the Rift King’s favorite curses under his breath.
 
   By the time the Shadow Captain sounded the halt to make camp, Breton was shivering despite the thick furs.
 
   Captain Silvereye remained mounted. “Unlike before, we’ll be changing how the camp is laid out. I prefer to keep tents farther apart, to prevent fires spreading from tent to tent as easily. Because we’re facing what might be a blizzard, we’ll be keeping everyone close together. This makes less space for the mages to cover with the wind breaks. There will be bonfires set up throughout the camp, which is why we’ll need wood, and a lot of it. Between the wind break and the bonfires, we’ll stay warm. We’ll also set up coal braziers in many of the tents—yours included. For now, go find Lyeth, stick with him, and once we’ve established the new camp, you’ll get to work gathering wood. Once you’re done, have someone bring you and the other Rifters to me. There’s a lot we’ll need to cover, especially if it really does start snowing.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Breton said, turning Perin to search for Lyeth somewhere in the long column of mercenaries.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Several hours later, with a certain amount of disgust at Captain Silvereye’s cunning, Breton discovered that Lyeth and his team were less interested in Perin for pulling logs as they were in Breton’s height and muscle. His horse was claimed by several grinning Mithrians and harnessed while he was given the dubious privilege of ensuring that the trees the mercenaries hacked down fell in the right direction.
 
   The idea of holding onto a rope and pulling on it to make sure the tree fell in his direction instead of onto the mercenaries cutting it down left an unpleasant taste in his mouth. Each time one of the tall trees fell, Breton braced for impact, only to discover that he had been standing in relative safety the entire time.
 
   It didn’t stop him from cringing when the tree creaked and fell towards him, shaking the ground as it crashed down, showering him with leaves and sticks.
 
   “Safe, Breton?” Lyeth called out.
 
   “I can think of safer things I could be doing,” he called back, climbing into the branches to retrieve the rope tied to the trunk. “Are you trying to kill me?”
 
   Laughter answered him. “Would we do that?”
 
   “I wouldn’t be surprised. How many of these do we have to bring down?”
 
   “As many as we can until we’re called in, I’m afraid.” Lyeth walked over, wiping sweat off his brow. “Just be glad you weren’t given an ax. Our hands are going to be blistered for a week after this. It gets better; we’ll be cutting these trees apart in camp long after it starts snowing. At least we’ll get rotated off shift and those who set up camp will get their turn at cutting these damned things up. The mages are going to hate us by the time this is over.”
 
   “Why are they going to hate us?” After coiling the rope, Breton handed it over to the dark-haired man who had been recruited to climb the trees and secure the line to the trunk.
 
   “They’re the ones who have to prepare the wood so it burns well. Works better if you aren’t burning fresh-cut wood. Between the wind breaks and treating the wood for burning, they’re going to be even more tired than we are.” Lyeth chuckled. “If we’re lucky, we’ll get called back before it starts snowing. If you think it’s bad now, just wait until you can’t see if a tree is about to land on you.”
 
   Breton was powerless to stop his eyes from widening at the thought. Laughing, the mercenary clapped his shoulder. “Don’t worry, Breton. I’ll make sure you make it back to camp mostly intact.”
 
   “How comforting, Lyeth.”
 
   They brought down five more trees, with only a few branches smacking Breton in the head as they hurried to beat the incoming storm. By the time they reached the camp, the storm front arrived, bringing with it gusts of icy wind. As they reached the perimeter, the air stilled, though it was cold enough that Breton shivered despite his exertion.
 
   “All right, Breton. You’re coming with me,” Lyeth said, handing over his ax to one of the waiting mercenaries. “Did you know you have leaves and twigs sticking out of your hair?”
 
   “I’m pretty sure you’re the reason for it,” Breton replied in his mildest tone.
 
   “Bless the Lady that it was only some branches and not the trunk. You’re tough, I have to admit. Still, Parice should have a look at you to make sure there’s nothing actually wrong with you.”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   The mercenary shook his head, leading Breton down a path between the tents barely wide enough for two people to squeeze by each other. “I’ll leave that for the healers to decide.”
 
   Adjusting the fur cloak over his shoulders, Breton trailed behind the Mithrian. His breath emerged in clouds of white, unnerving him almost as much as the roiling clouds overhead. His unease grew, and he was unable to stop himself from staring up at the sky instead of watching where he was going.
 
   He collided with Lyeth, and would’ve knocked the mercenary over if Captain Silvereye hadn’t intervened. “You’re about as nervous as the horses, Breton.”
 
   “With good reason,” he replied, forcing himself to drop his gaze to the ground. “Sorry, Lyeth.”
 
   Brushing himself off and standing upright, Lyeth chuckled before asking, “It’s retribution for the tree, isn’t it?”
 
   “Tree?” Captain Silvereye’s glare settled on the younger officer.
 
   Careful to keep his expression neutral, Breton picked out a few of the leaves and twigs out of his hair, making a show of dropping them one by one. “Indeed.”
 
   “I like him. Can we keep him, Captain?”
 
   With a long suffering sigh, Captain Silvereye rubbed at his temples. “What have you done this time, Lyeth?”
 
   “A branch clipped him when we were bringing down one of the trees. I was taking him to Parice just in case. He’s fine, so he says, but better safe than very, very sorry when His Majesty finds out, right?” Lyeth grinned, standing on his toes to brush away more of the debris from Breton’s hair.
 
   “I’m giving you as a gift to my new co-captain. Maybe he can teach you how not to get into trouble,” the Shadow Captain grumbled. “Go see Parice or one of the other healers. When you’re done, Lyeth, you’re in charge of kitting the Rifters. Maybe that will keep you busy. Both of you come to my tent once that’s done.”
 
   “Aye, aye, sir!”
 
   After heaving a sigh, Captain Silvereye shook his head. “Breton, you may want to know that Her Most Royal Highness was looking for you, demanding that you see to her immediately. I told her that you were occupied doing something important. I thought you’d like to be warned.”
 
   Breton matched the Mithrian’s sigh. “Thank you, Captain.”
 
   “Time for you to get to the healers. It’ll start snowing soon, and while I’m willing to sacrifice Lyeth to the weather, you’re to stay in a tent until you’re properly kitted.” The captain’s tone allowed no argument.
 
   “Yes, sir,” he said.
 
   “Good. I had someone set up a tent for you near one of the bonfires. If that doesn’t keep you warm, I don’t know what will. I’ll show you where it is myself once you’re done getting kitted and seeing Parice. Now, I have things I must attend to, including dealing with Her Highness and attempting to impress upon her and her beast that they’re better off staying with us rather than running off like snow-crazed fools.” Captain Silvereye squeezed by Breton and headed off at a brisk walk.
 
   “We’ll have plenty of snow-crazed fools by the time this storm passes,” Lyeth muttered, shaking his head. “I’ve heard one of her tantrums already. I pity those having to deal with that woman. She’s a living nightmare.”
 
   Breton watched the Shadow Captain depart before turning to Lyeth. “You’re not the first I’ve heard complaining about her. While she seems a little ill-taught and flighty, she doesn’t seem quite so…” With a helpless shrug, he glanced up at the darkening sky again.
 
   His worry surged, forcing the thoughts of the Kelshite princess aside until all he could do was hope that Moritta and the others had found Kalen and shelter from the storm. 
 
   Lyeth’s strained laughter recaptured Breton’s attention. “Obnoxious? She’s that and a lot worse. My bet is that, for whatever reason, she was trying to impress you. We’re mercenaries. We’re below her. You? You’re a Rifter. You’re probably a novelty to her, where we’re invaders who should get out of her kingdom. Just wait and you’ll see. She’ll probably stop acting nice once she realizes she can’t order you around.”
 
   “Wonderful.”
 
   “Maybe she just wants to use you to get to your Rift King. Wouldn’t that be something? I’d pay good coin to watch that fight. His Majesty would destroy her, and she deserves it.” The usually cheery Mithrian’s expression darkened. “Think His Majesty would put her in her place if we asked him?”
 
   Breton considered his conversation with the Kelshite princess. “I don’t think you’ll have to ask him. I suspect she’ll open her mouth and say the exact wrong thing.”
 
   If it meant Kalen was in the camp—safe—Breton wouldn’t even make the attempt to stop the Rift King’s temper from igniting. He’d watch his foal tear into the Kelshite princess, grateful he was there to watch the fight, not that it’d be much of one.
 
   Lyeth smile was grim. “Good. I knew there was a reason I liked him.”
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Breton managed to dodge Princess Tala of Kelsh by obeying Captain Silvereye’s orders. While Lyeth’s enthusiasm was tiring, the Mithrian proved better company by far compared to the young woman he wanted to avoid. He was already imagining the nightmare she’d provide him, and what would happen when she finally met the Rift King at his worst.
 
   At least he was warm despite the chill of the gusting wind. In addition to the thick cloak, the mercenaries had managed to find a coat that fit him, made of the same dense fur. The gloves were crafted of layered leather with a soft lining inside. He had no idea how he was supposed to ride or handle reins when he could barely move his fingers, but he decided to worry about it if riding proved necessary.
 
   With a low chuckle, Lyeth ducked into the captain’s tent, announcing their arrival in his cheerful voice. Breton followed, careful to avoid becoming ensnared in the flap or the ties, a rather unpleasant and real risk thanks to his height. Last time he had fallen prey to a tent, it had taken two snickering Mithrians to free him from the resulting tangle.
 
   “Has it started snowing yet?” Captain Silvereye asked, looking up from the rough-hewn table taking up most of the tent’s space. A cot was crammed on the far side, along with a handful of stumps serving as makeshift seats. Several stools were situated near the cot, covered with parchments.
 
   “Not quite yet, sir. Won’t be more than a few minutes, if my guess is right.”
 
   “Then I have a few minutes to give you an idea of what we’re in for, Breton. Sit. Once you’re done here, I’ll have Lyeth take you to your tent and send your fellow Guardian to you. It’s really important you follow orders. The cold can be quite dangerous, and I have no desire to explain to the Rift King how I got you killed thanks to the weather. Storms like this can be lethal, which is why we are taking so many precautions. Will it be as bad as we’re prepared for? I hope not. But if it is, we’ll be ready for it.” Captain Silvereye straightened his shoulders, meeting Breton’s gaze steadily.
 
   “I’m listening, sir.”
 
   “Good. While I hope Moritta has found shelter for them all, you need to be prepared in case they were unable to. You also need to understand why, no matter what happens, you can’t go riding off into the storm. There’s nothing you can do for them at this point, and I fully intend to preserve you and Ceres. Late season storms are never enjoyable—we should have been beyond the last of the snow, but it happens sometimes. Maybe we’ll get lucky and it’ll be a cold rain. But when I’m told a bad blow is coming, I listen.”
 
   Without a sign of humor in him, Lyeth sank down onto one of the stumps and sighed.
 
   That worried Breton far more than Captain Silvereye’s words. “I understand,” he replied, hating himself more with each passing moment. Why did he always seem to be in the wrong place, completely unable to help those he cared for the most?
 
   “About ten years ago, we were marching home across Killia. It’s a mountainous place, and it was a late autumn march—something almost as dangerous as trying the march in the winter. I don’t recommend it. We got lucky, in a way. We were near a city when the first storms of the season hit. We were forced to winter in Killia, but we survived. When we were able to leave in the spring, we took one of the less favored passes. We found what was left of a company.”
 
   “What was left of a company?” Breton couldn’t mask the concern in his voice, considering how the mercenaries had been reacting to the very real threat of the remaining Wolf Blades.
 
   “We found their corpses, Breton. The entire company was dead. They had challenged the foothills, and they had lost.”
 
   Breton arched his brows. “The entire company died?”
 
   “Looked that way to me. They got caught on the road unprepared, and from what I could tell, a blizzard swept right over them. Some of them hadn’t finished thawing yet.” After a moment of thought and a puzzled expression, Captain Silvereye said, “You don’t know what thawing is either, do you? I’m not sure how to explain it. When frozen from the cold, bodies don’t rot.”
 
   It took every bit of Breton’s will to keep his tone calm and even as he replied, “And you’re expecting me to leave Kalen out in that without going after him.”
 
   “That’s exactly what I’m expecting of you, Breton. If I need to place a guard on you, I will. I can’t afford to lose you, who to my understanding is the equivalent of the Second-in-Command of the Rift.”
 
   With a twitching cheek, Breton shook his head. “I’m fourth,” he replied bitterly.
 
   “Fourth?”
 
   “His Majesty as selected Lord Delrose to be his successor. Maiten, as the next actual Rifter in the succession order, is the equivalent of your Second. ” It wasn’t the exact truth, but without Lord Delrose’s agreement, it was an honest enough answer. “I would fall fourth in the line.”
 
   Captain Silvereye scowled. “Lord Delrose as the Rift King is a very unpleasant prospect, Guardian. While I do not doubt his intellect, he has no sense of strategy, not like his son. I would far rather see you as the Rift King than him. You, I feel, would be tolerated by the rest of the Six Kingdoms. Lord Delrose? He’d be viewed as nothing more than a traitor.”
 
   “The Rift King is typically anonymous,” Breton grumbled. “I am not eager or pleased at the thought of serving him.”
 
   “So don’t. I nominate you to be the tertiary successor, then. His Majesty and Guardian Maiten are not present to gainsay me.”
 
   Breton drew a deep breath, held it for as long as he could, and sighed. “You remind me of him, Captain Silvereye.”
 
   It didn’t help matters any that he agreed with the Mithrian. He would rather follow in his foal’s steps as the Rift King than bow his head to Lord Delrose, even if it meant his death.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   They rode through most of the night, stopping a few hours before dawn to rest the horses. Kalen ached from the cold. At least it numbed his hand and arm, keeping the worst of his pain at bay. Clenching his teeth kept them from chattering, but he couldn’t control his shivering.
 
   At least when he’d been riding with Maiten, half of him had been warm.
 
   “When was the last time you ate something, Father?” Varest crossed his arms, and the shadows cast by Crysallis’s witchlight darkened his foal’s glare.
 
   The thought of food was enough to reawaken his nausea. “Try all you want, Varest, but it’s not happening.”
 
   “Father, you need to eat.”
 
   “It’s futile, Varest. He’s been like this since I’ve been with him.” Shaking her head, the witch continued to piling wood to start a fire. “Even if you managed to get him to eat, it’ll just make him sick. It’ll keep until tomorrow. Your Majesty, you should drink something, though.”
 
   “I drank water earlier,” he replied wearily.
 
   “Not enough. Drink more,” the witch ordered. “Otherwise, your Guardians will force you into doing so.”
 
   Wincing at the thought of Maiten and Varest teaming up, Kalen surrendered with a wordless grumble and a nod.
 
   With a wave of Crysallis’s hand and a few muttered words, the kindling smoked and caught flame. After nursing the fire, one of the larger chunks of wood caught flame. She said, “See, he can be reasonable. It’s all about making certain he knows he’ll do what you want whether or not he likes the idea.”
 
   “I might have something that’ll help,” Moritta said, digging through one of her saddlebags. She pulled out a small metal pot and a pouch. “Perhaps drinking something warm might make it less of an ordeal. It wouldn’t hurt any of us, for that matter. It’s a little chilly tonight.”
 
   “A little?” Snorting his disgust at Kelsh’s weather, Kalen sat as close to the fire as he could. Verishi climbed onto his lap and pressed her cheek to his chest, wrapping her arms around him as she snuggled closer. Once she settled, he draped his arm over her.
 
   In a matter of moments, she relaxed against him, her thin frame sagging as she fell asleep.
 
   “If that’s some sort of tea, he’s not going to share with us,” Maiten warned in an amused tone, soft enough to avoid waking the handmaiden.
 
   “I have more than enough for all of us,” Moritta replied.
 
   Kalen sat straighter and watched with interest as the woman claimed one of the water skins. “I might if you’re nice to me, Maiten.”
 
   Laughing softly, Maiten joined him at the fire. “As I thought, you’re shivering.”
 
   Before Kalen could protest, his Guardian draped a second cloak over his shoulders.
 
   Grimacing at having been caught despite his efforts to hide how chilly he was, Kalen nodded. At least the little girl sprawled over him warmed him some. “Thank you. I hate this kingdom. It’s too cursed cold here.”
 
   With a low groan, Varest flopped down beside him. “If this is what it’s like near summer, I don’t want to be here during the winter.”
 
   After considering which Guardian made the best headrest, Kalen leaned against Varest, careful to avoid disturbing Verishi. “I’d rather not be here at all.”
 
   “Same,” his foal replied before sighing. “I’m starting to think we need to keep you haltered so you stop wandering off. At least next time, wander off with one of us, please. We’d sleep better at night.”
 
   Instead of replying, Kalen huffed. Whether it was the fire’s warmth or the close proximity of three of his Guardians, his anxiety faded away as quickly as it formed. With his horse and so many around him, he was as safe as he could be, despite not being able to use his hand.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
 
   The wind woke Kalen, its chill piercing through the cloaks piled on top of him. Opening his bleary eyes, he blinked at the smoldering remains of the campfire. While it was mostly dark, the faint glow of predawn penetrated the forest. He didn’t remember sprawling over Varest, but his foal was as sound asleep as Maiten, Crysallis, Verishi and Moritta.
 
   ~Wake,~ the First demanded, its disapproval as frigid as the gusts cutting through the forest. An old memory of snow settling over trees drove away all of his other thoughts for a long moment.
 
   “But it’s almost summer,” he mumbled, trying to figure out how to extricate himself from Varest and Verishi without waking them. Maiten would be impossible to escape from without waking; the older Guardian was using Kalen’s right foot as a pillow.
 
   The First struggled with a concept it didn’t quite understand, searching through Kalen’s memories in search of something. Its presence in Kalen’s head warmed as the creature’s frustration grew. Then, its relief was partnered with triumph. ~Storm!~ The word was once again accompanied with the memories of snow and wind as well as fear and apprehension.
 
   The emotions were what drove Kalen into kicking Maiten awake. The red-haired Guardian jerked, his hand reaching for his sword. “What? What is it?”
 
   “There’s a storm coming,” Kalen said, hoping he wasn’t making a mistake in trusting the First.
 
   “A what?” Maiten blinked at him before rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. “What are you talking about?”
 
   ~He’s right,~ Satrin said, his voice surprised. ~I smell snow.~
 
   “You smell what?” Maiten asked.
 
   Kalen shuddered. The searing heat of the Rift didn’t allow for snow, and the white-capped peaks of the mountains skirting the Rift couldn’t be seen without traveling far from the regular trails. Neither Danarite nor Rifter had a word for snow or the biting chill required to let it fall.
 
   ~Snow,~ the Yadesh dutifully repeated. ~Did the cold wake you, Kalen?~
 
   “What in the deeps is that?” Maiten sat up, rubbing at his arms. “I don’t know about him, but I’m miserable, and if I’m miserable, he’s feeling worse than I am.”
 
   “Take your cloak back,” Kalen said, nudging Varest awake with his elbow before giving the Danarite handmaiden a gentle shake. Unlike his foal, who complained in deep rumbles punctuated with curses, Verishi woke without a noise, wiggling in her effort to snuggle against him.
 
   She yawned, and in a quiet whine, she murmured, “Cold.”
 
   Shaking his head, Maiten got to his feet. After waking both Crysallis and Derac with a nudge of his toe, he went to the horses, giving them a quick brushing down before saddling them. “Keep it. The last thing I need is for you to get sick again.”
 
   “And the last thing I need is for you to get sick,” Kalen countered, worming his way out of the folds of his Guardian’s cloak. “Please.”
 
   Maiten surrendered with a sigh, retrieving the cloak after he finished saddling Ferethian. Once both Varest and Verishi were up and moving, Kalen lurched to his feet. His legs wobbled, but he remained upright, waving away the concerned looks of his Guardians.
 
   Succumbing to the First’s need for haste, Kalen said, “I think we better hurry.”
 
   “I think you’re right,” the Mithrian mercenary agreed. While she was soft spoken, there was a sharp edge to her tone. “Look there.” She pointed east.
 
   Kalen followed her gesture. Despite the dawn gloom and the haze over the forest, he could make out patches of the sky. The rising sun hung below a thick bank of black clouds. “Those don’t look friendly,” he muttered.
 
   Circling Horasian, Maiten reined in, staring at the storm. “It’s moving fast.”
 
   “At that rate, it’ll reach us within the next few hours, if that.” Moritta’s cheek twitched. “I don’t know how far we are from the camp, but I doubt we’ll make it before it reaches us.”
 
   “Maybe not on your Mithrian horses,” Kalen muttered. Straightening in the saddle, he turned to Dorit and Satrin. “Feel up for a run?”
 
   ~A run sounds like a good idea,~ Dorit replied, his ears turning back as he stared at the storm front sweeping towards them. ~How long can your horses last?~
 
   “Longer than other horses. What do you think, Maiten?”
 
   His Guardian frowned, making thoughtful noises. “Until we came after you, they were pretty well rested. We didn’t run them too hard yesterday. Two hours if we push hard, but I wouldn’t bet anything more than that.”
 
   “Two hours at what gait exactly?” Moritta also frowned, her brow furrowing.
 
   While he wanted to laugh at the Mithrian’s expression, Kalen forced himself to keep his expression and tone neutral. “Not at a trot, I promise you.”
 
   “I’m not sure it’s wise with your hand as it is, Your Majesty.” Crysallis crossed her arms over her chest, glowering at him.
 
   “I’d rather have a hurting hand than get caught out away from others when that storm hits. Stop whining, Crysallis. We ride. We ride as fast and as hard as the horses will carry us. You don’t have to like it, but you have to do it.” Since he couldn’t grip the reins, or anything at all, Kalen would have to rely on Ferethian to stay mounted.
 
   Fortunately for him, there were few horses in the Rift with as smooth of a gallop as his stallion. Without waiting for approval, he tapped his heels to Ferethian’s sides, letting the tug on his phantom left hand guide him.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   The effort of riding without the use of his hand kept Kalen warm. He was relieved that Ferethian couldn’t run full out; Maiten’s Horasian proved to be the slowest of the horses. Had his stallion galloped at his full speed, Kalen doubted he would’ve been able to stay astride, not without being tied to the saddle. By the time he caught a glimpse of smoke coiling towards the darkening sky, all of the horses and Yadesh were lathered. He was fairly certain the lesser beasts from Kelsh or Mithrian would’ve fallen over dead from their reckless pace.
 
   He wasn’t in much better shape, but he was determined to keep up without betraying the exhaustion weighing him down or admitting that the cold bothered him. The throb of broken bones rattled by the beat of his horse’s hooves was second to the burning stabs of the frosty wind on his skin.
 
   He suspected that the horses knew. The few times Kalen had attempted to slow Ferethian, the stallion refused to listen. If anything, his cues spurred the stallion into urging the other horses to run faster with snaps of his teeth.
 
   By the time Kalen could make out the mercenary’s tents situated in a meadow, a thick haze of wood smoke hung in the air, born from bonfires skirting the edge of the camp. At Moritta’s lead, they thundered towards one of the fires as gusts of wind cut across the open grounds. White flakes whipped against Kalen’s face as they skidded to a halt on the fringe of the camp. Startled mercenaries gawked at them.
 
   As the heat of the bonfire thawed him, his fingers and toes tingled before burning pain stabbed through him. Spitting curses under his breath vehemently enough that Ferethian turned his ears back, Kalen kicked his feet from the stirrups and rotated his ankles and stretched his aching knees until he was certain he could stand unaided. While he could have asked Ferethian to kneel, he managed to slide from the saddle, hissing as his weight hit his toes.
 
   Before he could try to figure out how to loosen the cinch band of Ferethian’s saddle, Varest unsaddled the stallion, sparing Kalen from sacrificing what remained of his dignity to ask for help. “Cool off, Ferethian,” he said, unable to mask the relief in his voice.
 
   Ferethian grabbed hold of one of Kalen’s braids and gave it a tug before joining the Yadesh and Rift horses in walking circles around the bonfire. At Moritta’s curt order, several mercenaries came to claim the saddles and bridles from the Guardians.
 
   “What is this?” Maiten asked, staring at the thick white flakes falling from the sky.
 
   While the wind hissed outside of the camp, it didn’t reach the bonfire. Kalen cocked his head to the side, trying to figure out why the gusts didn’t reach them.
 
   “It’s snow, Guardian Maiten,” Moritta said with laughter in her voice. “There’ll be time enough to play in it later. For now, let’s get you all to the healers, especially you, Captain.”
 
   Shifting his weight from foot to foot, Kalen got as close to the bonfire as he could without lighting himself on fire. “When I’m warm, I’ll move. Why isn’t the wind reaching us?”
 
   Without the wind, the fire’s warmth washed over him, thawing his fingers and toes and easing the sting in his cheeks. He closed his eyes and breathed deep. The smoky air bit at his lungs, but he resisted the urge to cough. After inhaling the biting cold of the storm, the smoke was a small price to pay.
 
   “Mages. Captain Silvereye came up with the idea a few years back. It’s really helped, and lets us use bonfires to keep warm. It lowers the risk of storms like this. It’s not perfect, but nothing is. Let’s get you to the healers, sir.”
 
   “Good idea. Time to get your hand healed properly, Kalen,” Maiten said in a firm tone.
 
   Kalen glared at his Guardian for ordering him around, but he nodded. If the healers could free him of the splint, he’d be more than willing to go along quietly. “We need to take care of the horses first.”
 
   “You, you, and you,” Moritta barked, making vague gestures at the watching mercenaries. More than a few Mithrians answered her call, stepping forward. “See to the horses and Yadesh. One of you go tell Captain Silvereye we’ve returned.”
 
   The men snapped a salute and went to work. One spun on a heel and ran into the camp. Only when Ferethian decided to follow the lead of one of the mercenaries did Kalen relent and let Moritta guide him from the warmth of the bonfire. He muttered curses the entire way. The First echoed his displeasure with wordless grumblings in Kalen’s head.
 
   In truth, he was too tired to do more than grumble, and unlike during their ride, the others had to slow down to his pace. The healers’ tents were located in the heart of the camp. Moritta held the central tent’s flap open for him, and Kalen ducked within.
 
   The warmth inside surprised him. He made space to let the others in. Unlike the common tents, the healers’ space was more of a canvas-covered pavilion to allow room for the injured. Two healers, dressed in green coats with thick fur cloaks on top, sat on a cot, their heads ducked together as they talked. Both looked up as Kalen entered.
 
   With wide eyes, both men jumped up and snapped a salute.
 
   Kalen wished he could pinch the bridge of his nose. “If I hear a single Captain, sir, or Your Majesty, someone is getting beaten to death with this splint.”
 
   Someone behind him choked on a laugh.
 
   “Do not hurt yourself,” Crysallis said. The witch pressed her hand to his back, propelling him forward. “The mage’s working wore off, healers.”
 
   “That’s an interesting splint, Witch,” the older of the two healers replied, a gray-haired man with dark eyes and wrinkled, leathered skin from long exposure to the sun. Kalen recognized the man’s voice. Parice sounded much younger than he looked.
 
   “I managed a mild pain block, but it’s not as good as yours. It shouldn’t interfere with your ability to work your magic on him. I’m hesitant to remove it until you’ve finished. He’s pained enough as it is.”
 
   “Then this should be simple, assuming you haven’t done any more harm to yourself.” Parice sighed, closing the distance between them. Kalen stiffened, watching the Mithrian. He walked in the graceful way of a dancer—or a swordsman accustomed to wasting no energy with unnecessary movement. “Your sight has improved.”
 
   Kalen nodded. “Blurry, but I can live with that.”
 
   “Sit and let’s get a look at you. Nirlin, take a look over the others, would you?” Parice gestured to a cot, and with a grumble, Kalen sank down on it, holding out his arm.
 
   The fluttering feeling of panic built in his chest as Parice took hold of his elbow. With a swallow, Kalen forced himself to draw a deep breath. There was no reason to be anxious. Parice was going to remove the splint. Even knowing that, he struggled with the urge to flinch away and pull his arm out of the man’s grip.
 
   Parice’s eyes narrowed, but the man said nothing, directing his gaze to Kalen’s hand and wrist. “You were correct; there’s nothing left of the mage’s work beyond some residual magic. An annoyance, but it won’t impact my ability to heal this. It doesn’t look like there’s any new damage at least. This was really well done, Witch—and likely saved him from another few weeks in a cast.”
 
   While he didn’t like being talked about like he wasn’t there, Kalen was relieved he wasn’t expected to say a word. The thought of another cast left his stomach churning.
 
   “You’re lucky you still have a hand, Ca—”
 
   Kalen twisted around to glare at the healer. Parice closed his mouth with a clack of his teeth. “Ahem. You’re fortunate you still have a hand at all. These are the same black marks one of your scouts came back with from Morinvale. What are they?”
 
   “Taint,” Crysallis answered, sitting on the cot next to Kalen. “He was splashed by the swarm when it passed.”
 
   “I don’t know if it’s your magic helping, Witch, but I’m actually able to get a feel for what it’s doing to him, unlike with the others. It’s attacking his nerves, so far as I can tell. Do you know if this can this be healed?”
 
   “You told me it felt numb,” the witch said accusingly.
 
   “It does. I was being honest.” Anything other than the stabbing throb of the broken bones in his hand would be reason to rejoice. It took Crysallis’s whispered reminder to breathe for him to gather enough strength of will, partially fueled by his embarrassment, to regain some semblance of control over his reactions.
 
   “Well, that’s something I can easily solve without much effort at all. It shouldn’t even hurt. All I need to do is fuse the bones. The hard work has already been done. More accurately, it hasn’t been undone. An hour’s sleep will do you a lot of good, too, I think.”
 
   Before Kalen could protest, Parice stole away his pain, and true to the healer’s implied threat, his exhausted body succumbed to its need for rest.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   An hour’s worth of sleep wasn’t enough to dispel Kalen’s fatigue, but he didn’t complain, not even when Parice poked and prodded at the stains on his hand. True to the healer’s word, he was freed of the splint. He flexed his fingers to prove he could, earning a grumble from the Mithrian inspecting the black splotches.
 
   Maiten and Derac had abandoned him to the healer’s mercies, although Moritta hovered nearby. While he still wasn’t certain what he thought of a Mithrian Guardian, he kept his doubts to himself. He’d have to deal with both Breton and Maiten soon enough for their audacity—and hunt down the third new Guardian so his phantom left hand would cease aching.
 
   “If you keep fidgeting, we’re never going to finish this,” the healer muttered.
 
   “I thought you didn’t know how to heal it,” Kalen countered, forcing himself to sit still.
 
   “I don’t right now, but perhaps I can figure out how if you cooperate, sir.”
 
   Kalen feigned wide-eyed innocence. “But I am cooperating. I’m sitting here very patiently while you poke at me.”
 
   The corners of the man’s mouth twitched upward. “Do you do anything like a normal person, sir? What I don’t understand is why you aren’t screaming each and every time I touch you. So far as I can tell, these black marks are attacking your nerves. I can’t sense any pain blocks being used.”
 
   “Crysallis?” Kalen leaned to the side so he could look around the healer. “Isn’t this your expertise?”
 
   “I can’t heal it,” the witch repeated for the fourth time since he’d woken up. With a scowl in his direction, she crossed her arms over her chest. “You would need a Danarite Lord Priest for that. I wish you luck acquiring one, Captain.”
 
   Kalen glowered at the woman for using his newly acquired rank—a rank he hadn’t even had a chance of protesting to the real captain of the mercenary company. “What about Verishi? Might she know?”
 
   “She might, but she would need a ritual blade, which we do not have.”
 
   Parice twisted around to face the witch. “Ritual blade? Jeweled dagger with barbs in the hilt?”
 
   It wasn’t often Kalen got to watch Crysallis falter or be taken by surprise. He savored her widening eyes and startled expression. “You’ve seen one before?”
 
   “I’ve seen that little girl playing with something like that. The Guardians keep taking it away from her so she won’t hurt herself with it, but she always manages to steal it back.” With a shake of his head, Parice stood, headed to the tent’s flap, and poked his head outside.
 
   A blast of cold swept in, along with swirling eddies of snow. Kalen shuddered. All he could see beyond Parice was white.
 
   Moments later, the healer sealed the tent so the coal braziers could warm the air once more. “Someone will bring the girl and her blade.”
 
   It didn’t take long for a snow-encrusted mercenary to return with the Danarite handmaiden. She was covered from head to toe in thick furs, which were dusted with white. After stomping her feet and giggling at the snow as it fell from her clothes, she threw back the hood, revealing a tangled mass of blond hair.
 
   “You need to comb your hair,” Kalen scolded, narrowing his eyes at the girl as she wiggled her way out of her furs. Crysallis claimed the garment before Verishi could drop it onto the canvas-covered ground.
 
   Skipping across to where he sat, the girl held out the jeweled dagger. “You wanted this, Horse Lord?”
 
   Kalen leaned forward, bracing his elbow against his knee, all so he could look the young girl in the eyes. “We wanted to know if you knew how to deal with the taint. Is that something you can do, Verishi?”
 
   All signs of levity vanished from her expression as her gaze dropped to Kalen’s black-stained hand. She swallowed and jerked her head in a nod. “It is because we have sinned against Her.”
 
   “Can it be cured?” Kalen asked.
 
   The little girl sighed. “The Lord Priests should be the ones paying the price for their sins. Not you. Not others. It is not you who has sinned.” Tears welled up in her eyes. “They don’t know what they’ve done.”
 
   The words echoed what Crysallis had told him before, and Kalen lifted his head to stare at the witch. The woman refused to meet his gaze.
 
   “You might be the only one here who knows what we can do to fight against this taint,” Kalen said, careful to keep his voice and tone quiet and soothing. While the girl seemed calm, he’d seen her mood change faster than the shifting winds of the Rift. Sometimes she was a child, and sometimes she was a woman trapped in a child’s body.
 
   Other times, she was as volatile as the flooding river or raging scouring.
 
   “This is as much an illness of the spirit as it is of the body. Watch, healer. Watch, and see what She will do to all of us for betraying Her.” Firming her grip on the dagger with her left hand, Verishi placed the edge of the blade against the back of his hand. Kalen couldn’t feel the blade slice through his skin, drawing blood.
 
   He bled black.
 
   “Why is your blood black?” Parice asked in alarm.
 
   “Taint,” was Crysallis’s confident reply.
 
   “Watch closely, Healer,” the handmaiden ordered, tossing the dagger onto the cot. She turned Kalen’s hand so he bled onto the canvas floor. “You must use a blessed blade or it will melt. Any knife will do, however, so long as it can cut through the skin. It will be ruined if it is not blessed. The black blood will flow first. It desires the sunlight as much as the body wishes to be rid of it. Once the blood is flowing, it can be cured much as you would a plague. It will resist you. Exposing the taint to sunlight or water will make it easier. These are signs of purity.”
 
   Parice watched with interest. “Sunlight or water. I hadn’t thought to bleed it out. Can leeches be used?”
 
   The viciousness of Verishi’s expression caught Kalen by surprise. “Only if you desire to create more skreed, Healer.”
 
   Parice flinched. “No leeches, then. What else?”
 
   “Destroy it as you would an infection. Eradicate it from this world.” Verishi murmured something under her breath.
 
   The back of his hand burst into golden flame. Kalen’s breath hissed through his teeth, but when he jerked his hand, Verishi’s grip tightened on him, too strong for him to break free.
 
   The flames extinguished, leaving behind red blood oozing from the cut. The splotches were still present, but had turned a dark gray.
 
   “Sunlight, water, and the holy fires of Her sun can purify what has been tainted. Once the blood has been cleansed, the blackened skin will heal on its own given time.” Verishi retrieved her dagger and murmured a few more words. The jeweled blade burst into golden flame. Heat wafted through the tent, as warm as the noon sun.
 
   “I’m stealing your little girl, Captain. There’s a scout who direly needs her and her Goddess right now,” Parice announced, snatching the girl’s coat from Crysallis. “We haven’t been able to help him, but you can.”
 
   Verishi’s eyes widened and a flush spread over her cheeks. “Me? You want me?”
 
   The amazed, disbelieving tone tore at Kalen’s heart, and all of the girl’s seriousness from moments before was undone by the delight of a young child basking in the glow of an adult’s approval. “Of course we want you,” Kalen said, giving the handmaiden’s shoulder a squeeze. “Now go help Healer Parice.”
 
   Judging from the haste in which Parice bundled the girl up and herded her out of the tent, the scout’s condition couldn’t be good. Kalen shivered, waiting until he was certain the Danarite handmaiden and Mithrian healer couldn’t hear him before saying, “Crysallis, what would happen if that mercenary dies from the taint?”
 
   The witch’s eyes widened and she shuddered. “He’d…”
 
   “Go with them,” he ordered. “Protect Verishi as though she were my own. Protect this camp as you would our people. Do not let him turn into a skreed.”
 
   Straightening, Crysallis met his gaze, nodded once, and fled out of the tent to follow after Verishi and Parice.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Snow was like wet, cold sand raining down from the sky, and Breton didn’t like it. It caked to him, weighing him down and stiffening his muscles from its chill. If the choice had been his, he would have remained in his tent as Captain Silvereye had suggested. If the mercenary who had come for him hadn’t had a wide-eyed, stricken look, Breton might have sent the young man back to Princess Tala of Kelsh with a curt message.
 
   Why the thrice blasted woman wanted to see him immediately and not a moment later was beyond his ability to comprehend.
 
   Ceres grumbled something under his breath. “This filly is going to be the death of us,” the younger Guardian predicted in a disgusted tone.
 
   “You’re likely right.” Agreeing was easier than arguing, especially when Kalen’s foal looked ready to burst from annoyance. Breton resisted the urge to sigh.
 
   “This must be why Father insists we return to Blind Mare Run in the autumn. This snow.” Ceres clacked his teeth together. “This is terrible. It’s cold.”
 
   “You sound like your father,” Breton replied, not bothering to hide his amusement. “I think it’s a little easier to understand why he hates Kelsh so much, if they think that this sort of weather is normal.”
 
   If Kelsh was always so cold in the winter, Kalen must have hated the shifting seasons even more than the presence of his sire.
 
   “I heard them saying it was out of season. How could anyone want to live where this could happen in any season?” Ceres complained.
 
   “It isn’t all bad,” Breton began, warmth spreading through him despite the chill of the storm. “Wherever your father is, he isn’t in danger. They must have found somewhere safe.”
 
   Ceres stomped his feet, hopping around in a circle. “I hate this. It feels like there are rocks in my head. I can’t tell if he’s close—all I can sense is that he’s alive. That’s it. Not even a direction. It must be this damned storm. And this snow, it’s hissing. It’s not sand, it’s not a serpent. It’s not supposed to hiss. This is unnatural.”
 
   “I’m pretty certain it’s not unnatural. The mercenaries knew exactly how to deal with the weather and prepare for it.” As they made their way through the maze of tents erected along the fringe of the camp, he could see the mercenaries gathered around one of the bonfires. Their laughter carried in the still air of the camp. Beyond the flames and the mages’ shield, the snow fell sideways. “Smart men hide from a scouring. It looks like they want to play in it,” he said in disgust.
 
   “Definitely unnatural.” When Ceres shook his head, snow fell from the top of his head. “Why didn’t you just tell that filly no?”
 
   “You could have stayed in the tent.”
 
   “And leave you to get trampled by her? I think not. Father wouldn’t forgive me if I let you be whipped by a useless mare.” Ceres snorted.
 
   “Are you laughing at me, colt?”
 
   “Me? Never, Breton. If I was going to laugh at you, I’d do so.”
 
   The smugness in Ceres’s tone annoyed Breton into slowing his pace and glaring at Kalen’s foal. “Is that so?”
 
   “It is so. For example, if I wanted to laugh at you, I’d inform Father of all of the tactics you’ve used to control him over the years.”
 
   Breton came to a halt, crossing his arms over his chest. “And I’ll make a point to tell him about the times you’ve switched places with Varest because you didn’t want Ferethian biting you again.”
 
   With a shudder, Ceres also came to a stop, shaking his head. “He already found out about that. He beat us both with Gorishitorik for our impudence.”
 
   “Oh, he taught you some new words, did he? And anyway, you deserved it.”
 
   Another snort answered him. “I’ll tell him about the time you tried stone dancing, triggered a slide, and needed Maiten to haul you out of the ravine,” Ceres countered with a smug grin.
 
   “While I said I would visit with Kelsh’s princess, I’ve plenty of time to toss you down first, colt.”
 
   Ceres pressed his lips together into a thin line. “You wouldn’t. You couldn’t take me even if you wanted to, old man.”
 
   Breton changed directions, heading towards the bonfire and the clearing surrounding it. “Why don’t we find out?” he said in his mildest tone.
 
   With narrowed eyes, Ceres took off his gloves, shoved them into a pocket, and cracked his knuckles. “When I win, you’re going to apologize to Father when we see him and swear to remove your head from your horse’s ass.”
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Kalen dressed in one of the fur coats the rest of the mercenaries were wearing, basking in its warmth.
 
   Moritta, as if sensing he wasn’t listening to her as she described the layout of the camp, glared at him. “Will you please pay attention, Captain?”
 
   “Don’t waste your breath, Moritta. You’re going to show me the camp. When you’re done, I’m going to sleep for a week. That’s fair, right?”
 
   The Mithrian muttered something under her breath too soft for him to hear. “Very well, Captain.”
 
   Once he finished fastening his coat and cloak, he grabbed the pair of gloves Moritta offered him. He shoved the extra into his pocket. Putting on a glove with only one hand proved tricky, but he managed without help.
 
   It was a small victory, and he reveled in it.
 
   “These are probably a bit big for you, but at least they’ll keep the cold off your feet,” Moritta said, dropping a pair of fur-lined boots beside him. “Better a bit too large than losing toes, sir.”
 
   “A bit big, Moritta? They’re huge. I could probably fit both of my feet in one of them.” He loosened the laces of his riding boots and kicked them off. The new pair proved to be a tighter fit than he anticipated, filled with several layers of fur lining. Once he had shoved his feet in both of them, the Mithrian woman knelt and started lacing them. She bound them tight enough to his calves that he doubted he’d be able to get them off on his own without the help of a knife.
 
   Before he had a chance to try walking in them, someone swept into the tent. Judging from how Moritta straightened and snapped a salute, the man had to be the true captain of the Crimson Eye. Kalen rose to his feet, narrowing his eyes as he took in the Mithrian.
 
   The man’s different colored eyes caught and held Kalen’s attention. “You must be Captain Silvereye,” he murmured.
 
   “You’re looking lively,” Silvereye replied, his tone amused. “So your little adventure had positive results. Good. How much has Moritta told you?”
 
   “She seems to have gotten it into her head that I’m a captain now?” Kalen mirrored Moritta’s glare, leveling it at the Mithrian. “A Shadow Captain, to be specific.”
 
   “I decided it was a prudent decision, considering the circumstances. You, Satoren Delrose, fled to Mithrias from Kelsh, joining my company at quite the young age, earning the rank you enjoy today. You have gone under an assumed name—Kalen—ever since. Pick a family name of your choosing if you’d like, or keep it as your Rifter name, but it needs to match your Rifter initials. As all mercenary captains have monikers, we’ll need to choose one for you.”
 
   “Blackhand,” Moritta supplied.
 
   Captain Silvereye blinked. “Blackhand?”
 
   Before Kalen could protest, Moritta grabbed hold of his arm and pulled off his glove, showing off the dark splotches. “It suits him.”
 
   “Don’t I get a say in this?”
 
   “No,” both of the Mithrians replied.
 
   “Aren’t black hands assassins?” Kalen asked, shaking his head at the two mercenaries.
 
   “It adds a certain flair to your naming,” Captain Silvereye said with a grin. “I like it. Captain Blackhand it is. You Rifters wear black all of the time anyway, so it fits. Levity aside, there’s something I need you to deal with, Blackhand.”
 
   After retrieving his glove from Moritta, Kalen put it back on with the help of his teeth, watching Silvereye with an arched brow. “What?”
 
   “There’s a fight I need you to break up.”
 
   “A fight,” he echoed, straightening.
 
   “From my understanding, it’s more of a brawl. Two of your Guardians seem to have had some issues they wanted to settle, and they decided to do so in the snow. It seems no one is brave enough to try to stop them.” The corners of Captain Silvereye’s mouth twitched.
 
   “Hellfires. Are you serious?”
 
   “Quite, I’m afraid.”
 
   “Which two?”
 
   “I’m not sure. Someone ran a message to me and didn’t tell me which two. I’ve already sent someone to hunt down Parice. He’ll be coming back here to take care of them afterward. I’m of the opinion that the cold got to them despite my warnings.” Captain Silvereye sighed. “It won’t be the last fight we’ll end up breaking up before this is over.”
 
   “I need Maiten and—”
 
   “I’m here,” his red-headed Guardian replied, ducking into the tent.
 
   “Gorishitorik,” Kalen ordered.
 
   With a grimace, Maiten tossed it over. Kalen went to catch it, but Moritta intercepted the weapon and buckled it into place around Kalen’s hips.
 
   “That’s a clever design on the sheath,” she said, kneeling to examine the clasps allowing Kalen to draw the sword easier.
 
   “Fall in,” Kalen barked, bracing for the cold outside of the tent. “It’s time to knock some heads together.”
 
   He didn’t care why his Guardians were fighting, but if the mercenary captain had bothered coming to him to put an end to it, he needed to stop them before they hurt each other—or worse.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   The cold pierced through Kalen’s cloak and furs, stiffening his already sore and aching muscles. Maiten hovered at his side, but a glare from Kalen kept the red-headed man at arm’s length. If he fell in the snow, Kalen deserved it for leaving the warmth of the healer’s tent, where he could have been sleeping.
 
   A crowd of mercenaries blocked his path, but before Kalen’s temper could fray and snap, Maiten pushed by him and snarled, “Move.”
 
   The crowd parted.
 
   Blood, snow, and mud mixed as two fur-clad figures rolled a little too close to the bonfire for Kalen’s comfort. In the Rift, the observers would have been making bets on the victor. The mercenaries watched without a word, half of their attention focused on him as he considered how best to deal with the problem. Judging from size alone, one of them was Breton. The other was likely Ceres or Varest, though he couldn’t tell which as the brawl continued. Could he even count the haphazard flailing a fight? The pair flopped around like fish on the shore.
 
   Kalen sighed.
 
   “What in the deeps is going on?” Maiten asked in Rifter, his tone both baffled and disgusted.
 
   “Hellfires, I don’t know. No wonder Silvereye wanted me to put an end to this. They’re acting like foals. It’s not even worth betting on at this point.” Scowling, Kalen pulled off his glove using his teeth before handing it over to his Guardian. “And here I was worried they were going to kill each other, not just bloody each other’s noses.”
 
   Broken noses bled a lot, but it wouldn’t cause either one of them lasting long. Kalen sighed his relief and annoyance.
 
   After hesitating, Maiten nodded. “I don’t think you need to be worried too much about that. I’m more concerned with what started this.”
 
   Unsheathing Gorishitorik, Kalen held the blade’s hilt out to his Guardian. “Hold that. I might need it. Better get this out of the way before the Mithrians think we’re entirely undisciplined.”
 
   Maiten flinched. “Please try to have a little mercy, Captain.”
 
   Snorting his disgust and amusement at his new rank, Kalen flexed his hand and tried to make sense of the two men rolling in the mud. “I’ll think about it.” The fight consisted of aimless kicks, jabs with elbows, and punches incapable of doing much damage in the rare times a blow was landed. Sighing again, Kalen waited for an opening as they rolled towards him. When it came, he stepped forward, swung his foot back, and drove the toe of his thickly padded boot into Breton’s stomach. Letting his momentum carry him, he dropped over the older man to ram his knee into the center of his foal’s back. He still couldn’t tell which twin he managed to pin beneath his knee, but his foal writhed beneath him.
 
   While they floundered from his strikes, Kalen held his hand out towards Maiten. “Sword,” he ordered.
 
   His Guardian tossed the blade to him hilt first. The leather grip was cold and dusted with snow, slipping in his grasp before he managed to secure his hold on in. The guard bit into his finger and thumb. Tightening his hold on the sword, he lifted it and thrust it into the ground between them.
 
   “Enough,” he stated in a tone as cold as the falling snow. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw both Maiten and Moritta flinch as though they’d been struck. The First’s presence surged, heightening his awareness of his Guardians.
 
   Seven were in the camp, all nearby. He could sense more of them drawing close, faint due to distance.
 
   He sucked in a deep breath through his teeth. The feelings faded away. “That is quite enough,” he repeated in a gentler voice, rising to his feet without letting go of Gorishitorik. It took all of his strength to pull the weapon out of the muck. The wind and snow hissed, although the mage’s magic kept the gusts from penetrating the camp. Turning the blade, he cracked both Guardians across their shoulders with the flat of the blade to make certain he had their full attention.
 
   Two pairs of red-rimmed eyes stared at him. Letting his anger show wasn’t wise, but he couldn’t resist stabbing the blade back into the ground.
 
   Kalen turned his attention to the Mithrians, men and women he was supposed to command. The absurdity of the idea made him want to laugh. Instead, he smothered his grin with a scowl. “Don’t you have better things to be doing?”
 
   Most of the mercenaries fled, and those who stayed busied themselves a discreet distance away.
 
   Captain Silvereye numbered among them.
 
   “As for you two culls. Would one of you please explain what you think you’re doing?” Kalen prodded his foal in the ribs. “Which one are you, anyway? I can’t tell under all that filth you decided to roll in.”
 
   A groan answered him.
 
   “That’s Ceres, Father,” Varest said, emerging from behind Maiten.
 
   “Well? Will one of you kindly explain what’s going on here? Ceres, I thought you were supposed to be the responsible one.” Kalen glared down at Breton. “And of all of the people here, I thought you would have known better, Breton.”
 
   Another groan answered him.
 
   “Stop crying, I didn’t hit either one of you that hard.”
 
   Varest huffed. “You might not hit very hard, Father, but you’re frighteningly accurate. I think I heard something crack.”
 
   With a wince, Kalen nudged Ceres with his toe. “Did you break anything?”
 
   “Breton broke my nose,” was the muffled reply, spoken between pained groans. “Broke his.”
 
   Rubbing at his temple didn’t ward away Kalen’s growing headache. “Anything else?”
 
   Ceres rolled over, hissing in pain. “Maybe a rib.”
 
   “And you, Breton?”
 
   “I’ll live.”
 
   Kalen snorted, nudging his senior Guardian with his foot. “Did you break anything other than your nose?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   Kalen tapped his toe, deliberating how to deal with the pair and struggling to hide his relief that neither seemed terribly injured. “Maiten.”
 
   “Yes, sir?”
 
   “Take them to Parice with strict instructions that they’re to be sent back here to me as soon as they’re fit for a workout.”
 
   All of his Guardians winced.
 
   “Varest, stay. The rest of you, deal with these culls.” Kalen yanked Gorishitorik out of the ground. “Now, Maiten. Preferably before we all freeze to death.”
 
   Maiten and Moritta helped both of the fallen Guardians get to their feet, herding them through the camp. Once they disappeared into the haze of falling snow, Kalen turned to Varest. “I swear, you lot are going to drive me insane.” He held out his sword and sighed. “Would you please?”
 
   “Of course, Father.” Claiming the blade, his foal started rubbing the mud and filth off the metal with his cloak. “That was nicely done. Quick. I don’t think I could have done it nearly as well.”
 
   “I didn’t want to hit either one of them.”
 
   Varest nodded. “I know, I know. Let’s just be glad neither one of them thought to use their swords.”
 
   With a grimace at the thought of what would have happened if either one had gone for their sword, Kalen considered the problem. What had driven the two Guardians to senseless brawling? “We wouldn’t have been breaking up a fight. I would have been dealing with bodies. I am very grateful.”
 
   The thought of losing either one of them sickened him.
 
   “Looks like they were snow crazed to me,” Captain Silvereye said, stepping forward. “I should have assigned someone to watch over them. I was more worried this would happen to you rather than to them.”
 
   “Hellfires, I’m too tired for this. Curse them both thrice.”
 
   Varest clapped him on the shoulder. “It could be worse, Father.”
 
   Stomping his feet to keep them warm, Kalen considered the disturbed ground and the accumulating snow. “This is your first time seeing snow, isn’t it?” Necessity forced him into using the Kelshite word for the weather.
 
   “Yes,” his foal replied, handing Gorishitorik back.
 
   Kalen sheathed the blade. Once he finished dealing with his Guardians, he’d have to sit down and clean it properly, but at least most of the filth had been wiped away. “Come, let me show you something fun.”
 
   “Fun? It’s cold out here. How can anything in this mess be fun?”
 
   “Trust me.”
 
   “Have I ever told you how much it frightens me when you say that? It’s an invitation for disaster. Last time—”
 
   “Varest.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Kalen struggled not to grin. “Complete that statement only if you want to share your brother’s punishment.”
 
   “See? Terrifying.”
 
   “Oh, be quiet and look at this,” he muttered, kneeling where the snow had already accumulated on the ground. He cupped his bared fingers into it and grabbed a handful. “It’s wet and heavy.”
 
   “It doesn’t look wet to me,” his foal replied, tone full of doubt.
 
   “It’s melting on your face, isn’t it?”
 
   Varest wrinkled his nose. “I noticed. Why?”
 
   “It’s water.”
 
   With wide eyes, Varest crouched down. “It’s what?”
 
   “It’s water.”
 
   “Bite your tongue!”
 
   “It is. Take a bite and eat it. Go on.” To prove his sincerity, Kalen ate some of the snow in his hand. “It’s cold, but it’s water, I promise. Try it.”
 
   Still looking skeptical, Varest followed his lead. He gaped at the whitened ground. “It is water!”
 
   “It can be dangerous, too.” Kalen scowled, twisting to glare in the direction of the healers’ tents.
 
   “Because it’s cold?”
 
   “That’s part of it.” Kalen grabbed another handful of snow. Rolling it into a ball with one hand was tricky, but he managed. Watching his foal, he tossed the snowball in the air and caught it.
 
   “What’s that?” Varest narrowed his eyes.
 
   Kalen smothered his grin until the moment the snowball left his hand on a collision course with Varest’s face. “Snowball.”
 
   His Guardian spluttered. “Father, you wretch!”
 
   “Now you know something Maiten, Breton, and Ceres do not.” Kalen’s grin widened. “Why don’t we educate them?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   Breton’s teeth chattered, and the parts of him that didn’t throb was unpleasantly numb. Every breath burned in his throat, and with his every step, stabbing pain lanced through his fingers and toes. He was aware of someone beside him, shoving him along whenever he slowed.
 
   One by one, his thoughts gathered to form a single coherent thought. “Maiten? You’re back?”
 
   His red-headed friend stumbled to a halt. “What? You’re just noticing? Did you hit your head? Hellfires, Breton. What were you thinking?”
 
   Breton gaped at his fellow Guardian, unable to come up with an answer. The cold seeped into his head and numbed him.
 
   “We really should get them to Parice,” a woman’s voice murmured in Mithrian. Breton shook his head and squinted, but couldn’t force his eyes to focus.
 
   “Agreed. Come on, old friend. Your beating can wait.” Maiten tugged on his arm. “Moritta, can you handle Ceres?”
 
   The woman was Moritta? Breton twisted to gawk at the mercenary, but Maiten jerked on his arm.
 
   “Easily.”
 
   The nagging sense of having forgotten something important distracted Breton, and he tripped. Without Maiten’s help, he would have fallen.
 
   “Parice!” Maiten bellowed.
 
   A single shove from his friend sent Breton tumbling through a tent flap. Heat blasted his face. Before he could recoil, Maiten herded him forward.
 
   “I see the rabble has arrived,” the healer grumbled, standing with his arms crossed over his chest.
 
   Breton blinked, shaking his head to clear it.
 
   “They seem to be rather confused,” Maiten replied.
 
   “Sit, the Mithrian healer ordered. “Moritta, get someone to bring two mugs of tea and hot stones.”
 
   “On it,” the woman replied, ducking out of the tent.
 
   Breton sank down on the nearest stool, staring up at Maiten. “What are you doing here?”
 
   Out of the corner of his eye, Breton saw Parice frown. “You’re right, he is confused. Breton, he’s right where he’s supposed to be, unlike you. I seem to recall giving you very specific orders to stay in your tent. That doesn’t mean go rolling around in the mud. In this weather, you’re both lucky you didn’t freeze to death. Get out of those coats and anything wet. Maiten, help the other one.”
 
   “Ceres,” Maiten supplied.
 
   “I don’t care. What’s an appropriate word for these two fools?”
 
   Maiten chuckled. “The captain was calling them culls.”
 
   “Very well. So far as I’m concerned, this one is Elder Cull and that one is Younger Cull. Maybe once their senses have returned, they’ll be worth naming.”
 
   Breton decided it was wiser to ignore the healer’s outburst and remain silent, struggling to remove the heavy furs as ordered. To his horror, he needed help to peel out of his cloak and coat.
 
   When his worry proved too strong to put aside, he asked, “But Maiten, why are you here?”
 
   His friend sighed. “Parice, he must have hit his head or something. Are you serious? Who do you think put an end to your idiocy?”
 
   Breton blinked, furrowing his brow as he considered. After arguing with Ceres, he couldn’t recall much of anything. “I don’t remember.”
 
   Maiten threw his hands up in the air. “Unbelievable. Your foal kicked you and just about took your head with Gorishitorik. He’s livid. Parice, he’s given orders that once these two sand-blasted deeps dwellers are able, they’re to see him. Captain Blackhand is going to run them through their paces, and he’s not in the mood to take no for an answer.”
 
   Relief warred with his apprehension, and his new worries won the battle. “Kalen did?”
 
   “Did you really think I would return without him, Breton? He’s fine. We made it back to camp just as the storm hit. Hellfires, he’s better off than you are right now. What possessed you, breaking each other’s noses like that?”
 
   “They’re a pair of cold-addled idiots as I’ve ever seen,” Parice said, shaking his head. “Since it’s Captain’s orders, and they likely deserve it, once they’re in new clothes and I have a moment to look them over, it should be all right to send them out. I’ll want a moment with your witch, however. Could you fetch her, Maiten?”
 
   With an exaggerated bow, his friend ducked out of the tent.
 
   “As for you two,” Parice said, his expression souring to one of annoyance. “I’ll fix your noses. I hope your ribs are broken, so you have a reminder of why you’re to do as you’re told. And stop looking at me like I’ve grown another head. When it comes to your health, Guardians, I outrank both of the captains.”
 
   Breton winced.
 
   “I apologize,” Ceres mumbled.
 
   Parice grunted and went to work.
 
   No matter how hard Breton thought on it, he had no memory of why he’d started fighting with Ceres—or how he’d broken his nose.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   An hour later, determined never to stir the wrath of a healer ever again, Breton fled from Parice’s presence. While his nose no longer throbbed, his ribs still ached with each step. Ceres followed in his wake. White blanketed everything, coming up over the tops of his boots as he trudged through it. Whatever magic Crysallis had used on him kept the chill from reaching him.
 
   Maiten clucked his tongue. “I wish I had known Crysallis could stop the cold earlier.”
 
   While Breton agreed with his friend, he didn’t say a word, not while the witch could still hear him.
 
   “I didn’t, not really,” the woman said, emerging from the ten behind them. “I simply changed how you perceived it. It’ll wear off soon enough, trust me.” With a polite nod, the witch disappeared into the falling snow.
 
   “How angry is Father?” Ceres asked.
 
   “I was worried he was going to take your heads for a minute there. Groveling might save you. He really expected better from both of you.” Maiten dusted the snow off his shoulders. “He’ll forgive you, eventually. Breton, you really need to sort things out with him and fast.”
 
   Breton sighed, but nodded. There were a lot of things he needed to do, and apologizing to his foal topped the list.
 
   Kicking up clouds of white, Ceres hurried to keep up with Maiten. “How is he, really?”
 
   Maiten shook his head. “He could be better. He’s tired, grumpy, a little murderous, but his eyesight’s coming back. That said, you owe Crysallis a lot of thanks, Breton. She kept him together long enough for us to get to him. There’s something going on, I saw Crysallis talking to Varest and Derac after we found Kalen, but they didn’t tell me anything.”
 
   Breton’s worry surged. “What do you think?”
 
   “I think you need to pretend like he’s twelve again,” his friend murmured. “Once he’s no longer quite as furious with you.”
 
   “Like he’s twelve? I thought the idea wasn’t to coddle him anymore,” he snapped.
 
   “No wonder you two ended up brawling. Your temper’s shorter than Kalen’s right now, old friend. Settle down. He doesn’t need to be coddled. He needs someone to force him to start talking, and that’s your job. Swallow your pride and do it. Even if you have to get on your knees and beg forgiveness, do it.” With narrowed eyes and a stiff stance, Maiten glared at him.
 
   Breton sighed, lifting his hands in surrender. “I’ll talk to him. Do you at least know what the problem’s about?”
 
   “I’d bet my horse’s tail it’s about the deeps dwellers who broke his hand. I’ve never seen him panic like that before, Breton, and he did it several times. Crysallis had seemed resigned to it.”
 
   “Panic? Father panicked?” Ceres’s tone rose in alarm.
 
   Staggering to a halt, Breton stared at Maiten, and while he opened his mouth to speak, he couldn’t force a single sound out.
 
   “I expect we’re going to have trouble with him if he ever breaks his hand again. I think the splint triggered it. I wasn’t going to ask when it looked like he was having a hard enough time staying calm. I’m glad Verishi was with us, though. For someone who refuses Queens, nothing makes him quite as happy as a foal crawling on his lap for attention.”
 
   “He’s got us,” Ceres replied, lifting his chin.
 
   “You’re a bit big to go crawling on his lap,” Maiten replied with a grin. “And you’ll never be as adorable or as sweet as Verishi.”
 
   “It isn’t a competition,” Breton said, nudging Ceres with his elbow. “We’ll both apologize to him and hope he’s in a forgiving mood. He’s less likely to kill you, so you can go first.”
 
   “Why were you two trying to kill each other, anyway?”
 
   Ceres shrugged and Breton did the same.
 
   “Please tell me you remember what you were fighting about. Please.”
 
   “Father,” was Ceres’s curt reply.
 
   Maiten sighed. “Why am I not surprised? He’s going to be upset with you. You frightened him, and he’s on edge enough. He thought he’d be dealing with bodies for a bit there.”
 
   “I see.” Fear wasn’t something Breton was used to considering when it came to his foal. Letting Maiten take the lead, he tried not to think too hard about how Arik would’ve reacted.
 
   He shivered from more than the cold. Kalen would never be like Arik. He was a sunny day, bright, vibrant, and warm. Arik had always been as dark as the night and far colder than the snow falling around them.
 
   But Kalen was the Rift King, so Breton’s fear remained.
 
   Maiten slapped his shoulder. “It’ll be fine.”
 
   Breton pretended not to notice the doubt in his friend’s voice.
 
   With a grim smile, Ceres said, “We’ve surv—”
 
   A burst of white erupted in Ceres’s face. Breton recoiled, his hand dropping to where his sword should’ve been. Something cold and wet smacked into his jaw before a shower of snow blinded him.
 
   Maiten laughed. “You little runt! What are you doing?”
 
   Brushing the snow out of his eyes, Breton cleared his vision in time to witness a white ball slap Maiten’s face.
 
   “You’re about to learn why you shouldn’t cross me,” the Rift King announced, his tone as cold as Arik’s. “You versus us.”
 
   From out of the falling snow, more mercenaries than Breton wanted to count stepped forward. The Rift King tossed a white ball in his lone hand. “The rules are simple, Guardians. I am your quarry. They’ll try to stop you from catching me. Your only weapons are these.” With a serpent-swift strike, the Rift King threw the ball.
 
   Breton lifted his arm. Snow thumped against his elbow, bursting out in a white cloud to cover him. Torn between annoyance and relief, he asked, “A festival game?”
 
   “Let’s find out if you’re as skilled as they are, seeing as you lack their discipline.”
 
   Pivoting on a heel, the Rift King disappeared into the crowd and the snow.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Kalen dived behind his impromptu army of bemused mercenaries to kneel between Varest and Captain Silvereye. “Oh this is going to be fun.”
 
   “How old are you again, Father?”
 
   “Quiet, foal. Did you see their expressions? They looked like I was going to eat them, even Maiten.” Kalen snorted, making a snowball. With a smirk, he whirled around and rubbed the snow in Varest’s face. “Take this upstart colt to his fellows,” he ordered.
 
   Several mercenaries pounced on the Guardian, herding him away. Kalen waved a farewell to his departing foal. “Someone has to teach them how to make snowballs.”
 
   “Wha—hey!”
 
   Turning his attention to the Shadow Captain beside him, Kalen asked, “Ready for a war?”
 
   Captain Silvereye snorted. “Your presence outside of the Rift will be the real cause of war, Kalen.”
 
   With a dismissive wave of his hand, Kalen watched and waited for the return of the three mercenaries delivering Varest to the other Guardians. “We have a tradition in the Rift, you know.”
 
   “Go on,” Silvereye stood, backing away from the front lines of those gathering snowballs in preparation for the inevitable chaos caused by adults flinging snow at one another. “This is going to get rough, so you may want to stay back a bit.”
 
   “I was counting on that.” Despite wanting to watch the initial volley, Kalen followed the Mithrian. “Think they’ll hold out?”
 
   “Yours or mine?”
 
   Kalen snorted. “Yours, of course. As if my Guardians would be defeated so easily.”
 
   “They’re going to be destroyed, I hope you know. They’re outnumbered twenty-to-one, easily, worse odds if word spreads—and it will.” Silvereye laughed. “This lot will love this. Your Guardians won’t, I promise you. Come on. Let’s clear out so the children can play.”
 
   “Don’t count them out so easily,” Kalen warned, following Captain Silvereye in an arc around the camp. Out of necessity, they crossed through the barrier shielding the camp from the wind. The storm howled and raged, caking Kalen in snow and ice in the short time it took them to circle around the mock battle between the Guardians and the mercenaries.
 
   “Why do you think they stand a chance? Twenty-to-one is terrible odds,” Silvereye replied once they were back within the shelter of the mages’ shield.
 
   “Fifteen years ago, I played my first game. Outsiders aren’t invited to the festivals, and I wasn’t considered a Rifter until I became their thrice-cursed king. I’d been the Rift King for less than two months.”
 
   “So your festivals are games? How is it played?”
 
   Kalen grinned a bit at the memory. The festival had been delayed to give him a chance to adapt to having only one arm, though he’d been led to understand that every Rift King had to adapt to some degree or another.
 
   The loss off his arm had startled even the most hardened of Rifters and was likely the reason he had survived his first few months as the Rift King. Few wanted to kill someone on unfair terms, even for his title and rank. That had changed, however, when he proved lethal despite his lack of an arm. Kalen sighed. “Everyone drew straws. Half of the city pretended to be Outsiders. I was given the dubious honor of leading the other half of Blind Mare Run. We held mock battles for a week.”
 
   “A week? Why so long?”
 
   “The festival didn’t end until I died or the Outsiders were all killed. We use ribbons, and someone is ‘killed’ when their ribbon is claimed.”
 
   “Blessed Lady of Light, that’s insane. Who won?”
 
   Kalen laughed. “Much to the disgust of most of the Rift, it was a draw. No one killed me, but we didn’t kill the Outsiders either. It was the first of many firsts for me, I think.”
 
   “Why did the game end early?”
 
   Unable to control his mirth, he came to a halt, shuddering in his effort to suppress his chuckles. “Do you have any idea how much stamina those thrice-blasted Rifters have? After three days of being chased around, I was wretchedly tired. In my infinite wisdom, I thought the safest place to hole up for some sleep was in an out of the way cavern. No one had told me the place tended to be a bit unstable at the best of the times. I ended up trapped there for a few days. As if that wasn’t bad enough, I slept through most of it. Those on the Outsiders’ side cried that I had an unfair advantage because no one could get to me. By the time someone figured out where I was and dug me out, Tavener wasn’t happy with anyone, especially me.”
 
   “Tavener?”
 
   “My first Rift Horse.”
 
   “I see. So, why are these festival games so important?”
 
   “Rifters love their festivals. There are four of them every year, and each one is different. Normally, I’m left alone to work or I’m handling things elsewhere in the Rift, but when a festival is due? There’s no escaping. The Guardians have taken to keeping someone with me so I can’t give them the slip. This is a game we’ve never played before.”
 
   “I don’t understand why it’s important, Blackhand.”
 
   Kalen grimaced a bit at his new name, wondering if Silvereye had any idea how accurate it was. How many people had he killed over the years to ensure his survival? Far too many.
 
   “Until now, as we have for a thousand years, the festivals have only included Rifters.” Kalen kicked at the snow, listening to the distant laughter born of adults pretending they were foals once more. “It may be a festival or a game to you, but when they’ve figured out what I’ve done, we’ll find out how many Mithrians it takes to wear out a Rifter—or the Rifters win.”
 
   The Mithrian sucked in a breath, his mismatched eyes widening. “They’ll fight in earnest?”
 
   “Only with snow,” Kalen assured the man with a grin.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It’s simple, Captain Silvereye. By calling such a festival involving Outsiders—allies, specifically—I, and the Rift, have declared war. Enjoy the peace while you can. It won’t last. We have too much to lose to remain caged in our canyons, and if you’re willing to break the rules, well, so am I. The Rift Rides to war.”
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Dodging a rain of snowballs by ducking behind a tent, Breton turned to Moritta. Maiten joined them. The Mithrian dusted snow off her face. A handful of mercenaries, grinning at them all the while, shoved Derac and Delaven at them.
 
   “You’re insane,” Maiten informed the men as they ran to join those who were throwing snow.
 
   A snowball splatted against the back of Ceres’s head. Before the younger Guardian could retaliate, Breton grabbed hold of him and yanked him forward. “Wait.”
 
   “Captain Blackhand is quite mean,” Moritta reported in her serious voice. Breton agreed but kept quiet. Three shapes emerged from the snow, and Varest was shoved at them. When Varest tripped, Maiten caught him.
 
   “That serpent!” Varest spat.
 
   It was Ceres who sighed. “What did Father do now, brother?”
 
   “I was supposed to be on his side,” was the grumbled complaint.
 
   “I didn’t do anything either,” Maiten groused.
 
   Ceres snorted. “Yes, you did. You encouraged Breton to make Guardians. They didn’t do anything.”
 
   With widening eyes, Breton stiffened. “He’s doing what Arik used to do when one of us failed.” Speaking his fear strengthened it.
 
   When one failed, all were punished.
 
   “Father isn’t like that,” Varest snarled. “He’s never been like that.”
 
   The younger Guardian’s vehemence didn’t sooth Breton’s concerns. “So, what is he doing?”
 
   “I think he’s trying to have fun,” Derac said, kneeling to gather up snow in his hands. “It’s a snowball fight. We used to do this when we were little.”
 
   Breton was relieved when he wasn’t the only one to stare at the Kelshite, trying to imagine Kalen willingly playing in the cold and wet. “How did you force him?”
 
   “Force him? He was usually the instigator.” With a shake of his head, Derac held up the ball of snow. “Pat the snow together until it becomes a ball. You’ll want it solid enough to throw without it breaking apart.”
 
   “Father taught me how to do it, probably planning to throw me in with you lot. Hellfires.” Varest grabbed a handful of snow. “You heard him. If we want to see him, we need to go through them.”
 
   With a vicious grin, Delaven scooped up snow. “This is going to be fun.”
 
   “Varest, did he tell you what he was up to?”
 
   “Father? My father, His Royal Majesty, tell me what he’s scheming? Don’t be absurd, Breton.”
 
   Maiten laughed. “He’ll never change.”
 
   Breton turned to Moritta. “What do you suggest we do?”
 
   Holding up her hands, the woman glanced in the direction of the waiting army of mercenaries. “They’ll probably give us a few minutes to sort ourselves out. They all know you’ve never seen snow before. It won’t last long, though—they’ll want to play.”
 
   “Play,” Breton echoed, unable to smother his sigh. “I can’t believe you consider this play.”
 
   “Stop crying, Breton. It’s better than him chasing us with Gorishitorik until he whacks us with the flat to his satisfaction,” Maiten replied, chuckling.
 
   “One day he’ll stop surprising me,” Breton swore, grabbing snow and patting it together. “One of these days I’m going to be completely prepared for what he does. Well, if it’s a war he wants, it’ll be a war he’ll get. No offense, Moritta, Delaven, but I have no intention of losing to a bunch of Mithrians.”
 
   Howling with laughter, Maiten cupped snow in his hands. “Well said, Breton. Well said.”
 
   “So what do we do now?” Ceres asked.
 
   “Isn’t it obvious? We fight them with their snow. One of us will have to get by them and find Father,” Varest replied. “If he wants us to capture him, we’ll capture him.”
 
   “Can’t we just use Delaven to find him?” Derac asked, glancing at Maiten’s foal.
 
   Breton made a thoughtful noise. “Delaven?”
 
   The young Guardian shook his head. “All I can tell is that he’s nearby, that’s it.”
 
   With a concerned expression, Kalen’s cousin turned to face Breton. “It’s not hurting him, is it?”
 
   “Maiten?” he asked.
 
   “I doubt it. We’ll do proper introductions when we find him. First, we have a few Mithrians to put back in their place. Present company excluded, of course.”
 
   Moritta laughed. “A few? This will be fun.”
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   With smug satisfaction, Kalen stretched out on Silvereye’s cot with a mug of steaming hot tea. A brazier filled with coals warmed the tent. While he hadn’t seen many of the tents in the camp, the captain’s didn’t look much different from the two-person accommodations most of the Mithrians shared, with one exception.
 
   Instead of two cots, there was only one, and the rest of the space was taken up by a rough-hewn table and a scattering of stools and stumps. Silvereye perched on one such stool, leaning over a stack of parchments, reading by lantern light.
 
   “You know, you’re a tricky person, Your Majesty,” the older man said, sitting up straighter with an ill-concealed groan. “You spent at least an hour scheming that little war game just so you could invade my tent and steal my tea, didn’t you?”
 
   Kalen chuckled, sipping at the pilfered tea with a grin. “First, I didn’t know you had tea in here so readily accessible. Second, it needed to be done. Discipline needs to be maintained, but considering the circumstances, I didn’t want to punish any of them.”
 
   “So you, on a whim, created a festival game, just so you could do what was expected in an unexpected way?”
 
   “Something like that. How long do you think it’ll take for them to figure it out?” Setting the mug down on one of the stools, Kalen went to work rubbing the stiffness out of his feet. The furs he’d been bundled in had kept him warm, but the poorly fitting boots hadn’t done him any favors.
 
   He was tired of feeling sore and even more tired of the bone-deep exhaustion that clung to him.
 
   “Until who figures what out? That we left them to play or that the Rift finally got tired of everyone’s horse shit and has decided to come clean the mess up?”
 
   In his effort to contain his laughter, Kalen snorted, coughed, and then cleared his throat. “That we slipped away from the game.”
 
   “Ah, your Rifters, without a doubt. The rest have been ordered to play in the snow, and won’t be keen to stop until they’ve tired themselves out. If there are Wolf Blades out there, if they’re smart, they’ll have holed up like we have. I’ve assigned a few unlucky sods to patrol, but I doubt anyone is stupid enough to launch an offensive in this weather.” Silvereye poured himself a mug of tea, took a sip, and set it aside to drum his fingers. “Were you aware you’ve earned a few friends and a lot of respect today?”
 
   “Is that so?” With a thoughtful hum, Kalen picked up his mug and took a sip to buy himself time to watch the Mithrian.
 
   “It is so. You understand when some things don’t deserve a harsh punishment. You understood the situation and dealt with it accordingly. I was under the impression that you weren’t aware of how badly the cold can impact someone. What made you choose to react as you did?”
 
   Laughing, Kalen set his tea aside. “Breton wouldn’t roll around with anyone in the mud like that under normal circumstances. He’s far too dignified. I didn’t need to be told there was something actually wrong with them. But, discipline matters, so I had to do something. Frankly, I was relieved enough neither had been hurt. They could have easily killed each other.” Snatching the folded blanket at the end of the cot, he draped it over his feet. “The truth is, I’m too tired to fling snow around, otherwise I’d be out there too. It’s the only thing that the cold is good for. I may as well let them play while they can.”
 
   “You Rifters do not seem like the type to play, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Kalen. Or, if you’d prefer, that little name you’ve saddled me with. Anyway, Rifters are the type to like to play. They just treat it like they do everything else: very seriously.”
 
   Silvereye hummed thoughtfully, nodded, and said, “I’ll remember that. As for your name, Blackhand suits you, I think.”
 
   Kalen wrinkled his nose and flipped a rude gesture at the Mithrian. “I’m not that dangerous.”
 
   “With all due respect, Kalen, you’re one of the most dangerous people alive. Only a fool would say otherwise. I know better.” Silvereye smiled, lowering his head as he turned part of his attention back to his papers.
 
   “I’m a man like any other. I bleed. I can die like anyone else, too.”
 
   “There’s something I’ve learned over the years, Blackhand. I’d remember this, were I you. Men like your Guardians never follow someone as they do you out of fear alone. That is what makes you an opponent worth fighting and an ally worth having.” The Mithrian chuckled. “Since you’ve already taken over my cot and stolen my tea, you may as well sleep. You’re not going to be of any use to anyone as tired as you are. Tomorrow is soon enough for our real work together to begin.”
 
   Kalen considered arguing for the sake of it, but he nodded, swallowed the rest of his tea, and obeyed.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Breton’s arm burned from exertion. Snow didn’t weigh a lot, but he’d thrown so much of the wet, cold stuff that he was ready to find somewhere quiet and collapse in a heap. Mithrians, each of them panting as hard as he was, circled them with their frozen ammunition held at the ready.
 
   No one moved, and he took advantage of the moment to catch his breath.
 
   Maiten leaned forward, bracing his hands against his knees as he gasped for air. “What do you think, Breton? They’re not giving up.”
 
   Snorting, Breton scooped up another handful of snow. “Neither are we.”
 
   “Have you failed to notice there are a lot more of them than there are us?” Varest grumbled.
 
   Ceres patted snow into a ball, narrowing his eyes as the mercenaries stirred, preparing for another assault. “Have any of you actually seen Father?”
 
   “No,” Breton grumbled. “He’s probably in the back lines where they can guard him.”
 
   Maiten laughed and straightened. “You’re optimistic. He’s probably found somewhere to curl up and take a nap.”
 
   Moritta cocked her head to the side. “He wouldn’t, would he?”
 
   Shaking his head and joining Maiten in chuckling, Breton lobbed a snowball at one of the mercenaries. A volley of wet, cold projectiles thumped into him as the Mithrians retaliated. “He would, if he feels he can get away with it.”
 
   “Don’t these mercenaries ever give up?” Ceres complained, ducking to avoid the flung snow.
 
   It was Captain Silvereye’s Second-in-Command who laughed hardest. “They’re as tired as we are. They have their orders, and we have ours. Duty and pride will keep them going for as long as they must. I’m afraid only the captains can stop them now.” When she grinned, the woman’s hardened features made way for feminine beauty. “This is fun. For all of us, it’s a holiday. But if you want to win, we need to break through their lines and find Captain Blackhand.”
 
   “I last saw Father with Captain Silvereye,” Varest said.
 
   Moritta hummed, grabbing snow and flinging it at one of her fellow Mithrians. “The captain’s tent would be most secure and hardest for you Rifters to find. We move it every time we change camp sites, and at least once every few days. If they made a run for it, they probably went there.”
 
   “How do we get there?” Breton asked.
 
   “We break through where the line is thinnest and backtrack through the tents. I know a few ways to get there.” The woman took several steps back, watching the mercenaries gather snow for another volley. “If we charge the line, we’ll take a beating, but not much. They’re tired, and it’s probably too much work. It’s fair play to throw someone in the snow.”
 
   While a lot of the snow had been trampled or turned into balls, there were still a few untouched banks, especially near the tents. Breton considered how much effort it’d take to shove the lean, muscular mercenaries aside. He nodded. “Better plan than I have,” he replied with a shrug.
 
   Breton wasn’t willing to admit he’d been so focused on throwing snow he hadn’t really considered the best strategy for winning the game. He also wasn’t willing to admit he was enjoying the challenge, such as it was.
 
   Holding his fist over his shoulder, he called for a silent retreat. Kalen’s foals obeyed first, with the other Guardians following behind them. Breton spun around and plowed through the circle of mercenaries, shoving aside a fur-clad woman and a man almost as tall as he was. Running wasn’t possible, not in the heavy, snow-laden boots, but he shuffled into the narrow paths between the tents after the others.
 
   Snow thumped into his back as he made his escape.
 
   “This way.” Moritta skidded around a tent into another narrow passage.
 
   The snow came up to the tops of his boots, forcing him to kick his way through it. Clouds of white swirled around him. As they made their way deeper into the camp, the snow tapered off to the occasional flake drifting down from the sky.
 
   They emerged from the maze of tents to a circle of larger tents. Instead of heading for one of them, she continued on, delving deeper into the camp until she came to a tent a little larger than the rest. She pushed aside the flap and disappeared inside. Breton waited for the other Guardians to shuffle inside before following.
 
   The tent was made for two, which made it a tight squeeze to fit them all inside.
 
   “Wake him and I’ll hang you from a tree by your toes,” Captain Silvereye warned in a whisper. The man was sitting at a small table, searching through a stack of parchments. A covered coal brazier warmed the air, taking up the center of the tent. It left barely enough room for them all to stand. “Moritta, stoke the coals, would you?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” she replied, peeling off her gloves before pushing her way to a wooden box tucked away in the corner. Grabbing a canvas sack, she added a few coals and stirred the fire back to life. “It seems you were correct, Maiten.”
 
   Breton sighed, shaking his head at his foal, who wasn’t much more than a lump under a thick blanket. “I should have known.”
 
   “You’re looking better than before,” Captain Silvereye said, looking up from his work. “How are your ribs?”
 
   “They’re fine,” Breton replied. Either the cold had numbed him to the pain, or they hadn’t been as injured as he thought, but he didn’t hurt. He was sore from throwing snow, but neither his nose nor his ribs ached.
 
   “Ceres, Delaven, Breton, and Moritta, stay. The rest of you, get back to your tents and get warmed up and rest,” Silvereye ordered. “Consider yourselves punished for your earlier idiocy.” 
 
   Breton winced as Derac, Maiten, and Varest hurried out of the tent before the Mithrian changed his mind and asked them to stay. “I apologize for my behavior, sir,” Breton murmured so he wouldn’t wake Kalen.
 
   “Kick off your boots and warm yourselves. The fault is, at least in part, mine. I underestimated how much the cold would impact you Rifters.”
 
   “I was keeping an eye on them,” Moritta said.
 
   Breton shrugged out of the snow-caked furs, tossing it near the tent flap at Moritta’s gesture. Despite the cold, he had sweat under the coat.
 
   “I can’t believe you people find that fun,” Ceres muttered, following Breton’s lead and tossing his coat onto the pile. Kalen’s foal leaned over the brazier.
 
   “Ignore them, Captain. I heard them giggling on several occasions,” Moritta reported, grinning.
 
   “Have a seat and settle yourselves. How’s the storm, Moritta?”
 
   “It’s easing. It’ll probably blow itself out altogether soon. Almost done snowing,” the woman replied, sitting on one of the stools nearest to the tent flap.
 
   “Good. I’ve been told the log stashes are running low, but if the snow is tapering off, the fires should last.”
 
   Breton sat on the stool nearest his foal, stretching out his legs with a low groan.
 
   “Do you want me to go check on the supplies, sir? That’s normally my job, but I was a bit busy.”
 
   “Leave it, if there’s a problem, someone will find us, I’m sure,” Silvereye replied in an amused tone. “Since I have you here, Breton, let’s talk about how you Rifters will fit into the company. I’d like you all to continue watching the Delrose family. The arrangement has been working well so far, and I don’t want to change it quite yet. They might not be so amenable with other caretakers.” Shaking his head, the Mithrian Shadow Captain stretched his arms over his head. “Until the Danarite incursion is over, I can’t afford to let them or Kelsh’s princess out of our sight.”
 
   “She’ll cause us problems,” Breton muttered.
 
   “Such is my understanding,” the Mithrian agreed. “I take it you were not impressed with your first meeting with her?”
 
   “Absolutely not.” Breton glanced at his foal. “I am torn between wanting to watch when they meet or finding somewhere a notable distance away. He isn’t going to like her as she is, not in the slightest.”
 
   “That’s unfortunate. I was hoping he might be able to contain her, at least until we can determine what our best course of action is. While the skreed swarm killed many of the Wolf Blades, they’re still a threat. There’s also no guarantee there aren’t other companies out there. With the number of priests in their ranks, I can’t assume they’re all dead—or if any of them died, for that matter. They may not have, considering they’re the ones who summoned the skreed. I don’t like operating on guesses.”
 
   “None of us do, Captain,” Moritta said, clasping her hands on her lap. “We’re going to have to take the offensive and soon, especially if the Wolf Blades have tailed us. I saw no signs of them on the other side of the swarm’s trail. Either they all died, which I doubt, or they’re somewhere nearby. I’d wager on them being close.”
 
   “It’s very possible that we’ll be fighting sooner than later. With this in mind, I want all of you Guardians working with some of our more elite men and women. Moritta, you’re in charge of arranging their lessons. I intend to have Blackhand take charge of our elite skirmishers and some of our mounted archers. With his riding skills and that runty black demon horse of his, he’s wasted on anything other than our hit-and-run forces. It’ll let me focus on other elements of the company. Moritta, I’d like to shift you to his acting Second-in-Command. Breton, you’ll be mine. Moritta can teach Blackhand what he needs to know while I handle you, Breton.”
 
   Breton scowled, but forced himself to consider the plan. Kalen was a superior horseman, and Ferethian was the best the Rift had to offer. While Breton wanted to remain with Kalen, but their separation wasn’t insurmountable. It also would give them both space, something he couldn’t dispute might be wise.
 
   With everyone staring at him, he drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Okay. It’s not necessary we’re all with him, so long as we aren’t too far away. It’s in our better interest to protect those incapable of protecting themselves. It shouldn’t interfere with our duty as Guardians, provided we are somewhat nearby. Moritta and Delaven can learn directly under him, if you think it’s better that way.”
 
   “I’d rather stay with Father, if possible.” Ceres frowned, his brow furrowing. “I’d rather not have to work with Lord Delrose any more than necessary, if you don’t object.”
 
   “Breton?” Captain Silvereye asked.
 
   Remembering how close Ceres had come to slitting Lord Delrose’s throat, Breton was forced to nod his agreement. “Maiten, Varest, and I can handle safeguarding the Delrose family. Considering Ceres’s lack of patience with Lord Delrose, it is wiser to keep him with his father. He’ll be of more use then.”
 
   Ceres wrinkled his nose. “I don’t like him.”
 
   “You missed when Breton laid him out,” Captain Silvereye said in an amused tone. “You Guardians really dislike the man, don’t you? Anyway, with Blackhand’s permission, you’ll take orders directly from me. Of course, I’ll ask that you’re respectful of the other officers, but I don’t anticipate any problems adding you to the ranks. I’ll figure out your exact positions within the company after Blackhand gets up.”
 
   “That sounds fair,” Breton replied.
 
   “War isn’t a friendly thing, Guardians. I hope you’re ready, willing, and able to fight. You’ll kill or be killed.”
 
   Straightening on his stool, Breton met the Mithrian’s eyes. “We’re ready. We won’t forget what they’ve done. We won’t forgive them, either. Stopping the Danarites from repeating what they’ve done to Morinvale is well worth breaking the Covenant for.”
 
   Captain Silvereye watched him with narrowed eyes. “And what of your code?”
 
   In the coldest tone he could manage, Breton replied, “The Code applies to people, not to monsters.”
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   The murmur of conversation nearby roused Kalen. Cracking open an eye, he squinted and took in the canvas overhead. Mumbling curses, he rolled over in search of who had woken him.
 
   The familiar black-clad forms of two Guardians bent over Silvereye’s table, along with two others. He recognized Moritta from her lithe shape and hair. The other had to be the third new Guardian, judging from the intensity of the ache in his phantom left hand. The five were talking in murmurs low enough Kalen couldn’t understand what they were discussing.
 
   “How long was I asleep?” he asked before a yawn worked its way out of him.
 
   All of them jumped at the sound of his voice.
 
   “A few hours,” Captain Silvereye replied. “Rest well?”
 
   When he lurched upright, Kalen groaned at the stiffness in his muscles. “How long did it take for them to figure it out?”
 
   With a smile, the Mithrian shook his head. “A few hours.”
 
   His Guardians turned to face him. Breton stared at the ground. One of his foals, which one Kalen couldn’t tell through his sleep-blurred eyes, grinned at him. Moritta chuckled softly.
 
   The new Guardian he hadn’t met yet was far younger than Kalen had expected. There was a glint of red in his hair.
 
   The colt had Maiten’s nose, an observation that drew a laugh out of him. There was only one person from Mithrias he could think of who could have so many similarities to Maiten. “You must be Delaven,” Kalen said. “I’ve heard about you, but I never thought I’d meet you here.”
 
   When his Mithrian Akakashani found out, she was going to kill him and feed him to her pet kingmakers. Kalen sighed, turning to his red-haired Guardian. “When she comes here to fetch her colt, she’s going to kill us both. I hope you know this.”
 
   Maiten burst out laughing. “No she won’t, she likes you too much.”
 
   “She will, and once she’s done with me, she’ll come after you. Mark my words, Maiten. You’ve sentenced us both to a messy, painful death. Well, you’ve sentenced me, at least. She likes you too much to get rid of you.” Laughing ruined the severity of his threat, but Kalen couldn’t help it. He bent over, chuckling until his chest hurt and he struggled to breathe.
 
   Breton’s startled expression made Kalen laugh even harder.
 
   “You’re in a good mood,” Captain Silvereye said. “Care informing the rest of us what is so funny?”
 
   Kalen couldn’t stop laughing, so he waved his hand at Maiten, who clapped a hand over his mouth, a few snorted chortles escaping.
 
   “Would both of you stop that?” Breton muttered. “How undignified.”
 
   After catching his breath, Kalen glanced at Captain Silvereye. “Is it still snowing?”
 
   “No, it stopped a few hours ago.”
 
   Glaring at the Shadow Captain only made the man’s grin widen. Kalen grumbled, “That sounds like I was asleep for a lot of hours.”
 
   “You were asleep for a few hours yesterday, and you slept right through the night. You needed it,” the Mithrian replied, unrepentant. “How are you feeling?”
 
   Kalen yawned, wincing a little over the lost time. “Better. What’s going on? Wait, first, come here, Delaven.”
 
   The young Mithrian stepped forward. “Sir?”
 
   Kalen held out his hand. “Better get this over with. It can’t be comfortable for you either,” he admitted wryly.
 
   “It’s tolerable, sir,” was the solemn reply.
 
   When they clasped hands, Kalen was ready for the sensation, managing to sit straight despite his every muscle wanting to relax. He squeezed the colt’s hand. “It’s a pleasure to finally met you, foal. I’ve heard a lot about you from your dam.”
 
   Delaven’s eyes widened. “Nothing bad, sir?”
 
   With a snort, Kalen glanced at Breton, watching for a reaction. “As if your dam would say anything bad about her precious colt—or your sire.”
 
   Breton stared at Maiten and sighed.
 
   Wrinkling his nose, Kalen turned to Maiten. “You told him. I wanted to see his expression. I’m hurt, Maiten. I’m absolutely devastated.”
 
   Maiten doubled over and shook from the force of his mirth. “S-sorry,” his Guardian gasped out.
 
   “Mother won’t be able come,” Delaven said in a quiet, disappointed voice. “That’s how I managed to join the Crimson Eye. She was too busy.”
 
   Kalen snorted. “She’s going to tan your hide if she hears you say such things. Maiten, have you ever seen her too busy for one of her foals in her life?”
 
   “Never,” Maiten choked out between chuckles.
 
   Kalen somehow managed to keep from bursting out into laughter again. “Delaven, I have it on the highest authority that you’ve been tricked. I give it a month before she shows up ready to teach us all a lesson or two.”
 
   “Who are you and what have you done with Captain Blackhand?” Silvereye asked.
 
   Forcing a cough so he wouldn’t snicker, Kalen met the Shadow Captain’s gaze. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “He can’t be in a sour mood all of the time, sir,” Maiten choked out.
 
   “Interesting.”
 
   “What have I missed when I was asleep?” Kalen asked to turn the conversation back to more important matters.
 
   Silvereye gestured to a stool. “Come sit and I’ll fill you in.”
 
   While the tent wasn’t cold, Kalen wrapped the blanket around his shoulders and stood, joining the Mithrian at his table. “You mean I won’t have to try to beat information out of you?”
 
   “Not this time,” was the amused reply. “We were discussing our next move. The swarm has upset almost all of our plans. Currently, we’re considering circling around Morinvale once the snow melts to confirm what happened to the Wolf Blades, if we can. I don’t like the idea of leaving a broken money company without anyone able to fight against them. It wouldn’t surprise me if they turn into well-armed and better trained raiders on their way back home.”
 
   “The villages and towns would be wiped out,” Kalen predicted, leaning over the map. “I’m impressed you have a map of Kelsh at all. Who’d you steal it from? They’re notoriously strict about who has maps.”
 
   The Kelshite’s restriction on maps was as old as the Covenant, something that annoyed Kalen to no end. He had maps, but it had cost the Rift a small fortune to get them. Silvereye’s maps were older, but if Kalen’s memory served, they were accurate enough.
 
   “Me? Steal a map? Would I ever do such a thing?” the Shadow Captain replied with an arched brow.
 
   “He stole it, didn’t he, Moritta?” Kalen asked, turning to his new Guardian.
 
   “He would never steal anything. He had Lyeth steal it, sir.”
 
   “Lyeth?”
 
   “One of the officers, sir,” Moritta replied.
 
   “He’ll be one of yours soon enough. I intend to give you him and Moritta to begin with until you can select those you like working with as your officers,” Silvereye added.
 
   “Well, Lyeth stole you a dated map,” Kalen reported, making a thoughtful noise as he looked over the notations on the parchment. “I’d estimate this is at least twenty years old. I can get you a better map. Breton, I’m going to need to make a plate at some point soon.”
 
   The thought of bleeding on wood or metal to forge a pair of plates, and then bleed some more so he could send one to the Rift left him queasy. The last time, he had created a plate for his Mithrian Akakashani, though he’d done it in secret to prevent Maiten from knowing his trips to Mithrias weren’t necessary. It was the only way he knew of to send instantaneous messages anywhere.
 
   “Wouldn’t it be better to wait at least a few days?” Breton asked.
 
   “I’ll consider it,” he replied. “So, if you’re planning on hunting down the Wolf Blades, what are you going to do with them once you’ve found them?”
 
   “That’s what we’re discussing. The obvious option is to eliminate them—especially the Danarite priests. They’re the dangerous threat. Normally, I would offer them a chance to be absorbed by our company, but I doubt our folks would accept it. It’s too well known what they were a part of. If we face them, it’ll be a slaughter, even if we don’t want it to become one. Too many are angry over what they’ve done.”
 
   “I number among them,” Kalen warned, unable to keep his tone from turning cold. “If we meet them again, they’ll pay for their crimes in blood.”
 
   Breton and Maiten exchanged glances, and Kalen glared at both of them. When neither spoke, he said, “If I hear so much as a single mumble that I can’t handle myself…”
 
   “I was more worried that you wouldn’t leave any for us,” Maiten replied meekly.
 
   “Don’t try to feed me your horse’s shit, Maiten,” Kalen said, jabbing Maiten’s ribs with a finger. “If the mercenaries won’t toss the Wolf Blades into the deeps, and the Danarites with them, I’ll do it myself.”
 
   “We’re a little far from the deeps to throw them in it. It’d be a lot of unnecessary work for the horses,” Breton said, his tone as neutral as his expression.
 
   “What do you suggest then?”
 
   “I’d be satisfied with cutting them into small pieces,” his Guardian replied with a shrug.
 
   “See, Maiten, listen to Breton. If we can’t throw them into the deeps, we can chop them up. I can be satisfied with that.” Kalen straightened, looking down at the map. “Though we really aren’t too far from Rufket; there’s a pass down into the Rift a week or two from here. We could march them right off the trails there.”
 
   “Feeding them for two weeks just to kill them is unnecessary waste, sir,” Moritta said. “Perhaps we should consider drowning them.”
 
   “You’re a bloodthirsty lot today,” Captain Silvereye said, shaking his head. “We will not be participating in any unplanned, accidental, or unsanctioned raids against the Wolf Blades. If we find them, we’ll create a proper strategy. Let’s not get any of us killed unnecessarily.”
 
   Kalen wrinkled his nose, pointing at Morinvale on the map. “What information do we have on the Wolf Blades and their Danarite allies?”
 
   “Absolutely nothing. Between the storm and the swarm, I haven’t been willing to risk any scouts to go looking for them. Once the snow melts, which should be by tomorrow morning at the rate it’s going, we’ll march north and take a look. With luck, we’ll spot them before they spot us. We’ll need to get viable numbers and information on them and their hire, but that’s a job for Lyeth.”
 
   “If the Rift requested information on the Wolf Blades from the Shadow Council, do you think it would help?” Kalen asked.
 
   “Considering the kidnapping of the Rift King, I’m sure you could get full cooperation from the Shadow Council, but I sincerely doubt you’ll receive relevant information,” Silvereye warned.
 
   Kalen snorted, shaking his head at the aspect of playing a kidnapped monarch, although it had been true enough—twice. The memory made him shudder. “If your scheme is going to work, the Rift will have to know. Breton, since it can’t be in my handwriting for very obvious reasons, you’re in charge of writing missives to the relevant kingdoms.”
 
   Silvereye rolled up Kelsh’s map and spread out a map of the entire continent, looking it over with a frown. “How do you intend to get these missives sent? Even if we sent messengers on the fastest horses we have, it’d take months to get anyone near the Rift.”
 
   “That’s my job,” Kalen replied with a smug grin. “But, there’s this to consider: while we need to route the Danarites and this company elsewhere, our real target is Elenrune. I need to find out what His Royal Pain-in-my-Horse’s-Ass is doing. If I can confirm who hired the Wolf Blades, this will be easier for us to resolve.”
 
   Captain Silvereye grunted. “You mean to confirm the Kelsh king’s innocence?”
 
   “No, I mean to confirm his guilt.” Snorting, Kalen reached out and grabbed the map of Kelsh, spreading it out over Silvereye’s map. He pointed at Elenrune. “I have no doubts that Danar and Kelsh are working together. I’m witness to that, as is Satrin.”
 
   Silvereye rose, crossed his arms over his chest, and stared down at the circle denoting Elenrune on the map. “We have a notable bartering chip since we have his daughter in our custody.”
 
   “We have his daughter?” Kalen blurted. “Hellfires, you captured the Kelshite Princess? She’s the heir to the crown. What in the thrice-cursed deeps is she…” Sucking in a breath, he sat straighter. “That blond-haired woman is Kelsh’s Heir?”
 
   Breton cleared his throat. “Your mare for the taking, if you so decide.”
 
   Heat born of both embarrassment and annoyance washed over Kalen’s face. “That’s not funny.”
 
   “It wasn’t supposed to be, colt,” was the quiet reply.
 
   “Why don’t you Court Mate with her then if you want her? I don’t! Have you seen her?” Kalen flexed his hand, fighting the urge to slam his fist against something. “Her? Her? Of all of the people, Kelsh’s Heir is her?”
 
   “I see your first meeting with her was less than favorable,” Silvereye said.
 
   “Honey didn’t like her,” Kalen grumbled. While it was true, he had other reasons to dislike the woman, and the way she’d looked at him with pity topped the list.
 
   Kalen didn’t want—or need—the sympathies of some noble woman without substance.
 
   “Judging from your expression, foal, you didn’t like her either,” Breton said, his tone amused. “I’ve had the misfortune of speaking with her. I’m supposed to be teaching her Mithrian.”
 
   Shuddering, he stared at his senior-most Guardian. “You? Teach Mithrian? You?”
 
   “Be nice,” Breton muttered.
 
   Maiten laughed. “I was occupied looking for you, Kalen. It’s not his fault. He was the best choice. Have you given her any lessons yet?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Please don’t,” Kalen begged. “If she’s really Aelthor’s daughter, and if she’s nearly as aristocratic as I suspect, the only people she’ll listen to is Captain Silvereye and me. You’re probably beneath her.”
 
   “So I gathered,” Breton replied.
 
   “Throw stones for it, Maiten?” Kalen glanced hopefully at his Guardian.
 
   “And miss the chance to watch you put that mare in her place? Absolutely not,” Maiten replied, grinning.
 
   “Were you aware that she was headed to Morinvale?” Kalen asked after a long moment of silence.
 
   Everyone stared at him with widening eyes.
 
   “I was not,” Captain Silvereye said in a curt tone. “Explain, Blackhand.”
 
   “She told me that’s where she was headed when Honey led her to me. I only thought of her as a Knight, and frankly spoken, I didn’t feel much regret sending her off to face her luck.”
 
   Breton and Maiten once again exchanged looks. It was Breton who snorted and said, “You were worried about the village in the swarm’s path more than a Knight frightened you.”
 
   “She didn’t seem like much of a threat,” Kalen replied, careful to keep his tone even to mask his growing twinge of anxiety.
 
   Maiten watched him with narrowed eyes, but said nothing.
 
   “She’s not a threat to you or anyone,” Breton said firmly. “She’s not interested in doing anything that doesn’t directly serve her immediately. She is entirely unsuitable for being your Queen.”
 
   Kalen felt his brows rise, and he gawked at Breton. “I was not considering her as my Queen. You know that. You’ve seen how many rejections I’ve sent.”
 
   “Good. I won’t have to beat sense into you, then.”
 
   Kalen opened his mouth to say something, snapped it closed with a clack of his teeth, and tilted his head as he tried to make sense of Breton’s behavior. “What? But…”
 
   With a chuckle, Maiten clapped Kalen’s shoulder. “He’s teasing you, foal. Let him have his fun.”
 
   “She’s really Kelsh’s Heir?”
 
   “Unfortunately,” Breton rumbled.
 
   “She didn’t seem stupid,” he said, furrowing his brows. “Her Rifter was barely passable. Still, why was she going to Morinvale? Silvereye, perhaps we should summon my sire and Her Royal Highness. I think it’s time to ask them some questions before we consider what to do about the Wolf Blades. She might know something we don’t.”
 
   “Why Lord Delrose?” the Shadow Captain asked in reply.
 
   “I might not like him, but he’s not a fool, and he might learn something from what she says that we miss. I’m about as much a Kelshite as you are at this point.”
 
   “Moritta, fetch them,” Silvereye ordered. The woman headed for the flap.
 
   Both Breton and Maiten winced. Kalen glared at them. “What’s that reaction for? While I’m hungry, I’m not going to eat them.”
 
   “And on your way, Moritta, ask someone to bring us some food from the mess, please.”
 
   “Of course, sir,” she said before ducking out of the tent. Sunlight streamed through the opening.
 
   “Breton?” Kalen asked, hoping the demand in his voice would force an answer from his Guardian.
 
   “It is the torture of a survived serpent’s bite,” Maiten said, shaking his head. “You’re a nibbler on a corpse once you start asking questions, Captain.”
 
   “If that Knight has the answers we need, Maiten, I will ask questions until I cough blood if necessary.”
 
   Breton snorted. “That’s what we’re afraid of, Kalen.”
 
   “It’s still a good idea. Delaven, go after Moritta and tell her we’ll meet in the command tent. There’s too many of us to fit in here as it is, let alone with extras. I think we’re all going to need some tea to get through this. I’d rather that my co-captain didn’t start coughing blood while interrogating Her Royal Highness.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   While Kalen was skeptical over how warm it was outside, his new co-captain assured him he wouldn’t need any more than a tunic, trousers, and fur boots to keep the mud off his feet. He grabbed his cloak anyway, taking gleeful delight in how much simpler the task was when he could see.
 
   Gorishitorik’s weight comforted him as well, and he basked in the security of having his blade and being able to use it. Kalen followed after Captain Silvereye, squinting in the sunlight. The warmth of summer had melted the snow from the previous day’s storm, leaving behind puddles and thick patches of mud.
 
   By the time they crossed the camp, Kalen’s boots were caked in thick gunk, weighing twice as much as they should. While Captain Silvereye held open the flap to the large command tent, Kalen fought his way out of his boots, cursing them and their muddied laces.
 
   “I told you it was warm,” the Mithrian said.
 
   “The air is warm; the mud most certainly is not,” Kalen countered, setting the boots aside so he wouldn’t trail filth all over the command tent’s canvas flooring. How the material hadn’t been soaked through by the mud was a marvel, but one he appreciated as he crossed the tent and claimed a stool.
 
   “It’ll be better in a few days, unless another storm decides to blow through.”
 
   Kalen twisted around, narrowing his eyes at his co-captain. “Don’t even think it.”
 
   Silvereye laughed.
 
   One by one, Kalen’s Guardians filed into the tent, dumping their muddy boots in a pile. Breton stifled a yawn, dropping down on the stool nearest the flap.
 
   Moritta stood next to Breton, her hands clasped behind her back. “They’ll be coming shortly.”
 
   All signs of Silvereye’s amusement vanished. “Is there a reason for the delay?”
 
   With pursed lips and a flinty look in her eyes, Moritta replied, “When I left, Lord Delrose was attempting to impress upon Her Royal Highness that she did not have the authority to refuse your invitation.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   A headache blossomed behind Kalen’s forehead. The First stirred and murmured its disgust before quieting. Kalen ran his hand through his hair, wincing a bit as his fingers snagged in a tangle. While he waited, he worked at the knots until the worst were gone.
 
   “It’s gotten long,” Breton commented in a neutral tone. “I need to braid your hair.”
 
   “While you can do the braids, you are not coming near my hair with anything sharp,” Kalen retorted.
 
   The last time he had his hair cut to stop it from falling into his eyes, Breton had left him with an uneven mess, making him the primary source of entertainment in Blind Mare Run for a week.
 
   “I’ll cut it,” Maiten offered, chuckling. “We need you looking at least somewhat respectable. I promise it won’t look like a horse has been chewing on your head.”
 
   A mercenary pushed his way into the tent carrying a tray covered with cloth. With a nod, the dark-haired man left it on the large table, snapped a salute, and hurried out.
 
   “Since we’re waiting anyway, we may as well eat,” Silvereye said before sighing.
 
   “Galen’s raiding the supplies for a better tea and will send it over once he’s satisfied.” Striding across the tent, Moritta plucked the cloth off the tray, folded it, and set it aside. She picked up a small loaf of bread and offered it to Kalen. “From my understanding, you don’t like most meats, sir?”
 
   Kalen reached over and took it. The bread was still warm, and the loaf was heavier than he expected. He took a cautious bite, discovering a sharp, melted cheese within. “I have a dubious relationship with meat.”
 
   “I was wondering about that,” Captain Silvereye admitted. “Parice was pretty strict about what he was giving you. I had noticed the odd absence of meat.”
 
   Kalen made a sour face, taking another bite of cheese and bread.
 
   “Those were my orders,” Breton admitted, crossing to the tent to grab a loaf. “He tends to spend a day or two unable to eat or drink anything other than water after. It’s unpleasant for all of us involved.”
 
   “I’m right here, you know,” Kalen muttered.
 
   “All meat?” The curiosity in Captain Silvereye’s tone was partnered with a frown.
 
   “I like rabbit,” he said wistfully.
 
   “Can you eat it without throwing up everywhere?” Breton asked suspiciously.
 
   “I’d be willing to take the risk to find out,” he replied with as much dignity as he could muster.
 
   “It’s your stomach,” his senior Guardian warned.
 
   “He’s your foal, so it’s your mess to clean up,” Maiten countered.
 
   Varest burst into laughter. “As if that will stop Father.”
 
   “Anything else I should know about?” Shaking his head, Silvereye claimed a loaf for himself, breaking a piece off and eating it.
 
   “I don’t drink wines or spirits,” Kalen said before one of his Guardians decided to share one of his more notable embarrassments with the Mithrian Shadow Captain. “A glass now and then, but nothing more than that.”
 
   It didn’t surprise him when his Rifter-born Guardians snickered.
 
   “That’s one way of putting it,” Varest murmured.
 
   Captain Silvereye arched a brow. “Oh?”
 
   To Kalen’s disgust, Maiten grinned and said, “He likes to sing.”
 
   “He likes to sing,” echoed Silvereye.
 
   “He’s quite good at it, too. He’ll only sing once he’s got enough poured into him, though,” Maiten said with laughter in his voice. “We make a point of spiking his drinks every festival.”
 
   “I hate you all,” Kalen muttered, shaking his head, almost wishing he could remember more about what he did once he started drinking. There was only one thing he knew for certain: no one had ever tried to kill him while he sang.
 
   “It would be a very severe violation of the Code if we were not blessed with your singing at least once a festival,” was Maiten’s solemn reply.
 
   Ceres nodded. “It’s true, Father. We wrote it in as an addendum. Any Rift King with as good of a voice as yours must sing once per festival. You’ll just have to live with it, I’m afraid.”
 
   “So he sings, but only if you get him drunk first?” Captain Silvereye chuckled. “You have my attention. You’re welcome to a bottle of my wine, so long as I can hear the results.”
 
   “Don’t encourage them, Silvereye,” Kalen muttered.
 
   “I’m not encouraging them, Blackhand. I’m encouraging you. After the Wolf Blades are dealt with, I think we’ll have to get to know each other better over a few bottles of wine.”
 
   “You won’t need that much,” Kalen muttered under his breath.
 
   A mercenary pushed aside the tent’s flap. “There are two Kelshites here to see you, sirs,” he said in Mithrian.
 
   “Bring them in,” Captain Silvereye replied, also in Mithrian. “Here comes trouble,” he murmured barely loud enough for Kalen to hear.
 
   Kalen’s sire ducked into the tent first, followed by the blond-haired Knight he’d met in the forests outside of Morinvale. Unable to stop from frowning, he watched her. Red splotches marked her cheeks, and her eyes were bloodshot.
 
   He couldn’t tell if she had been crying or was tired.
 
   ~Crying,~ was Satrin’s disgusted response. Kalen got the impression the comment was meant only for him. A moment later, the Yadesh stuck his head through the flap. ~May I come in, Captains?~
 
   “Of course,” Silvereye replied. “Make space.”
 
   Delaven and Moritta shifted the excess stools out of the way to make room for Satrin. After snatching the cloth from the table, Derac wiped down the Yadesh’s legs and hooves.
 
   With a long sigh, Lord Delrose settled on a stool. The Knight chose to remain standing, straight and stiff, refusing to look at anyone other than Captain Silvereye.
 
   “Captain,” his sire greeted in a tired voice.
 
   “Captain Blackhand and I have questions for you about Kelsh.”
 
   The Knight’s eyes widened in surprise, and her gaze drifted from those gathered until settling on him. “You’re Captain Blackhand? But you said you’re a Rifter.”
 
   Kalen arched a brow and stared at her until she lowered her eyes.
 
   After clearing his throat, Captain Silvereye said, “Mithrian companies, such as this one, do not care about the circumstances of one’s birth. Rifters are cunning men, and their horses are worth their weight in gold, Princess Tala.”
 
   Tala stiffened, lifting her chin. “Captain, I—”
 
   “Enough, Your Highness,” his sire snapped. Kalen arched his brow at the annoyance in the man’s voice. “I told you this several times. You can’t pretend you aren’t who you are, not with these men. I already informed you that the Yadesh had told them.”
 
   The Knight’s cheek twitched. “Very well, Council Member Delrose. Captain Silvereye, Captain Blackhand, what do you want with us? Why do you insist on holding us hostage?”
 
   Lord Delrose sighed again. “Your Highness, if we were hostages, they wouldn’t let us freely wander the camp.”
 
   “They won’t let us leave; that makes us hostages.”
 
   The two glared at each other. Kalen rubbed his forehead, feeling his headache worsen as the pair snarled at each other.
 
   “I have already informed you we are under the protection of the Rift.”
 
   “Protection? Protection? You consider this protection? Do you really expect me to believe a makeshift band of hired thugs led by an old man and a cripple can protect either one of us?”
 
   His sire paled. His Guardians stood straighter, their full attention focusing on Kelsh’s Heir. Lowering his head and shaking his mane, Satrin said, ~I apologize for her behavior.~
 
   Once again, the Yadesh spoke to Kalen and him alone.
 
   Clasping his hands together in front of him, Captain Silvereye watched the Knight. “It is no small wonder that the Danarites wish to remove Kelsh from every map, if her royalty is inclined to such behavior. It makes me question why I came such a distance for my hire.”
 
   Tala’s jaw whitened, but she said nothing.
 
   Kalen turned to his sire, meeting his gaze. “We’ve already learned how much a Knight’s word is worth, haven’t we, Lord Delrose? Perhaps she ought to learn the truth of her people before she speaks further.”
 
   His sire swallowed. “That might be wise, but that tale is not for me to tell.”
 
   Spinning on his heel, Kalen turned to Satrin. “Satrin, please inform her Royal Highness of the circumstances.”
 
   ~All of them?~ was the Yadesh’s reply.
 
   Kalen shivered at what Satrin might reveal, but he nodded. “All of them,” he confirmed in a quiet voice.
 
   ~Very well, if you’re certain.~
 
   “Why isn’t your Knight here?” Tala asked.
 
   Kalen made his way to the table, leaning against it as close as he could get to Maiten and Breton without touching either one of them. The chest-tightening unease returned full force, and he forced himself to take several long and deep breaths.
 
   Leaning down, Breton whispered, “You’ll be fine, foal.”
 
   Kalen jerked his head in a nod.
 
   ~I have no Knight,~ Satrin announced after the silence stretched long enough that Kalen fidgeted.
 
   “What? You do. His name is Garint,” Tala said in rebuke.
 
   ~Never!~
 
   The woman’s mouth fell open at the force of the stallion’s denial.
 
   ~When I met Captain Blackhand, he and Derac were taken hostage by Garint and the Danarites he was working with. Marist and his Yadesh were murdered. Garint tried to kill me, but he failed.~ Satrin hung his head, ears flopped in equine misery. ~Garint aided the Danarites in torturing Captain Blackhand in their effort to gain information regarding the Rift King.~
 
   “That’s impossible,” Tala whispered, her eyes widening. Her face paled to a sickly gray-green hue.
 
   ~When he refused to speak, they broke every bone in his hand and many in his feet. In order to track down and kill Lord Delrose, they released Captain Blackhand, planning it so Derac would lead them to his uncle.~
 
   “Garint would never do something like that, never! He’s a Knight,” Tala cried out.
 
   “Every word is true,” Lord Delrose said, his tone cold. “Captain Blackhand, two of his children, and Satrin helped prevent the slaughter of my wife, my children, and my workers. The Crimson Eye has been protecting us while also working to foil the Danarites.”
 
   “Your Knight betrayed you, Satrin? Is it true?”
 
   ~Every word I have spoken is true.~
 
   “But why? How? Why would he condone torture?” Disbelief warred with horror in the Kelsh Princess’s expression.
 
   “I believe your king ordered it. I was hoping you could help us find the truth of the matter,” Kalen said, standing as tall as he could. Next to Breton, it didn’t help much. He felt shorter than usual.
 
   For a long moment, he was certain that the woman would argue, but instead she asked, “How?”
 
   “Why were you sent to Morinvale?”
 
   The Knight flinched. “Relas and I were sent to serve there, to help me learn how to rule.”
 
   It took every shred of Kalen’s will not to snort his disbelief and disgust. “It was a town hardly worthy of a future queen,” he countered, unable to mask the scorn in his voice. “On a Yadesh as swift as yours, it would take some ten days to reach Elenrune. You were alone.”
 
   “I must prove I’m capable of handling myself,” she replied with an equally scornful huff.
 
   Her words forced a laugh out of Kalen. He should have taken the time to think his words through, but he decided the risk was worth observing her reaction. “Wrong. You were sent so that you could be captured or killed, so Kelsh could declare an open war on Danar and have grounds to request aid from the Rift in retaliation for the murder of Kelsh’s Heir.” Kalen waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “After having given the Rift King right to you, he would have right to call on the Rift.”
 
   Captain Silvereye cleared his throat, but Kalen chose to ignore his co-captain. Smiling grimly, he asked, “Do you know what the mercenaries hired by your father have done?”
 
   “My father would never—”
 
   Kalen slapped his opened palm against the table’s rough surface. “Don’t turn yourself into a liar or allow yourself to remain an ignorant and blind fool,” he snapped. “Answer the question.”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “They murdered men and boys unfit for sacrifice by the Danarites. They captured women and girls to be slaves. The rest were slaughtered over Danarite altars. Do you know what happened to them?”
 
   The Knight shuddered, and she shook her head so hard her hair whipped against her face.
 
   “They became shells for the skreed. They became the black waters that devoured the village you tried to save,” he concluded. He clenched his teeth and shook his head. “Satrin and Dorit bore witness.”
 
   ~Captain Blackhand, in his effort to rescue those who were going to be sacrificed, was captured by the Danarites and rescued from Morinvale following a skirmish with the Wolf Blades. I witnessed his recovery, but he was the one who saw, first hand, the treachery of your king.~
 
   “He is your king, too.”
 
   ~He is no longer my king. Kelsh is no longer my kingdom, nor is it my home. I am a Yadesh, and I will not be partner to the murder of children!~
 
   “Blessed Lady of Light,” Tala whispered.
 
   “So, Princess Tala of Kelsh, why did your father really send you to Morinvale?”
 
   “You’re insane. My father is the king of Kelsh. He would never—”
 
   “Garint was tasked with murdering Lord Delrose. His king ordered him to work with a Danarite Blood Priest. This is a fact, Princess Tala. A fact, I’ll remind you, that has left this Yadesh scarred by the sword wielded by his Knight.”
 
   The woman swallowed and said, “Father said I needed to learn how to rule. Morinvale is remote. It’s a good, safe place to learn.”
 
   “It is remote, this is true,” Kalen conceded. “It’s a ruin now, one that your corpse would be occupying, had we not been the ones to find you first.”
 
   Tala lifted her chin, and her lip trembled. “You don’t know that.”
 
   Kalen lifted his hand in an accepting gesture. “You’re right. They might’ve kept you alive in the hopes of luring out the Rift King, to whom you belong should he decide to claim you.”
 
   Red splotches blossomed on her cheeks. “How do you know that?”
 
   Kalen snorted. “Did you not think it strange you’ve had no offers of marriage, Princess Tala?”
 
   The woman’s eyes widened, and she choked out, “How do you know that?”
 
   Everyone stared at him, and Kalen wondered just how far he would have to go to convince the Kelshite she had been betrayed just as Satrin had been. Too far, likely. Until he convinced her, or at least forced her to think for herself, he didn’t dare stop pushing her. “Your father has been making attempts to sell you to the Rift for over fifteen years, Princess. Every kingdom knows of it.”
 
   His sire sighed. “Don’t you think you’ve gone far enough, Captain Blackhand?”
 
   “Not remotely. It is time for this filly to learn. You challenged how a cripple could protect you. Very well. Take up your sword, Princess Tala of Kelsh. Allow me to show you.”
 
   ~Kalen!~ Satrin squealed in his head.
 
   Ignoring the Yadesh, he glared at the woman. “Unless, of course, you don’t know how to fight.”
 
   “I’ll fight you,” she snarled.
 
   “Very well.” Kalen gripped Gorishitorik’s hilt. Before he could draw the blade, Breton’s hand covered his.
 
   Captain Silvereye cleared his throat. “Why don’t we resolve this with wooden swords, Captain Blackhand? We’re trying to protect her, not kill her. Let’s not do King Aelthor’s work for him.”
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Kalen glared at the sword in his hand before turning his gaze on an all-too-amused Captain Silvereye. Of his Guardians, only Maiten and Moritta had come to watch the spectacle, and both were watching the princess as though she were a serpent ready to take a bite out of him. “This is not a sword. It’s a stick. It’s a stick, I might mention, that you’ve wrapped a tunic around.”
 
   At least someone had made sure his stick had a sturdy guard, which was also wrapped in rags to pad it. The weapon, if he could call the monstrosity that, was as graceful as a club.
 
   Princess Tala of Kelsh held a proper wooden practice sword, one fashioned to mimic a short blade suitable for her height, which was somewhere around half a foot more than his.
 
   Her smug smile was partnered with a gleam in her eye. “If you’re so capable, sir, a stick wrapped in a tunic should be more than sufficient.” She sniffled, and Kalen had no doubts she faked it to annoy him.
 
   Drawing several deep breaths didn’t help him cool his rising temper. The First’s annoyance, icy cold in the back of his head, heightened his irritation. “What are the rules, Silvereye?”
 
   “Disarm and pin,” the Shadow Captain replied, and his grin was as smug as the princess’s.
 
   “Doesn’t that give me an unfair advantage?” Tala asked. “I’m taller than the captain.”
 
   Ignoring her condescending tone tested Kalen’s patience, but he shrugged instead of snapping. Her words were true enough. His eyes were level with her shoulders, which gave her an advantage—if she knew how to use it. At least he didn’t have to stare up quite so far to meet her gaze.
 
   “Let’s be honest, Your Highness,” Captain Silvereye murmured, his tone sickeningly sweet. “You want to protest, not because he’s short, but because he’s short an arm.”
 
   Kalen’s cheek twitched, and he considered if he had the strength to break his stick over his co-captain’s head. Kelsh’s Heir paled, and her smile faded away. “Disarm and pin, then.”
 
   Silvereye reached over and clapped Kalen’s shoulder, leaning forward to whisper in his ear, “Try not to kill her, please. I don’t think she’s held a sword for more than a few minutes in her life. She’s got archer callouses, so try not to damage her hands.”
 
   “Bow callouses? Interesting. Maybe she’s not entirely useless then,” he whispered back.
 
   “Don’t let her surprise you.”
 
   Kalen snorted. “She chose to cross swords with me.”
 
   Silvereye laughed. “No wasted chivalry with you, I see.”
 
   Chivalry was for those who didn’t have to be worried about being stabbed in the back all of the time, but Kalen wouldn’t admit that, so he shrugged and repeated, “She chose to cross swords with me.”
 
   “Captain Blackhand, Princess Tala, take your places,” the Shadow Captain ordered.
 
   Kalen turned his body to present as small of a target as possible to the woman, securing his grip on the stick. If she decided to wail on him, he doubted the makeshift guard would hold, but he’d deal with his stick’s lack of durability as needed.
 
   The way Princess Tala stood, stiff and open, supported Silvereye’s assumption that the woman lacked formal training with a sword. He sighed.
 
   There was little he hated more than having to fight against someone with no skill or experience. In practice, it always resulted in someone getting hurt. As a general rule, it was him. The princess held her weapon in a white-knuckled grip. Lifting the wooden blade, she slashed the edge at him.
 
   Kalen forced a neutral expression, batting the blow aside with a flick of his wrist. The impact dropped his weapon down. In the time it took her to lift her blade, he reset his stance and waited.
 
   Over and over she hacked at him, hitting as hard as she could, as though hoping to knock his stick out of his hand through brute strength alone. Kalen’s arm ached from enduring the blows, knocking them away with as little effort as he could.
 
   Sweat dripped from the woman’s brow, and her breath came in ragged gasps.
 
   If he didn’t want to hurt her, he needed to wait until her strikes softened. If he stepped into her attack too early, the way she smashed her sword around as a club could break something if she did manage to land a blow.
 
   It wasn’t until the woman staggered from exertion that her attacks lost most of their ferocity. Instead of knocking aside the hit, he stepped into the attack, letting her weapon crack against the guard. Twisting his wrist, he thrust upward and to the side. With a strangled cry, Princess Tala lost hold of her sword. Spinning on a heel, he whipped out his other leg and caught the back of her knee with his boot. Her leg buckled, and she fell in the mud with a splat, landing on her side.
 
   Catching her at an angle, he drove his knee into her back between her shoulders, forcing her onto her stomach. With his other foot, he applied pressure to her wrist to keep her immobile. Letting go of his sword, he seized her neck, squeezing hard enough to warn her against moving.
 
   “Cease fight,” Silvereye barked.
 
   Kalen hopped off of her, picking up his discarded stick as he rose.
 
   When Captain Silvereye offered his hand to the fallen princess, she climbed to her hands and knees, staggering upright without acknowledging the Mithrian’s offer. Mud splotched her red face. “You were toying with me,” she hissed.
 
   Kalen blinked, tilting his head to the side as he thought about how he had handled her. Unable to comprehend what she meant, he asked, “What do you mean?”
 
   “You just stood there. You’re laughing at me, aren’t you?”
 
   Puzzled, he shook his head. “No.”
 
   “He wasn’t,” Lord Delrose said, emerging from the circle of watching mercenaries. Kalen flinched as his sire patted his left shoulder. “He waited until he could pin you without hurting himself or you. Considering how hard you were hitting him, a single strike could have broken bones. Do you not have any respect for yourself or others? Do you even know how to pull a blow? I don’t think so, judging from your performance. Captain Blackhand doesn’t pull his hits. That padded stick would’ve helped you, but he’s trained to kill people, not duel them. Well fought, Captain.”
 
   Kalen narrowed his eyes, but when he was unable to discern anything other than sincerity from his sire, he nodded his acceptance of the compliment.
 
   Tala’s rage faded to uncertainty. “You weren’t mocking me?”
 
   Kalen clenched his teeth, drew a deep breath, and met the woman’s gaze. “Princess, when you live by the sword, you die by it. Mercy is just another word for suicide.” Tossing his stick to Captain Silvereye, he pivoted on a heel and walked away, ignoring her calling after him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
    
 
   Breton rubbed at his temples in the futile hope of driving away his growing headache. All of his doubts conspired against him, warning him he should have gone with Maiten and Moritta when his foal had accepted Princess Tala’s challenge.
 
   He’d kept clear of the crowd to keep the Rift King from feeling smothered. By not hovering, he held hope that Kalen would recognize Breton’s trust. Judging from Maiten’s tense expression, Breton wondered if he had made a mistake.
 
   “What did Kalen do?” he asked when Maiten kept pacing without saying a word.
 
   Maiten halted. “He completely and utterly destroyed Kelsh’s Princess in front of most of the company.” His friend smirked. “Word through the camp says she deserved it, too. I like that. They’re throwing their support behind him.”
 
   “There has to be something more to it than that for you to be so agitated. What aren’t you telling me? I understand why he would teach her a lesson. Did he take it too far?” Breton’s worry came out in his voice, much to his dismay.
 
   “No,” the dry voice of the Rift King was muffled through the tent’s flap. A moment later, his foal stuck his head inside. “Her Royal Highness has no idea what the world is like. She’d invite a true black hand into her home without ever believing someone would want her dead.” After hesitating, he asked, “Do you two mind if I hide in here?”
 
   Breton felt Maiten’s stare settle on him. When he didn’t speak, Maiten said, “By all means, little foal. What could possibly send the Rift King into hiding? What’s bothering you?”
 
   “Women,” was the snarled answer, and with a tired groan, the Rift King unbuckled Gorishitorik and tossed it on one of the two cots.
 
   Breton choked in his effort not to laugh at his foal, and he wasn’t the only one struggling. The noise Maiten made was a mix of a snort and a giggle.
 
   “What happened?” Breton asked in the same soothing tone he used on a startled horse.
 
   “Her Royal Highness might be useless with a sword, but she doesn’t lose a trail easily. Despite my telling her, despite my sire telling her, she believes I purposefully humiliated her. She followed me around the camp, hounding me over having accepted her challenge. The woman is a spawn from the deeps, I’m convinced of it.” Muttering what had to be curses, his foal sat down on the cot beside him. Kalen rubbed at his forehead with a palm.
 
   “Did you humiliate her on purpose?” Breton leaned back, watching his foal fidget from agitation.
 
   “Of course not. Why would I waste the time? I’m convinced Silvereye plans on working me to death. I won’t need you Guardians, just give him a week and he’ll finish me off. He started listing the things I need to do, and I don’t know how I’ll manage it all.” Shaking his head, the Rift King sighed.
 
   “You’ll have Moritta and Lyeth to help you, remember,” Maiten said soothingly. “I can’t imagine you’re expected to do it all. We can help as well.”
 
   “I’ll have to find out more from Silvereye. Running a mercenary company isn’t like dealing with the Rift, not at all,” was the Rift King’s tired reply.
 
   “You’ll be fine, foal,” Breton said. “What about Her Royal Highness?”
 
   “I didn’t want Parice after me if I broke something. I have enough bruises already, and I’m certain he’s going to scold me for each and every last one of them. The thrice-cursed woman doesn’t need a sword. Give her a club or a mace and she’ll be the most dangerous thing in this camp. Silvereye should have given her the stick. To think he was worried about her. What about me? At least I know how to pull blows, curse it all. What do they think I am?”
 
   Breton winced.
 
   When Maiten sat on the cot beside his foal, Breton doubted it’d hold their weight, so he stood, pulled over the tent’s lone stool, and sat in front of the Rift King.
 
   Maiten sighed. “They think you’re a caged monster who was set free.”
 
   Bowing his head, the Rift King also sighed. “As always.”
 
   In the silence that followed his foal’s weary acceptance of the truth, Breton gathered his courage. The past choked off his voice. As always, it was impossible to tell if his foal harbored anger over their fight before the swarm.
 
   There was only one way to find out. “You were never a monster, my foal,” he said, wondering if his words were a lie even as he spoke them. The creature Kalen had become in Morinvale hadn’t struck out at any innocents. The creature the Rift King had become, according to Maiten, only killed those deserving death.
 
   But Breton couldn’t deny that for a moment, his foal hadn’t been fully human. But inhuman didn’t make the Rift King a monster, either. There were worse people in the world and that gave Breton the confidence he needed to repeat himself and give his words the ring of truth as he stated, “You were never a monster.”
 
   There were men out in the world willing to break bones for knowledge, for power, and for the joy of doing another harm. There were men in the world who sacrificed others for their Gods and Goddesses. There were those who would sell each other as merchandise.
 
   In comparison, the Rift King was pure in spirit and heart.
 
   “He’s right. You fought her as you should have; cautiously, waiting for the best chance to strike. You didn’t want to hurt her, and it showed. She didn’t care if she hurt you. No one has any right to fault you for how you handled yourself,” Maiten said, his tone full of conviction. “You waited until you could ensure your victory, as you always do. If she wishes to believe something other than the truth, that is her problem.”
 
   The silence stretched on until the Rift King finally bobbed his head in acceptance of Maiten’s words.
 
   Breton swallowed his desire to sigh, wondering what he could possibly do to ease his foal’s burdens. He didn’t have the answers he needed.
 
   Maiten made a thoughtful noise. “Kalen, women is plural, and however unhappy she is over her defeat, she is but one woman.”
 
   The Rift King groaned, leaned forward, and ran his hand through his tangled hair. “I thought I had finally managed to shake her off my trail, thrice-curse her, but I hadn’t. I swear, every last one of them wants a try at me.” With a wordless growl, his foal punched his leg.
 
   “What happened?” Breton asked, careful to keep his voice as soothing as possible.
 
   “I was so focused on trying to get rid of Her Royal Highness that when another woman came at me from behind, I broke her arm. I wasn’t expecting her. I overreacted.”
 
   “You took her down before you realized she was a threat, didn’t you?” Maiten asked.
 
   The Rift King nodded and said nothing.
 
   Breton fought to swallow his sigh and failed. He had warned Captain Silvereye that the mercenaries should use caution when approaching his foal from behind. He allowed his displeasure to enter his tone when he replied, “She should have known better.”
 
   “I had a bloody audience, Breton. I swear, it felt like half of the company was following Her Royal Highness while she was stalking me. If I hadn’t pulled back…”
 
   With a grimace, Breton understood what was bothering his foal, but it was Maiten who said, “You would have been dealing with a corpse. Well, they learned a lesson, then. What did you do?”
 
   When his foal’s face turned red and he coughed, Breton couldn’t smother his grin. “Yes, Kalen, do tell us what happened.”
 
   “I tossed her over my shoulder and took her to Parice. What else do you think I should have done?”
 
   Breton arched a brow. “She let you?”
 
   The Rift King muttered, “She didn’t have a choice; she was unconscious.”
 
   “And you didn’t ask for help carrying her?” With a shake of his head, Breton decided he’d never be able to make complete sense of his Kelsh-born colt.
 
   It was with relief that he realized his Kalen hadn’t changed.
 
   “She wasn’t that tall.”
 
   “Please tell me nothing else happened,” he begged of his foal.
 
   Kalen’s face turned a deep shade of red.
 
   “Oh, ho! What’s this? Breton, look at him, he’s completely scarlet.” Maiten nudged his foal with an elbow.
 
   “Maiten,” Breton rebuked before asking, “Kalen, what happened?”
 
   The Rift King sighed, long and heavy. “Her Royal Highness decided to open her mouth and criticize me for reacting as I did. I told her if she really wanted to fight me again so badly, then she needed to take herself seriously or otherwise stop wasting my time.”
 
   “That’s no reason to be embarrassed,” Maiten said with laughter in his voice.
 
   Breton knew better, wondering what his foal wasn’t telling him. When the Rift King didn’t speak, he asked, “What aren’t you telling us?”
 
   “She demanded an explanation regarding why I dared to judge her and wanted to know if it was because she was a woman,” was the mumbled reply.
 
   Breton rubbed his temples, a hundred different possibilities flashing through his head, each one worse than the last. “And?”
 
   “I lost my temper.”
 
   “Oh, this is going to be good,” Maiten said, grinning. “What did you say?”
 
   The Rift King scowled. “I told her that the real mares I knew had twice as much sense and far better breeding. I may have implied there were those in the Rift who would be more than qualified and happy to teacher her how to be a queen, seeing that Kelsh is incapable of raising anything other than sheltered ladies,” his foal blurted.
 
   Dissolving into helpless gales of mirth, Maiten fell onto the cot behind the Rift King. His foal twisted around to glare at the red-haired Guardian. “It isn’t that funny!”
 
   Breton snorted in his effort to smother his own chuckles, shook his head, and covered his mouth with his hand.
 
   “Now you’ve done it, colt,” Maiten choked out through his laughter. “She’s going to kill you in your sleep.”
 
   Breton cleared his throat, unable to stop from smiling. “Just wait until she finds out you’re the Rift King, Kalen.”
 
   His foal hid his face against Maiten’s side, his dismayed groans muffled.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Some problems Breton would only make worse by snickering, so after ruffling his foal’s hair, he left Maiten to restore the Rift King to a calmer state. Chuckling at the circumstances wouldn’t make the very real problem of the Kelshite princess vanish. Swallowing his mirth, he sought out Lord Delrose.
 
   He found the man with the Kelshite-bred horses. “Lord Delrose.”
 
   Kalen’s sire turned to face him. “Guardian Breton.”
 
   Drawing a deep breath, he said, “I seek your advice.”
 
   The Kelshite jerked in surprise. “Mine?”
 
   “It seems your princess is at odds with my colt.” Breton strode closer to the horses, holding his hand out to a small, stocky pony in the line. The animal lipped at his fingers.
 
   “At odds is a gentle way to put it, Guardian. Not undeserved, but he was quite harsh with her. I tried to warn Princess Tala to watch her temper with him. I tried to tell her that she only had herself to blame. I tried to warn her that her rank wouldn’t sway him. He doesn’t acknowledge the differences between men and women.”
 
   Breton shrugged. “You need to see things from his perspective, Lord Delrose. In his eyes, women are predators, and he is the prey. They’re dangerous, and he knows it. This wouldn’t be the first time that he’s snapped at a mare to bring her back into line when she acted weak. Weakness isn’t a virtue in the Rift; it’s a death sentence. His role has always been to protect what is his.”
 
   “I’m inclined to agree. He snapped at her like…” Lord Delrose trailed off, and when he shrugged, Breton sympathized with the Kelshite’s apparent helplessness.
 
   “He’s like a stallion bringing a mare back into order.” A laugh burst out of him. “She has a very long way to go to meet the standards he is used to in a mare.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “It always bothers me when I leave the Rift. Observing you Outsiders is tiresome. You men stand tall and gloat over your mares—your women—instead of allowing them to be equal to you in all things. Our mares are the strength of the Rift, and we are proud of them. The way Her Royal Highness bristles, I do not believe she is proud of her role as a mare at all. It’s shameful. That said, unless he takes her as his Queen, I don’t care what she does. Should he, however, she will learn to defend herself and carry herself with both pride and strength. I’ve heard that she used a sword like a club.”
 
   Lord Delrose winced. “It was an embarrassment to all of Kelsh. He utterly defeated her, all without breaking a sweat. It was terrifying and beautiful, Guardian Breton. Who taught him?”
 
   “Arik, his predecessor, taught him how to survive. His Majesty did the rest.”
 
   “He didn’t waste a single movement on her. He deflected her, making it look so easy although I could hear how hard she was swinging that wooden sword of hers. He’s a master with the sword, isn’t he?”
 
   Breton basked in the surge of pride at his foal’s accomplishment. “He’s good.”
 
   “Just good?”
 
   For a moment, he considered telling his foal’s sire the truth, but he settled for a shrug. “He’s alive.”
 
   “Did you hear what happened after the duel?” Lord Delrose asked.
 
   “I heard he broke a woman’s arm.”
 
   “I’m amazed he didn’t kill her. From where I was watching, it looked like she managed to scare a few years off of his life sneaking up behind him as she did. I fully blame Princess Tala for that, as she was barking at him like some unruly dog,” Lord Delrose muttered, his expression dark from scorn.
 
   “She should have known better. I had warned Captain Silvereye to tell his mercenaries not to approach him from behind like that. Guardians can get away with it; he can sense us. It isn’t wise to startle the Rift King like that.”
 
   Sighing, Lord Delrose nodded. “Captain Blackhand frightens her—and that’s without considering his reputation as the Rift King. He looked her in the eye and revealed everything she feared in front of the company, making her fears a reality. She meant to redeem herself in front of the Mithrians, but instead, he showed her how right he was. She had no business leaving Elenrune without an armed escort, and everyone here knows it.”
 
   Breton scowled. “Her Yadesh is equally at fault. She allowed it.”
 
   “I don’t think you understand, Guardian. Relas has no choice. She is a Yadesh bound in service to her king, as you are bound to your Rift King. When King Aelthor gives an order, they must obey.”
 
   The Kelshite’s words made Breton pause and think. “Some do,” he conceded. “Others ally themselves with Rifters.”
 
   Lord Delrose shook his head. “You don’t understand. They’re severed, their bondmates dead. They are no longer bound to Kelsh’s king, not without a Knight. The king, fool that he is, has stated unbound Yadesh are useless unless they are partnered to a new Squire. By his words, the bond tying the Yadesh to him is nullified once their Knight perishes. Satrin and Dorit are free. Relas is not.”
 
   “Your king is a thrice-cursed fool,” Breton snarled, his rage burning away at him.
 
   “If my son is right, he’s also a murderer,” the Kelshite whispered in a pained voice. “But he isn’t really my son anymore, is he? He’s yours.”
 
   Breton’s eyes widened at Lord Delrose’s admission. It took him a long moment to consider what he could say that wouldn’t serve to make matters worse between them. “He acknowledges you as his sire,” he said cautiously. “Father is an honor earned.”
 
   “How did you earn it?” Kalen’s sire spat out as though the words tasted bitter.
 
   “That’s for him to tell you, Lord Delrose. But I’ll tell you that the honor to call someone a foal or a son is likewise earned. But sometimes, it’s a gift given by others.”
 
   Of all of the gifts given to him in Breton’s life, Kalen was the most precious of all, and he had Kelsh’s king to thank for it.
 
   There was something sad about Lord Delrose’s smile, but the man’s expression was the closest Breton had seen to acceptance. “Might you have some advice for me?”
 
   “For tea, Lord Delrose, he’d endure your company,” he admitted. “It’s difficult to get such things in the Rift. Our brews are far stronger. He never wearies of tea. We try to get it for him as often as we can, but it isn’t easy.”
 
   “He likes it that much?”
 
   “I never said it made sense,” Breton said, coughing to hide his smile.
 
   “What else?”
 
   “If you really wish to spend time with him, learn to say nothing at all. For men like my colt, peace and quiet are rare. Your silence could earn you more than any words you could ever say to him.”
 
   “One last question, if you mind. Why was he given a stick instead of a practice sword? He looked ready to kill someone when he was given it.”
 
   “Captain Silvereye is wise. Remember, Lord Delrose, when he wields a sword, he is fighting for his life. Why burden him unnecessarily? With a stick, he can be proud of his skill. With a sword, all he would do is remember the color of blood and the faces of those he has killed. If Princess Tala wishes to earn his respect, she should ask him to teach her.”
 
   “To teach her? You mean the sword?”
 
   “The sword, Rifter, Mithrian, or anything of substance, including how to rule. It doesn’t matter, so long as she seeks to improve herself and rectify her mistakes. Who knows, Lord Delrose, that might work for you as well.” After a nod to the Rift King’s sire, Breton went in search of Captain Silvereye to discuss the woman who had come at his foal from behind.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Hiding wouldn’t make Kalen’s problems disappear, but facing them wouldn’t do much good either. Muttering curses, he leaned against Maiten, who remained sprawled on the cot. He longed for the solitude of his study and the pile of missives waiting for him in Blind Mare Run.
 
   “Things are much simpler in the Rift,” he declared, jabbing Maiten’s stomach with his elbow.
 
   His Guardian chuckled. “Of course. ‘Don’t kill me and I won’t kill you, now unless you have something important for me, go away and let me work’ does have a certain amount of simplicity to it.”
 
   “Hellfires, Maiten. It’s bad enough my own people want me dead. I don’t need every kingdom out for my blood on top of it. Rifters are a challenge enough.”
 
   Maiten snorted, prodding Kalen in the ribs with a finger. “Nonsense, Your Most Royal Yet Silly Majesty. There hasn’t been a serious try on your life in years, and you know it. That Danarite got too close for comfort, though. Us Guardians are going to be more careful from now on to ensure it doesn’t happen again.”
 
   Kalen wrinkled his nose, batting away his Guardian’s hand. “Stop that. You know there have been attempts. They just don’t want to face exile to the deeps, and after I left one alive…” With a shake of his head, he tried to dispel the memory, but it was too vivid and strong to deny.
 
   Only a week after reaching adulthood, Kalen hadn’t been able to consider the man as anything other than a wayward foal. It had been the first time he’d left one of his assailants alive. Breton had been the one who to enforce the Code while Kalen had been forced to watch, uttering the final severance.
 
   If he kept leaving enemies in his wake instead of corpses, he likely wouldn’t survive his escape from the Rift.
 
   “Don’t worry; we’ll protect you,” Maiten said with a wicked grin. “From all of the mares wanting you or your blood, of course.”
 
   “Better my blood than my bed,” he muttered in disgust.
 
   “So claim that princess as yours and groom her into a mare worthy of being your Queen. With Crysallis here, I bet we can acquire the Courting serpents.” Maiten leered at him. “She’s pretty, Kalen. Imagine the Queen she could be for you.”
 
   Kalen shuddered. “Absolutely not.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Riran and her herd would eat her alive, Maiten. As she is now? She wouldn’t even make it to Blind Mare Run without something killing her off.” The truth, however, Kalen didn’t speak.
 
   Kelsh’s Princess and Heir had many reasons to hate him. If—when—he became involved, he would be the man who forced her to become Kelsh’s queen, forcing the crown on her head.
 
   It was likely he would leave her as an orphan, and taking her as the Rift Queen would only ensure she lived in his shadow.
 
   “Riran doesn’t worry you,” was his Guardian’s chiding reply.
 
   “Princess Tala will want my blood in earnest soon enough,” Kalen muttered, rising to his feet and stepping to the tent flap. “It’s unavoidable. Unless something changes, I’ll be the one to murder her sire.”
 
   “And when she tries, we’ll be waiting for her. Consider giving her a chance. She might surprise you. Maybe she’ll see the truth for what it is. Maybe underneath the damage her sire has wrought, there is a Queen worthy of you.”
 
   “What good would a union between the Rift King and Kelsh’s que—” Kalen jerked to a halt, standing straighter. “Maiten, you know the Covenant as well as I do. You’re versed in the politics of most kingdoms. If she’s crowned before Kelsh’s offer of betrothal is accepted, what would that mean?”
 
   Maiten grunted. “You know the answer to that as well as I do, Kalen. You’d be the Rift King as well as Kelsh’s rightful king. Considering who you are and who you once were, no one, not even the Council of the Six, could dispute your rightful claim to Kelsh’s throne. All you need is proof of Aelthor’s attempted regicide.”
 
   ~We have proof,~ Satrin said, shoving his golden, antlered head inside, startling Kalen into retreating away from the tent flap. ~Yadesh are truthseers. Any truthseer worth his or her keep can verify my words before the Council. You could take King Aelthor’s head, crown, and daughter without any fear of retaliation.~
 
   Kalen pinched the bridge of his nose. “How much did you hear?”
 
   ~All of it, of course,~ was the Yadesh’s smug reply.
 
   “Hellfires.”
 
   ~Princess Tala wouldn’t kill you.~ The stallion flicked an ear back. ~She’ll just make you wish she would.~
 
   “Thrice-curse and sand-blast her.”
 
   “Be nice,” Maiten chided.
 
   ~Captain Silvereye wishes to see you, Your Majesty, and asked me to fetch you.~
 
   Kalen groaned. “Can this day get any worse? Wait, don’t answer that. Of course it can. Lead the way, Satrin.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
    
 
   Captain Silvereye was laughing at him, and Kalen didn’t understand why. Amusement lit the Mithrian’s mismatched eyes, partnered with the man’s shameless grin.
 
   “I don’t understand what is so funny,” Kalen said when Silvereye didn’t speak.
 
   The command tent was empty save for them. Silvereye was perched on one of the stools next to the table. “Sit down and relax, Blackhand. You look like you’re expecting your execution.”
 
   Kalen sank down onto a stool. “I’ll confess I’m surprised Parice didn’t skin me alive.”
 
   Silvereye’s grin widened. “Don’t tell him I said this, but I think he was pleased by the development. I wouldn’t exactly say the woman you laid out, Anrille, is a bad person, but she’s sent more than her fair share of men to the healers when they’ve implied women can’t serve as equals in the company. She doesn’t seem able to distinguish the difference between men mocking her or discriminating against her versus those unwilling to injure an ally. So, she does more harm than good, roughing others up to prove her worth. I expect she thought she could make an example out of you.”
 
   Clacking his teeth, Kalen considered the Mithrian’s words. “Has she tried to make an example out of you?”
 
   “Once. I told her if she tried to undermine my authority again, I’d send her packing to Mithrias as an unaffiliated free hire.” With a shrug, Captain Silvereye turned his attention to the parchments scattered in front of him.
 
   “And you let her get away with that? Is she one of those I’ll be in charge of?”
 
   “Do you want her?”
 
   Kalen frowned. “It depends.”
 
   “On?”
 
   With a shrug, he replied, “If she were mine, she’d have to prove she was worth her spot. How far is she willing to go to do that? I won’t tolerate such behavior, not under my command. That sort of thing gets people killed. It’s why we have the Code. Duels with sticks? That’s fine. Everyone walks away alive. Sneak attacks from behind? It’s unacceptable.”
 
   Kalen frowned, resisting the urge to rub the back of his neck. He didn’t want to think about it, but before he had thrown her, he’d felt something scrape against his skin. The First had, for a moment, been alarmed. Then the creature had settled, unimpressed by the woman’s efforts. Anrille had tried to do something more than grab him.
 
   But why? The First knew, but the creature refused to enlighten him.
 
   He wasn’t certain if he wanted to share his suspicion with his co-captain. Thinking about it was enough to unsettle him.
 
   “She’s an extremely talented archer,” Captain Silvereye replied in a neutral voice.
 
   “How talented?”
 
   “She’s the best I’ve ever seen. If you can control her, she’s an asset in battle. I have never seen her miss her target. You must understand, Blackhand, it isn’t easy for women in mercenary companies. I lynch rapists in the Crimson Eye. If they’re lucky, I blacklist them, tie them up, and abandon them somewhere for the vultures to find, letting them die the slow death they deserve. Most of the women with us are from other companies without such rules.”
 
   It took all of Kalen’s will to avoid tensing. Smothering his growing anger, he nodded.
 
   “The same applies to both men and women. I’ve two truthseers in the company. False accusers and rapists are punished in equal measure, without exception.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “I don’t suppose I need to give your Guardians the speech, do I?”
 
   “If you want to explain what rape is to them, by all means, be my guest. I’ll watch while you do it,” Kalen said, unable to keep the smug satisfaction out of his voice.
 
   Captain Silvereye jerked his head up and stared at him with wide eyes. “What?”
 
   “There isn’t a word for rape in the Rifter language, Silvereye, not anymore. There was a term for it from before the Covenant, but it doesn’t have any meaning anymore.”
 
   “How is that possible? Rape isn’t usually about the sex, not really. It’s about power over another person.”
 
   Kalen chewed on his thumbnail as he considered how to address the issue. “When most men and women enjoy each other’s company simply because someone offered an invitation, where is there power? Sex is as commonplace as food for them. I know fewer than ten couples pledged to each other as permanent pairings.”
 
   “I don’t think I understand,” Silvereye replied.
 
   With a sigh, Kalen wondered why he always ended up having to explain the Rift’s activities to Outsiders. “Let’s assume we’re in the Rift, and you see a lady you’d like to bed. You’d invite her—maybe a few of her friends, too—to the spearing caves. More likely than not, they’ll agree. Yes, they’ll agree. They might even ask some of your friends to join you. It’s a sport, Silvereye. It’s a very public sport. A mare in foal is sacred, be she human or horse. It’s in the Code, too, but it’s one of those clauses most don’t understand. I haven’t seen a record of it happening in hundreds of years. There’s only one way to gain power through sex, and it’s…”
 
   Kalen’s face burned, and he shut his mouth with a clack of his teeth.
 
   “It’s what?”
 
   He sighed, long and heavy. “If you bed the Rift King, you’re a Queen. That’s why Arik had so many Queens. He enjoyed his time in the spearing caves far more than he should have.”
 
   “And you have none.”
 
   “No is a powerful word in the Rift, Silvereye. It’s respected.”
 
   Drumming his fingers against the table, Captain Silvereye watched him with narrowed eyes. “Interesting. What do you think would happen if one of your Rifters saw a woman being raped?”
 
   Kalen flinched. “Breton’s been to Kelsh enough times that he knows what rape is. He’d put an end to it. I suspect the rapist wouldn’t be touching another woman ever again once Breton was finished with him.”
 
   “And Maiten?”
 
   “We’d be counting how many pieces Maiten left the rapist in once he figured out what was happening. He’s seen a rape victim before, though he doesn’t, so far as I know, really understand what happened to her. I keep Maiten assigned to Mithrias, where his mare keeps him quite busy when he’s not in the Rift.”
 
   Silvereye nodded. “Rape is common, but it’s a secret shame among my people. It happens, but most won’t talk about it.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “This could be problematic.”
 
   “It isn’t a problem so long as it isn’t one of ours doing it, Silvereye. May their deity have mercy on them, because we won’t.”
 
   “You as well, Blackhand?”
 
   “As well? I’d be among those handling the executions, and gladly.”
 
   “Good. Now, about Anrille. Do you want to deal with her? It’s within your rights to have her chastised or removed from the company. Frankly, she could be put to death for what she’s done.”
 
   Kalen grumbled a rude remark under his breath. “Wasn’t breaking her arm chastisement enough?”
 
   “No. You need to demand respect, Blackhand.”
 
   “Posturing, just what I wanted. Very well. I’ll think of something. If she’s such a good archer, then Parice will need to heal her arm. It’s tempting to let her run around in a cast for a while to serve as a reminder of her idiocy, though.”
 
   “I wouldn’t argue with that.”
 
   “Is she any good at teaching others?”
 
   “She’s taught many of the women archery, yes. She’s quite patient when she wishes to be.”
 
   Kalen considered Kelsh’s princess and his blood family, and then he started to grin. Could he arrange things to accomplish several goals at one time? Anrille’s punishment didn’t need to hurt her—much—and if Kalen could arrange for some much-needed education for the Kelshite princess, it’d work even more in his favor. “Good. I think I have an idea, then.”
 
   “What is your idea?”
 
   “You’ll see.”
 
   “You’re a very frightening man when you say that.”
 
   Unable to help himself, he grinned. “Want to watch?”
 
   “I’d pay good coin for the right. This work will keep for a while. Do show me what you have in mind, Blackhand.”
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Breton found Captain Silvereye walking through the camp side-by-side with the Rift King.
 
   “Breton,” his foal greeted with a smirk.
 
   Jerking to a halt, he first stared at Kalen before turning his wary attention to Captain Silvereye. “Captain Blackhand, Captain Silvereye,” he replied.
 
   “Guardian, why don’t you join us? It seems Captain Blackhand has an idea.”
 
   Every muscle in Breton’s body tensed, and the Rift King’s playful grin was vibrant before vanishing under a disturbingly neutral mask.
 
   “What sort of idea?” he asked.
 
   “He thinks he’s figured out a way to deal with Anrille,” Silvereye replied.
 
   “The woman who came at you from behind, Kalen?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do I need to restrain you, foal?”
 
   “Me? Not at all. You may want to hold Silvereye back, however, when he figures out what I have in mind.” Once again, the Rift King smiled.
 
   “Stop doing that,” he chided.
 
   “Doing what?”
 
   “Smiling. It means you’re about to do something I won’t like. You’re not tricking me this time, foal.”
 
   His foal made a noise that sounded suspiciously like a giggle. “Me?”
 
   Silvereye shook his head. “Is he like this all of the time?”
 
   Breton nudged his foal, who wasn’t acting very mature, dignified, or at all like the Rift King should. “Only when in a really good mood or if he thinks he’s being clever.”
 
   “Should I be worried?” The Mithrian Shadow Captain frowned, staring at Breton’s foal.
 
   “Don’t worry, you two. I think my idea will prove to be a most excellent use of Anrille while teaching her not to cross me.”
 
   “Killing her might be more merciful,” Breton muttered.
 
   The Rift King stepped on Breton’s toes, made a disapproving noise, and ducked into the healer’s tent. “Parice.”
 
   “You!” a woman’s voice rang out, roughened from pain. Breton sucked in a breath and darted into the tent after his foal.
 
   The Rift King stood straight and proud, his lone hand braced against his hip, glaring at the woman seated on the edge of a cot. She had dark brown hair and equally dark eyes. Her arm was restrained by a sling. Parice hovered nearby with a disapproving expression.
 
   “You will address me as Captain,” the Rift King replied, his voice cold and emotionless.
 
   When Captain Silvereye joined Breton, he exchanged glances with the Mithrian.
 
   The woman rose to her feet, and she proved taller than Parice, which made her an equal in height to most men. “I will do no—”
 
   “You will.” The quiet way Kalen spoke chilled Breton far more than the snow had. The woman’s eyes widened, and she backed away, her legs bumping into the cot.
 
   “Yes, Captain,” she whispered.
 
   “Better. Sit.”
 
   With a shudder, she sank down onto the cot.
 
   “Since you don’t seem to be informed, unlike the rest of the company, I am Captain Blackhand. Unless I tell you otherwise, you will address me as Captain or as sir. Am I understood?”
 
   “Yes, Captain.”
 
   Breton was torn between his concern for the woman’s fate and his pride in his foal’s neutrality and complete control of the situation.
 
   “Under the charter of companied mercenaries, the penalty for attacking your captain is contract severance without pay. Alternatively, the officer majority may elect to have you executed if they determine that your actions have endangered the company.” The Rift King’s gaze bore into the woman.
 
   Anrille trembled and sweat beaded on her brow.
 
   True to his foal’s prediction, Captain Silvereye stiffened and looked ready to intervene. Breton reached out and caught the Mithrian’s attention with a nudge of his elbow. He shook his head, hoping the Shadow Captain understood him.
 
   The man remained still and quiet.
 
   “I might be willing to overlook your crime,” his foal murmured, and the hard edge of his voice softened.
 
   Breton was pleased when the woman didn’t relax. If anything, her breathing quickened and she was even more anxious at the Rift King’s words.
 
   “I will give you several choices, Anrille,” Kalen continued. “Your fate is in your hands.”
 
   “I understand, Captain,” she whispered.
 
   “Good. First, you may choose to submit unpaid severance and exile back to Mithrias. Second, you may choose to accept the rank of new recruit, where you will be retrained under Captain Silvereye’s command. I suspect he will not be as gracious as I am. Third, you may choose to submit to my direct command, obeying my every order until I deem you are fit to return to your regular position. You will retain your rank, but you will be required to spend at least one month under my guidance, which is approximately how long it will take for your arm to heal. Decide.”
 
   The woman’s eyes flickered to Captain Silvereye, who remained silent, much to Breton’s relief.
 
   The Rift King waited.
 
   Captain Silvereye cleared his throat. “Anrille, what is your choice?”
 
   Beside Anrille, Parice’s grin broadened.
 
   “Third,” the woman choked out.
 
   Kalen’s eyes narrowed. “What was that, Anrille?”
 
   Anrille flinched. “I pick the third choice, Captain, sir.”
 
   “That’s better. Parice, I will need you to heal her arm sometime tonight. I have an errand for her to run before you attend to her,” the Rift King announced.
 
   “Of course, sir.”
 
   “Anrille, you are to go through the camp and locate five men who are interested in improving their archery techniques. Once you have located these volunteers, you are to report back to me. You will also be responsible for teaching others archery. These individuals will be of my choosing. You’re dismissed.”
 
   Anrille cast a desperate look at Captain Silvereye. When she was ignored, she turned to the healer, who likewise refused to acknowledge her. Breton stepped to the side to make room for the woman to pass. With her face pale and her eyes wide, the mercenary fled from the tent.
 
   For a long moment, no one spoke. Parice coughed and covered his mouth with his hand. The sound Parice made was a mix of a groan and snort.
 
   “Just what are you scheming, Blackhand?” Captain Silvereye asked.
 
   The Rift King giggled.
 
   Shivers ran up and down Breton’s spine. “Will you stop that?” he begged.
 
   His foal turned to him, grinning. “Breton, go find the Delrose family and our other guest and inform them that they will be attending archery lessons starting this evening.”
 
   Not trusting his voice and wondering just what his foal was planning, Breton nodded. When no one spoke, he drew a calming breath and asked, “Is there anything else you need?”
 
   “A sling, good stones, and a light bow,” his foal demanded. “I’m out of practice.”
 
   “A sling and a bow, Blackhand?” Silvereye asked.
 
   “It is possible to use a bow with one hand, you know. It’s harder, but it’s possible. Right, Breton?”
 
   With a sigh, Breton nodded his agreement. “It is possible. When was the last time you tried it, foal?”
 
   “It’s been a while,” the Rift King admitted. “I view it as a subtle peace offering to Her Royally Offended Majesty.”
 
   “And the sling?” Captain Silvereye asked.
 
   “It may not be an elegant weapon, but I assure you they can be quite lethal. I’m quite good with a sling. Actually, see if you can find enough slings and stones for everyone, while you’re at it.” Whistling a merry tune, the Rift King left the tent.
 
   “Archery lessons? Slings?” Turning to stare after the Rift King, Captain Silvereye shook his head. “Breton, what is he thinking?”
 
   Smothering a laugh, Breton replied, “Don’t try to guess his plans, Captain. I’ve been trying for years without success.”
 
   “It seems pretty obvious to me,” Parice said, crossing the tent to join them.
 
   “Well, Parice? Enlighten us,” Silvereye ordered.
 
   “He’s a predator, and she’s his prey. He’s finding out her strengths and her weaknesses,” the healer said.
 
   Breton shivered.
 
   “Any idea why?” Silvereye asked.
 
   “I don’t know, but there’s no mistaking it. He was hunting her, and he knew he was the victor. I’m a healer, remember. I can tell.”
 
   “Is he a predator, Breton?” There was concern in Silvereye’s voice.
 
   “Only when he needs to be,” he replied.
 
   The Mithrians both looked concerned. Breton smiled and said, “I wouldn’t worry. The Rift King may hate his sire, but he loves his dam. If he’s planning to kill Anrille, he won’t use his dam to accomplish it. His instructions were clear. He wanted the entire family. The youngest is only eight, and while the Rift King is many things, he’s a father who loves children. He might be a predator at times, but Anrille’s safe enough.”
 
   “He’s going to drive me insane,” Silvereye predicted, his expression troubled.
 
   “I warned you,” Breton replied in as smug of a tone as he could manage.
 
   “Oh, shut up,” the Shadow Captain muttered before turning and leaving the tent.
 
   “I like him,” Parice announced, returning to his work, humming.
 
   Chuckling, Breton went to do his foal’s bidding, and for the first time since leaving the Rift, he was content.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   The Delrose herd had a cluster of tents located in the heart of the camp, and Breton found them all gathered in one, talking quietly among themselves. Princess Tala was among them, and she flinched when he held open the tent flap. Refusing to look at him, she bowed her head and stared at her feet.
 
   “Captain Blackhand has decided that all of you will begin archery lessons this evening,” he announced.
 
   Lord Delrose rose from his stool, dusting off his trousers. “All of us?”
 
   “All of you,” he confirmed.
 
   “Why?” Annoyance laced Princess Tala’s voice.
 
   Breton clenched his teeth, wondering what lengths he—or his foal—would have to take to deal with Kelsh’s Heir. “I do not question the Captain’s orders, and I strongly recommend that you don’t either. This is a war camp, Your Royal Highness. You will learn to defend yourself. Have you already forgotten your lesson earlier today?”
 
   The woman flinched but said nothing.
 
   Turning to Lord Delrose, he asked, “Will this be a problem?”
 
   “It won’t be a problem. Should we have our horses prepared?”
 
   “If you need them, I will send word when someone comes to fetch you.”
 
   “Will Ka—ah, Captain Blackhand be teaching us?” The youngest of the Delrose herd asked, his eyes bright with excitement.
 
   “Kalen will be present, Welis,” Breton confirmed, offering the young Kelshite a smile.
 
   “Him? Use a bow?” Princess Tala asked, her scorn clear in her voice.
 
   “Your Highness, please allow me to offer you a very important piece of advice,” Lord Delrose snapped, much to Breton’s surprise. “You are making an error in your judgment due to your damaged pride. If you do not believe me, speak to the Yadesh—and I do not mean your Relas. You really need to start acting as one of your station should. There is no luxury for your childish, immature behavior right now. As things stand, we have sufficient reason to believe your father sent you to be sacrificed by Danarite Blood Priests. You’d do well to remember that!”
 
   As Lord Delrose and Kelsh’s Heir glowered at each other, Breton had no doubts who had sired his foal. Lord Delrose’s eyes hardened, paling to an icy blue. The man’s tone was colder than the snow. “Have you forgotten you belong to the Rift, Your Highness?”
 
   Red splotches formed on the woman’s cheeks, but she said nothing.
 
   “Tala,” Lady Delrose murmured, her tone too kind for Breton’s comfort. “You have known since you were five that your marriage would be arranged by your father. You are the only eligible heir. Have you not once questioned a thing you have been told?”
 
   Breton considered backing out of the tent to leave, but Lord Delrose caught his eye and shook his head. He remained, wondering what Kalen’s sire and dam had planned—and why they wanted him to witness it.
 
   At first, Princess Tala lifted her chin, and then tears filled her eyes. “But why would Relas…?”
 
   She found no sympathy in the Delrose family, not even among the foals.
 
   “Have you asked her?” Lady Delrose asked, the sweetness of her tone hardening.
 
   Princess Tala shook her head.
 
   “Well, why not?”
 
   “I’m afraid,” was the whispered reply. “What if she betrays me as Garint betrayed Satrin?”
 
   “Then you’ll do exactly as Satrin has done,” Lady Delrose retorted, clasping her hands on her lap and focusing her attention on the younger woman. “You will live, and you will prove you are worthy of the Rift King’s attention. Not for yourself, but for Kelsh—for the kingdom needing you to have the wisdom to stand aside, as you are currently unfit to rule! And may His Royal Majesty forgive me for sending Kelsh’s problem to the Rift to be dealt with.”
 
   Breton’s eyes widened as he became aware of his error. The Rift King, his deviously clever little foal, hadn’t included the Delrose family to put him or Captain Silvereye at ease. His foal had chosen a weapon: his dam.
 
   “The Rift can’t help us. The Covenant—”
 
   “—was broken when the Kelshite King sent a Knight and a Danarite to capture the Rift King,” Breton interrupted, hoping he was playing Lady Delrose’s game rather than ruining whatever the woman was scheming. “There were two incursions within the Rift, Your Highness. We have evidence, verifiable by truthseers, that Kelsh was partner to attempted Regicide. I trust you’re aware of what this means for your kingdom.”
 
   Every eye focused on him, but it was Lord Delrose who asked, “Two incursions?”
 
   “One was on the trails, where a Blood Priest summoned a skreed in his effort to reach Blind Mare Run. He was foiled. The second was in Blind Mare Run, where a group of would-be kidnappers mistook me to be the Rift King,” Breton replied. The memory of the Outsiders who had tried to capture him left a bitter taste in his mouth. “Those were put to the Trial of the Horse, and they were found guilty by the herd.”
 
   “How many men?”
 
   “Three made it to Blind Mare Run. We dealt with the Blood Priest and a hundred more on the trails. They fell to their deaths or were killed by the skreed they had summoned.”
 
   Lord Delrose whistled. “Does he know?”
 
   “No. I don’t believe it’s necessary to inform him. He would be quite displeased, and as no harm came to anyone other than the Outsiders, I feel it wise he remain ignorant for the moment.”
 
   With a faint smile, Lord Delrose nodded. “Especially if one of his prized foals was involved—or his father.”
 
   “It is as you say,” Breton agreed, both concerned and pleased at the truce between him and his foal’s sire.
 
   Narrowing her eyes, Lady Delrose watched them with interest. “It seems you two are getting along much better now.”
 
   “We have reason,” Lord Delrose replied.
 
   “So we do,” Breton agreed.
 
   “Why would my father try to kidnap the Rift King using Danarite allies?”
 
   Breton glanced around the tent, uncertain of how much to say. It was then he noticed Verishi wasn’t among them. “Where is Verishi?”
 
   Lady Delrose smiled. “She’s asleep. She was worn out after helping Healer Parice. Young Delaven is with her keeping watch. It would not do to let one of his little ones be unguarded.”
 
   “She would be the best one to ask, but the Rift King is not without power, and it’s power best left outside of anyone’s hands.”
 
   “Even the Rift’s?” Lady Delrose’s question was partnered with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.
 
   “Even the Rift’s.”
 
   Muttering something in brisk Kelshite, too soft for Breton to understand, Princess Tala stood. “The Rift King doesn’t want me.”
 
   Resisting the urge to groan at the young woman’s whining tone, Breton replied, “The Rift King needs a mare who is his equal. She must be someone who stands beside him, not as an ornament in his shadow. You are not that woman. You are unfit to be a queen of Kelsh, let alone Queen of the Rift, who must be strong of will and capable of the Rift’s diplomacy. Even if he were to like you, I would oppose such a pairing at this moment. What makes you think you are capable of the Rift’s diplomacy?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Tala replied sullenly.
 
   Uncertain of whether he was helping or hurting his cause, Breton snapped, “Good. What are you going to do about it?”
 
   Princess Tala’s eyes widened. “I can do something about it?”
 
   When Lady Delrose laughed, Breton was reminded of his foal. “When you have the will and the courage, a way can be made, child.”
 
   With narrowed eyes and a twitching cheek, Tala hissed, “I’m thirty, you know.”
 
   Lord and Lady Delrose exchanged long looks before they both laughed.
 
   “So you are,” his foal’s dam conceded.
 
   “What can I do?”
 
   “Perhaps this is a question best answered by Guardian Breton, who is the Rift King’s confidant,” Lord Delrose replied.
 
   Once again, everyone focused on him. The Delrose foals were grinning with undisguised merriment at Princess Tala’s predicament.
 
   Revealing that his foal was the Rift King wouldn’t help matters, but it might impress upon the young, wayward woman of the importance of her errors. Drawing a deep breath, he replied, “I’d begin by apologizing to Captain Kalen Blackhand, the Rift King.”
 
   Princess Tala’s mouth fell open and a strangled noise emerged from her throat. “He… he’s the Rift King?”
 
   “Are you mad, Breton? You’re not helping matters any,” Lord Delrose hissed while wincing.
 
   The dry chuckle behind Breton frozen him in place, the cold dread of recognition sweeping through him.
 
   “Yes, Princess Tala of Kelsh, the Rift King is a tiny cripple of a man,” his foal said, ducking into the tent. “Delrose, I have a question for you.”
 
   Lord Delrose’s eyes widened. “What is it, Captain?”
 
   “Are you aware that you’re dead?”
 
   Lord Delrose’s eyes widened. “I’m dead? I wasn’t aware of this, no. What are you talking about?”
 
   Breton twisted around to stare down at his foal, who ran his hand through his already rumpled hair. Kalen looked tired and worn, and all of Breton’s protective instincts roused.
 
   Once Princess Tala was dealt with, he’d have to see Captain Silvereye and make certain his foal got the rest he needed.
 
   Lord and Lady Delrose stared at each other before looking at their foals.
 
   “You’re… you’re… you…” Princess Tala pointed at the Rift King, her hand shaking, her eyes wide, and her face white.
 
   Breton’s foal rubbed his temple. “It seems I have come at a bad time.”
 
   Unable to resist the urge, Breton smoothed the Rift King’s hair and patted his foal’s back. “She’s taking it better than I thought she would, at least.”
 
   “Thanks for that, old man. I had wanted to see how long it would take her to figure it out. A shame. Anyway, back to you, Lord Delrose. One of Silvereye’s scouts intercepted a Kelshite, a Royal courier, from the looks of it.” With a shrug of his right shoulder and a flourish, the Rift King presented a satchel to his sire. Lord Delrose took it, flipping it open to peer inside.
 
   “You’re identical,” Princess Tala whispered, first pointing at the Rift King before jabbing her finger in Lord Delrose’s direction.
 
   Sire and foal ignored the woman. Before Breton could decide whether or not to stand between Kelsh’s Heir and the Rift King, Lady Delrose waved him off.
 
   “They’re exactly the same. But why? How?” Princess Tala looked at Lady Delrose, who remained stoically silent.
 
   After reading the note, Lord Delrose said, “They’re blaming Danar. This is meant for Rufket, I gather. If King Aelthor sent a missive to Rufket, then he has sent one to the Rift already.”
 
   “Likely.” The Rift King clacked his teeth. “Hellfires. I have no choice now. Breton, I’ll need two wooden plates.”
 
   Breton sighed, fearing he’d be carrying his foal, limp from exhaustion and blood loss, far too soon. “Must you?”
 
   As if hearing his thoughts, acknowledging them, and helplessly unable to do anything about it, his foal echoed Breton’s sigh. “Plates, Breton, not excuses.”
 
   “I’ll get them,” his foal’s dam said, standing. “Tala, you will come with me.”
 
   The Kelshite princess nodded and followed after Lady Delrose. Once they were gone, his foal glared up at him. “Did you really have to tell her?” the Rift King asked in a weak voice. “She’s really going to try to kill me in my sleep now.”
 
   “Foal, the entire camp already knows. It’s only a matter of time before someone slipped and she found out. You should be happy I told her. Imagine if I hadn’t.”
 
   “As if I needed more trouble,” the Rift King complained.
 
   Breton smiled fondly at his foal. “You’ll manage. Think about it this way. She now knows who she needs to surpass. I am at a loss of any other way to groom her into a queen.”
 
   “Kelsh’s?” his foal wrinkled his nose. Welis started giggling, and with the encouragement of the youngest Delrose, the Rift King stuck out his tongue.
 
   “Certainly not yours—not yet, at least.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Kalen stared down at the two plates with the wary regard he usually reserved for serpents. “I think I’m going to need Verishi and her little dagger for this.”
 
   His other option was to call for Crysallis—if anyone could figure out where she had disappeared to. He hesitated at the thought. While the witch could simplify the process of creating the linked plates, the jeweled dagger offered him extra possibilities, as well as ways to trigger the plate’s powers.
 
   It also seemed fitting to use the Danarite’s magic against them.
 
   ~Home?~ the First asked.
 
   Kalen twitched at the creature’s unexpected question. The First had mostly left him alone since the snowstorm. The longing in its voice pained him. Unless something changed, it would be a long time before either one of them returned to the sun-scorched canyons that Kalen considered his home.
 
   “I’ll get her,” Breton said, ducking out of the tent.
 
   Lord Delrose leaned over Kalen’s shoulder. “What are you doing?”
 
   While his dam had retrieved a pair of wooden plates, she had left again, taking most of her foals and Princess Tala with her. Derac, his sire, and Aden remained. Aden proved as curious as Lord Delrose, shuffling closer to watch.
 
   “If I’m going to find out what’s going on, I need to be able to send missives to the Rift. This is how we communicate with everyone so efficiently. Every kingdom has a plate, and the Rift has the partnering plate. When you pay the cost of magic, the partnering plate receives a missive or item. It only works for anything that can fit on the plate, but it is better than sending messengers all of the time,” Kalen replied.
 
   “So you’re going to do magic?” Aden asked.
 
   “It’s a form of blood magic,” he replied with a wince. “That’s why I need Verishi and her dagger.”
 
   “Blood magic? Like the Danarites do?” his sire asked, his tone incredulous.
 
   “Similar, I suppose. I could send a missive to the Rift without the plates, but it’d be a one-way message. If I do that, it’ll be like stirring a nest of serpents with a stick. To do it right, I need to create the linked plates and send one to the Rift, so they have a way of writing back to me.” Kalen sighed, both relieved by and cursing the fact he had learned how to create the plates. While it had been Arik who had hinted to him it that could be done, the memory of how he had learned the skill eluded him.
 
   Judging from the First’s smug satisfaction, the creature was responsible, somehow.
 
   “Can you do a lot of magic?” Aden asked.
 
   Kalen grimaced at the question. If anyone figured out how impotent the Rift Kings actually were, the Council of the Six would dissolve within days. The fear of non-existent power kept the kingdoms and bay, and his breaking of the Covenant wasn’t nearly as dangerous as the truth of the Rift’s true abilities.
 
   Good horses and courageous men weren’t a match for the combined forces of the Outsiders.
 
   ~You underestimate yourself~ Satrin informed him, the Yadesh’s mindvoice both amused and scolding.
 
   “Horse Lord?” Verishi staggered into the tent, yawning and rubbing at her eyes. Following in her wake, Breton slipped inside, carefully holding the ritual dagger by its sheath.
 
   “Would you allow me to borrow your dagger, Verishi?” he asked in Danarite.
 
   Stifling another yawn, the little girl turned to Breton, holding her hands out for the blade. His Guardian gingerly handed it to her. The jewels gleamed in the tent’s dim light as the handmaiden offered it to him. “Of course. She would be pleased if you were to use it as your own. Do you need help?”
 
   Kalen narrowed his eyes at the dagger, preparing to curl his fingers around the barbed hilt. Before he could second guess himself, he seized the weapon, clenching his teeth as the metal bit into his skin. The pain lasted no more than a breath before warmth spread up his arm. “Yes, you can help, Verishi. Please hold the first plate still for me.”
 
   With a delighted smile, the girl sat down in front of him, seizing the wooden plate by its rim to hold it steady.
 
   The tip of the dagger pierced into the wood with no resistance, and with the same fluid scratches of writing with a quill, Kalen inscribed the sigil of the Rift King along the plate’s edge. The First’s pleasure and satisfaction seeped through him as he worked. One by one, he sliced in the patterns and symbols of the Rift’s full sigil, until it completely circled the plate. In the center, he drew the stylized, winged serpent that matched his brooch.
 
   “The other plate, please,” he said.
 
   Verishi set aside the first and held the second in front of him. Repeating the process, Kalen felt the stares of the Delrose herd and Breton focused on him.
 
   “What sort of writing is that?” Aden asked in a whisper.
 
   “It’s the ancient form of Rifter. It ceased being used about a thousand years ago,” he replied without looking up from his work. “Wisely so, some say.” After examining his work, he looked up at Breton. “A parchment, quill, ink, and a slate, please.”
 
   “I’ve some here,” Lord Delrose replied, heading to a corner of the tent to retrieve a box. Kalen nodded his thanks.
 
   “Are you sure you want to do this now, foal?” his Guardian asked, crossing his arms over his chest.
 
   Unable to help himself, Kalen smiled. “I solemnly swear I will not disgrace myself until I make it back to my tent.” He drew the Rift King’s sigil into the center of the plate.
 
   “I am more concerned you’ll bleed yourself out by being over enthusiastic,” was his Guardian’s less-than-pleased reply.
 
   “Hellfires, Breton. It’s not that bad.”
 
   His Guardian did not look amused. “It’s not?”
 
   “The last time I underestimated how sharp Gorishitorik is,” Kalen replied in as solemn a tone as he could manage. The time before that, which Breton didn’t know about and wouldn’t, if he had anything to do about it, had been even worse.
 
   “Pardon my interruption, but what are you talking about?” his sire asked.
 
   “You’ll see in a moment,” Kalen said, cringing a bit at the plate before turning to Breton. “Try not to tear your hand up too much. Hold this.”
 
   His Guardian muttered something rude under his breath but obeyed, seizing the dagger’s barbed hilt. Bracing for the inevitable pain, Kalen pressed his palm to the edge of the dagger, applying pressure until his blood dripped freely from the cut. Murmuring the writing on the plates, Kalen pressed his hand to the center of each plate. The First’s approval warmed him.
 
   Golden light radiated from the carvings. With a flash of white, the Rift King’s sigil turned black, silver, and gold. As he invoked the final words of the chant, the wood took on a silvery hue.
 
   Slicing open the tip of his finger on Verishi’s dagger, he streaked his blood around the rim of each plate. Flipping the first plate over, he inscribed a temporary sigil to the Rift’s primary plate in his blood and placed the second plate on top of it.
 
   The plate vanished in an aura of golden light.
 
   “Missive, missive,” Kalen muttered, shaking his hand to dispel the tingling the magic caused. After rubbing his bloodied hand against his trousers, he grabbed a sheet of parchment and quill. His sire opened the jar of ink and held it for him.
 
   Ignoring the tired shaking of his hand, Kalen wrote a short letter. It was Breton who flipped the first plate over so he could press the folded parchment against the central seal and press his oozing finger to the rim.
 
   The sheet vanished. With a satisfied nod, Kalen set aside the writing tools and staggered to his feet. After taking the dagger from Breton, he offered it to Verishi, who took it with a smile. “Breton, I’m going to sleep. When they reply, wake me if it’s really important. Otherwise, tell them I’m occupied.”
 
   Sighing his annoyance, his Guardian nodded and picked up the plate. “What’s the price for missives?”
 
   “Any colored stone will do,” Kalen murmured, nodding to the jeweled ritual dagger. “Thanks, Verishi. That helped a lot.”
 
   The girl’s smile was radiant. “Of course, Horse Lord.”
 
   Kalen, with Breton hovering over him and clucking disapproval, somehow managed to find his tent before surrendering to exhaustion.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   The Rift King slept in a sprawl, half of him on the cot while the rest of him draped off the side. Breton marveled that his foal hadn’t ended up on the canvas-covered ground.
 
   “How elegant,” Maiten said with laughter in his voice, his friend poking his head into the tent.
 
   “So very dignified indeed,” he murmured in wry agreement.
 
   With a rustle and pop, another parchment appeared on the plate, which Breton added to the ever-growing pile. He scowled at the work, most of which would require his foal’s attention.
 
   “Why don’t I get him situated while you start going through that mess?”
 
   Disgusted, Breton watched three more sheets blink into existence on the plate, and by the time he moved them to the stack, several more appeared. “We’re going to need more than one slate to handle this,” he complained.
 
   It didn’t surprise him. While the Rift often covered for his foal when he left on one of his rides, it had been almost three months since the Rift King had vanished.
 
   “I sent Ceres to find us a table, though I suspect someone could make us one if we asked.”
 
   “I don’t think making a table is that easy, Maiten.”
 
   “It wouldn’t surprise me. This company has some really skilled people.”
 
   Breton sat down at the foot of the cot while Maiten tucked a blanket around his foal’s limp form. One by one, he unfolded the parchments and sorted them into piles by importance.
 
   Maiten sat at Breton’s feet, grabbing half of the stack. “This is almost as bad as when he decides he needs fresh air,” his friend grumbled, waving one of the missives in the air. “No, it’s worse. They’re all the important ones, aren’t they?”
 
   “Looks like it. At least the Princesses wrote up a summary of the non-critical issues. Oh, this one’s from Riran,” Breton said, pausing to read the note. “Ah, this is good. She’s started writing up missives declaring that the Rift King has been kidnapped—in my handwriting. She wants approval to send them.”
 
   “I can’t believe we’re going through with that idea. It’s madness. Anything worth waking him over yet?”
 
   “Not yet,” was all he could say, glancing at his sleeping foal. “You’d need vellest to wake him up at this point.”
 
   Maiten winced. “Let’s not even think about it, lest he remembers he can ask for it. It’s been long enough that he probably doesn’t crave it anymore, right?” Throwing down one of the sheets, Maiten snatched up another. “It’s one thing when he’s safely guarded in his study. If he overdoes it, it’s not like we can’t deal with it. But here? The enemies will see it as weakness and our allies won’t understand.”
 
   “What won’t they understand?”
 
   “Vellest.”
 
   “I think you’d be surprised. What we don’t need is him shaking himself to pieces,” Breton replied.
 
   “Think we’ll be able to keep him from using it?”
 
   “Old habits don’t die so easily. I think it’ll depend on the circumstances. Let’s start by going through the notes the Princesses sent first. Maybe no one has noticed he’s left the Rift.” After picking out all of the summaries, he settled down to read. “You know something, Maiten? In a way, I’m relieved he made the plates. It wore him out, but why would the untrue report of his sire’s demise spur him into doing it? He had a reason. He’s up to something.”
 
   While Breton had learned to know when his foal was scheming, he could never guess what the Rift King was planning in advance.
 
   “He’s always up to something. I thought you had figured that out by now. You named him far too well, old friend. Do you know what he wrote?”
 
   Breton shook his head. “He didn’t give me a chance to read it.”
 
   “And thus you believe that he’s up to something? He might just be anxious to return to work. He hasn’t been able to do anything for weeks. You know him, he hates leaving work undone.” Maiten snatched several newly arrived parchments from the plate, skimmed each one, and put them on their appropriate piles. “Think about it this way, at least he’s getting some sleep.”
 
   “So he is. We could all use it, though. I can probably handle this on my own if you want to grab some rest before tonight’s entertainment,” Breton offered without looking up from his reading.
 
   “Entertainment? Oh, you mean the archery lessons?”
 
   “I’m sure I’ll be entertained watching this disaster in the making,” he replied solemnly.
 
   Maiten chuckled. “It’ll be fun watching Princess Tala’s expression when she realizes he can use a bow with one hand. It’ll be even more enjoyable when she realizes he’s not a bad shot, either.”
 
   “I wonder if the plate can handle sending his bow,” Breton asked with a thoughtful hum. He grabbed the box of writing supplies he’d pilfered from Lord Delrose and scratched out a quick note. “They sent a pouch of gems for us. Send that off, would you?”
 
   Maiten dug out a red shard from the black pouch beside the plate and took the parchment. Once the stone touched the plate, the sheet vanished. “That’ll drive a few back home insane, you know. I know a few enjoy watching him with that little bow of his almost as much as they enjoy his singing.”
 
   Chuckling a bit, Breton nodded his agreement. “He’s something special, isn’t he?”
 
   The Rift King’s bow landed on the plate with a clatter. Breton chuckled. “Seems like the plate can.” It surprised him, considering the plate was far smaller than the short, lightweight bow. Several moments later, a bundle of arrows arrived. They had special notches to make it easier for the Rift King to use his teeth when firing his bow.
 
   Maiten smiled. “Your foal definitely is something special. All right, if you’re certain you can handle this on your own, I’ll rest and relieve you in a few hours.” Rising to his feet, Maiten groaned and stretched. “I’m jealous of him, really.”
 
   Before Maiten could leave, Anrille stepped inside, her arm still in a sling. Her gaze focused on the Rift King, and her scowl gave her an old, withered look. “I’m supposed to report.”
 
   Maiten stiffened. “You know, Breton, I think I’ll help with those papers after all. A little less sleep won’t kill me.”
 
   “Have a seat, Anrille,” Breton said in Mithrian, pointing the parchment in his hand at the stool farthest away from his slumbering foal. “I’m Breton, and that’s Maiten. You can report to us, and we’ll handle the rest.”
 
   “You know, your Mithrian has gotten a lot better,” Maiten said in Rifter.
 
   “I know who you are, Guardian,” Anrille replied, sinking down on the stool. “I have a question.”
 
   Breton watched her, allowing himself to frown. After letting the silence stretch on, he nodded and said, “Ask your question.”
 
   “Why didn’t he kill me?”
 
   After exchanging a long look with Maiten, who sat with the tension of a serpent poised to strike, Breton glanced at his foal. The Rift King showed no sign of waking. 
 
   “Should he have killed you?” he asked, his tone cold.
 
   “Yes,” she whispered.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I would have killed him, had he not stopped me.”
 
   Maiten’s hand dropped to his sword. Breton set aside his missives, meeting the woman’s gaze without rising from the cot. “And why is that?”
 
   “I was ordered to.”
 
   “You were ordered to,” Maiten echoed, drawing an inch of steel.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You’re either lying, insane, or have a really good reason to tell us this,” Breton hissed through clenched teeth. “I should take your head for even thinking about hurting him.”
 
   Anrille remained seated, her posture relaxed. “I’m aware.”
 
   “You prey on others.” With a click, Maiten slid his sword back in its sheath, though he didn’t let go of the hilt. “What are your intentions? Who ordered you? Why?”
 
   Breton trembled from a mixture of rage and anxiety.
 
   “I will tell you, but under one condition,” she whispered.
 
   “What is your condition?” Breton wanted to wrap his hands around her throat and shake the information out of her, but he forced himself to sit still.
 
   “You must protect me.” Anrille glanced over her shoulder at the tent’s flap. “In exchange, I will tell you everything I know.”
 
   “So why are you telling us now?” Maiten was also shaking.
 
   “He lived. I scratched him, and he lived.” After a short pause, Anrille’s gaze settled on his foal.
 
   “You did what?” Breton rose, balling his hands into fists. “You scratched him with what?”
 
   “Vellest.”
 
   A snort burst out of him and the tension flowed out of his muscles. “How’d you scratch him?”
 
   With a flick of her wrist, Anrille revealed a leather bracelet lined with sheathes. With another flick, she snatched a dart between her fingers. “With these. I hit him on his shoulder near his neck.”
 
   “Confirm it, Maiten,” Breton ordered without looking away from the woman. With slow, exaggerated movements, she returned the dart to its sheath. “You’re a black hand, aren’t you?”
 
   Maiten shifted his weight, his gaze fixed on the Mithrian. “I might wake him.”
 
   “Are you a foal? Just do it; you’ll be fine.”
 
   Muttering curses, his friend sat on the edge of the Rift King’s cot, pulling away the blanket. His foal didn’t stir when Maiten shifted him to look at his shoulder and neck. “There’s definitely a scratch. It’s a small one, but she pierced him for certain.”
 
   Breton frowned, narrowing his eyes as he fought against his initial desire to skewer the Mithrian. “It is in your better interest to start talking, Anrille. If I don’t lose my temper, he will.”
 
   While he meant the Rift King, his fellow Guardian grunted his agreement.
 
   “I am one of twenty black hands,” she said, lifting her head.
 
   Breton sucked in a breath. “You belong to the Danarites.”
 
   “Yes and no. I will belong to you, if you will give me your vow of protection. Give it to me, and I will tell you all I know.” Anrille kept her chin up, although she refused to meet his gaze.
 
   “I give my vow,” Maiten said before Breton could stop him.
 
   “I was ordered to prove whether or not the Rift King was present in the camp. Should I find him, I was to test him. Should I prove his presence, I was ordered to capture him,” she reported in an even tone. “As the Rift King cannot be killed by mere poison, it is how I am to confirm his identity.”
 
   “So you used vellest,” Breton murmured.
 
   “The Canyon Serpent can’t be killed by such venom.”
 
   “Canyon Serpent?” Maiten snorted. “That’s a new one.”
 
   “There was enough to kill three men on my dart.”
 
   “You have more vellest?” Breton asked, glancing at his foal.
 
   Instead of answering, Anrille reached into a belt pouch and pulled out a small bag, tossing it to him.
 
   “Well, I guess you can wake him then, Breton. This changes things.” Maiten drummed his fingers against the hilt of his sword. “What do you want to do?”
 
   “Anrille, with our vow for your protection, would you submit to a truthseer?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Maiten, would you go find Captain Silvereye and Satrin, please?”
 
   “Satrin?” Anrille asked.
 
   “A Yadesh. He will keep your secret and tell us the truth of your words.”
 
   “Very well.”
 
   Maiten hesitated. “Are you sure?”
 
   “I can protect him while you are gone,” Breton replied.
 
   “I’ll bring my colt as well,” his friend said, easing his way by Anrille. “Touch either one of them, Anrille, and you will live to regret it.”
 
   “You have my sworn oath; I will bring no harm to them,” was the woman’s calm reply.
 
   Snarling curses, Maiten left Breton to guard his foal from an assassin.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
    
 
   A hand on Kalen’s shoulder drew him from his sleep. Confusion froze him as he tried to sort through reality and the remnants of his dream.
 
   “Hey, little foal, time to wake up,” Breton whispered in his ear.
 
   Kalen cracked open his eye, deliberating if he had the energy to scowl at his Guardian. The First grumbled something incoherent.
 
   “What is it, Breton?” he mumbled. The scent of freshly brewed tea roused him, and as he sat up, Breton handed him a steaming mug.
 
   “Anrille has something to say to you.”
 
   The weight of exhaustion numbed him, and when he took a sip of the tea, the tingle of vellest coursed through him. His eyes widened in surprise, and he jerked to stare at Breton, who grimaced and shrugged.
 
   Maiten, Delaven, and Breton hovered near his cot, while a scowling Captain Silvereye glared at Anrille, who was seated on the far side of the tent. The tense stances, and the fact that Maiten stood with his hand on his sword’s hilt, drove away the last of Kalen’s lethargy.
 
   “What’s going on?” he demanded.
 
   “It seems Anrille was trying to do more than scare the life out of you,” Maiten snarled. Kalen gawked at his Guardian, unable to remember the last time he had heard the man so angry.
 
   “I know.” Kalen handed the mug to Breton before rubbing at his neck. “I felt her do it. Since she didn’t do any harm, I decided to ignore it.”
 
   As one, all of his Guardians sighed.
 
   “Kalen,” Breton rumbled, thrusting the mug back at him.
 
   “Breton,” he replied, taking another sip of the poison-laced tea. “Why are you giving me this?”
 
   “Because you need to be awake instead of falling over your own feet,” Breton replied, his tone and expression miserable.
 
   “This is what you used, Anrille?” Kalen asked, swallowing down the rest of the tea. “It always ruins the taste,” he complained under his breath.
 
   With another sigh, Breton took the mug from him.
 
   When the woman didn’t say a word, he turned to his Guardians. “So, how did you all find out about it?” he asked stretching his legs.
 
   “I told them, sir.”
 
   “And why would you do something like that?” Kalen scratched his brow. “That’s counterproductive, isn’t it?”
 
   “I was hired to kill or capture the leader of the Rifters. After I was dismissed, I returned to my hire and reported that I had successfully poisoned you, sir. They chose to believe I had killed you as I had not returned with you as my captive,” she replied, her expression neutral.
 
   ~Truth,~ Satrin announced, and Kalen sensed the Yadesh’s presence nearby.
 
   “Interesting. And they believed you?”
 
   “I spoke the truth, sir. I, as ordered, used three measures of vellest. I struck you true. I don’t miss my mark.”
 
   ~Truth,~ the Yadesh confirmed.
 
   “That explains how you got behind me without my noticing. You’re a black hand.”
 
   Anrille nodded. “I was ordered to destabilize the leadership and serve them as a spy, sir.”
 
   ~Truth.~
 
   Despite the dose of vellest, Kalen wanted to roll over, cover up with the blanket, and go back to sleep. “Why are you telling me this? Captain Silvereye looks ready to strangle you.”
 
   “They will kill me anyway,” she replied, her body as relaxed as was her tone. “I would rather die serving you than them.”
 
   ~Truth.~
 
   “Don’t kill her Silvereye. Sit down before you do something we’ll regret,” Kalen said, turning his attention to his co-captain, who sat without saying a word. “All right, Anrille. I think you need to tell me the whole story.”
 
   After nodding, she said, “I was hired four years ago by a Danarite representative to infiltrate the Crimson Eye. I was to notify them of march orders. When we came to Kelsh, I was to relay information. When you were recovered, I began limiting the reports. They are aware that there are some high-ranking Rifters among the company. I was ordered to confirm whether or not you were the Canyon Serpent. If so, I was to capture you and hand you over to the Danarite Priests alive.”
 
   “That’s a new one,” Kalen said, unable to keep his amusement out of his voice. “Who came up with it?”
 
   “A Danarite after you eluded their efforts to kidnap you in the Rift.”
 
   “After they what?” he blurted, twisting around to face Breton. “Breton? What is she talking about?”
 
   His Guardian cleared his throat and refused to meet his gaze.
 
   “Breton.”
 
   “There may have been one or two incursions into the Rift,” his Guardian muttered. “They were dealt with.”
 
   “What do you mean by ‘dealt with’?” Kalen asked suspiciously.
 
   Breton scowled.
 
   “Breton.”
 
   After a long silence, his Guardian replied, “Three made it to Blind Mare Run. They offended Ferethian, and the horses took care of it. The others faced Artin and Voren.”
 
   “How many others?”
 
   “A handful or so.”
 
   Kalen heard the evasion in Breton’s tone, so he turned to Maiten. “A straight answer, Maiten. Now.”
 
   “A hundred,” Maiten replied.
 
   “That’s quite the handful. Were any of you hurt?” Kalen demanded.
 
   Maiten’s gaze shifted to Breton, and when his Guardian realized his error, he jerked towards Captain Silvereye. Clenching his teeth, Kalen faced Breton. “You were injured, Breton?”
 
   “Thanks, Maiten,” his Guardian muttered.
 
   “Anytime, old friend.”
 
   “Breton!” Kalen snapped.
 
   “He’s fine, Kalen. He’ll show you his pretty little mark after we’re done here.”
 
   “No, he won’t,” Breton protested.
 
   “Yes, actually, he will. Is the person who did it dead?” Kalen demanded, hoping the answer was no.
 
   “It wasn’t a person. It was a skreed,” Maiten announced.
 
   Kalen stiffened, and he felt the blood drain out of his face. The First roused, its interest warming its normal chill in Kalen’s head. “There are skreed in the Rift?” It was impossible for him to keep the alarm out of his voice.
 
   The thought of the skreed’s taint on Breton made him tremble. “Breton, what did it do to you? Were you tainted?” Kalen’s panic surged.
 
   “You faced the Averanmor and lived?” Anrille made a choked noise, her eyes wide.
 
   “Skreed,” Breton corrected in a cold voice. “And there was only one. It left. I am fine, Kalen. Really, I am.”
 
   Maiten nodded. “Breton was injured, but it healed well. We’ll show you later, I promise.”
 
   While Kalen wanted to argue, he forced himself to nod, turning his attention to Anrille. “Averanmor?”
 
   “The Danarites call their pets the Averanmor,” she whispered. “They come, bringing more. They mean to come and take the Captain—Captains, now. They know of you now, Captain Blackhand.”
 
   Kalen whistled. “They really want to start a war, don’t they? Are they aware of what will happen if they take either one of us as hostage?”
 
   Anrille’s smile chilled him. “They did not ask, sir. They can see the truth. They don’t know when I withhold the truth.”
 
   “Sneaky. What’s the price for your information?”
 
   “Your protection, sir. I no longer wish to serve them as a black hand. I will not wage war on children.”
 
   ~Truth.~
 
   “I hope you’re not calling me a child,” Kalen muttered.
 
   “Of course not, sir.”
 
   Maiten chuckled. “Only Breton and I can get away with that.”
 
   Narrowing his eyes, he glared at his Guardian, who grinned back at him. “Insubordinate.”
 
   “You’ll survive.”
 
   “I’m not sure this is the time for such levity,” Captain Silvereye snapped.
 
   “The entirety of Mithrias will seek your death, Anrille,” Delaven warned, and there was nothing young about his newest Guardian’s expression or tone.
 
   ~Truth.~
 
   “That is a problem. I am uncertain of how I can protect you. My knowledge on the contracts surrounding black hands is limited, but one simply doesn’t retire,” Kalen said. “I can’t guarantee your safety.”
 
   “You misunderstand me, sir. I will die. That is the way of the black hands. They will find me and kill me. Someone from this company might be the one to do it as things stand. Your protection would rein in only those among the Crimson Eye. There is something I would like to do. I would like the protection to choose my own death,” Anrille whispered.
 
   Kalen rubbed at his brow. “I follow. Okay. Silvereye, make it happen.”
 
   “Are you sure about this?” his co-captain asked.
 
   “If I wasn’t sure about it, I wouldn’t be asking you to make it happen.”
 
   Captain Silvereye grumbled but nodded. At a snap of his fingers, Delaven headed out of the tent. “Fine. I don’t like it, but fine.”
 
   “Thank you. So, the Wolf Blades are close, correct?”
 
   “They are positioned several miles from here, sir. I reported as soon as you ordered me to find volunteers. Once they were satisfied with my report, I came here.”
 
   “Well, there are two ways I know of to potentially circumvent the Mithrian law regarding rogue black hands. First, you become a Guardian.”
 
   At his side, Breton stiffened. “Are you—”
 
   “Quiet,” Kalen snapped.
 
   Both of his Guardians flinched at his command.
 
   “What does it mean to be a Guardian?” Anrille asked.
 
   “Your life, your death, your honor, your loyalty, and everything that you are, you were, and ever will be all will belong to me. You live for the Rift, and you live for the Rift King. Because yes, Anrille, I am the Canyon Serpent, as you named me.” Kalen straightened, narrowing his eyes as he stared at the woman.
 
   She met his gaze without flinching.
 
   “You will protect me; you will protect those I order you to. In turn, you are mine. Mine to guard, to protect, to nurture. Alternatively, I steal you from the Mithrians, and you become my Akakashani. My spy, my black hand, to use as I need to battle those who oppose the Rift.”
 
   “You would make me a slave.” There was no judgment in Anrille’s tone, but rather a statement of fact.
 
   Kalen shrugged, gesturing to Maiten and Breton. “They will tell you I am a cruel and terrible slave master for them.”
 
   ~Lie,~ Satrin announced, his tone amused.
 
   Anrille jumped, her eyes widening in alarm. “What was that? How?”
 
   “That was Satrin, the Yadesh,” he explained. “Our truthseer.”
 
   “You lied?”
 
   Maiten reached over, and before Kalen could duck away, his Guardian ruffled his hair. “He is hardly cruel or terrible. He’s not a very good slaver, either. He is, however, sour-tempered, arrogant, self-sacrificing, and prone to working too hard for his own good.”
 
   ~Truth.~
 
   “He’s also a murderer,” his Guardian added with a wince. “You are very fortunate you did not die today. That is what happens to those who try to take his life. They die. All of them, eventually. If it is not his hand that causes it, it is ours. That is the way of our people. Those who fail die.”
 
   ~Truth.~
 
   “Mercenary is simply another word for hired murderer,” Anrille replied with a shrug. “I’m paid to kill people. That’s what a black hand is. Your name is honest, then. I can respect that.”
 
   “You won’t earn much coin as a Rifter. While I’m pretty sure Silvereye pays, the average Rifter only uses coin when doing my business, and I provide it for them. We don’t have a currency of our own. We barter and trade,” Kalen warned.
 
   “I understand. Earning pay is a fruitless endeavor now anyway,” the woman admitted. “I would serve as your spy. That is what I know.”
 
   “That’s probably fortunate, as if you became a Guardian, you’d find yourself in an uncomfortable position—as would I. You will know things about me I suspect you’d rather not, and I’d be very aware of when you died.” Kalen ran his hand through his hair. “Fine. You’ll be my spy, my black hand. You would not approach me without having something in mind. What is it you want to do?”
 
   ~If I may add something?~ Satrin asked uncertainly.
 
   “Of course, Satrin.”
 
   ~You won’t live long, Anrille. Once the Danarites learn of your betrayal, they will kill you.~
 
   “I know that. I’m not asking to live a long life. I’m asking to have a chance to even the scales. I want to choose for myself who I kill and why. I want to choose my death. I would like to strike at the Wolf Blades and their Danarite masters. That would be sufficient. Captain Silvereye would have put me to the death for what I had done. But you’re different.”
 
   Kalen considered her words before nodding. “You were testing me.”
 
   “I wanted to see what your worth was, Rift King.”
 
   ~Truth.~
 
   “And your answer?”
 
   “The Danarites have amassed a force in Elenrune, preparing to take the White City. They mean to seize Kelsh, merge forces, and take on the majority of the Six Kingdoms. They want the Rift gone, and the Crimson Eye is a threat to their plans. I offer to mislead them and buy you and the company time.”
 
   Kalen’s eyes widened as the First roused, awakening memories of his brief encounter with High Lord Priest Tsordin. “Five reds, twenty pinks, six indigos, and eighteen yellows, four hundred by two hundred horses, and a score of black hands.”
 
   The woman sucked in a breath. “Yes.”
 
   “Is there anything we can do to stop them?”
 
   “I don’t have the answer to that, sir.”
 
   “What I really need to know is what the Danarites know,” Silvereye said.
 
   Anrille didn’t acknowledge the Mithrian, instead staring at Kalen unwaveringly.
 
   “Answer him,” he ordered.
 
   “The Danarites know there are Rifters in the camp observing as a neutral third party.”
 
   Kalen snorted. “I’m hardly neutral.”
 
   With an arched brow, Anrille continued, “In order to increase my usefulness to them, I told them some of the Rift’s leadership likely numbered among you. Due to their interest in the Rift and its king, I gained access to the inner workings of their camp. I can provide you their current numbers, which includes information on the Danarites. The next time I reported, I informed them of your general importance, sir. I was ordered to kill you. If you proved to be the Rift King, as I mentioned before, I was to capture you and bring you to them. On my way out, I was to sow discord and kill as many as possible.”
 
   “So when you returned without me, they assumed I was killed.”
 
   “Yes, sir. They did not ask me if I had failed to capture you.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I do not fail my missions, sir. My secondary mission was to, if possible, capture you, Captain Silvereye, so you might be used for leverage.”
 
   “We both know that wouldn’t work,” Silvereye grumbled in reply.
 
   “They do not know that, sir. They give orders to the Wolf Blades; they do not listen to them. Most of the officership was killed during the swarm, leaving the Danarites in full control of the company. I encouraged them to believe that Mithrias would respond according to Kelshite principles.”
 
   Kalen chuckled. “So they’d ransom him?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   Captain Silvereye laughed. “I may be quite displeased I hadn’t recognized you for what you are, Anrille, but I will not question the use of what you’ve done to the enemy.”
 
   “So, Captain Silvereye, do tell us what Mithrias would actually do,” Breton said.
 
   Stifling a yawn, Kalen settled on his cot, reaching out to tug on Breton’s sleeve until his Guardian sat with him. Once situated to his liking, Kalen turned on the cot and used Breton as a back rest. “If you really meant to kill me, you wouldn’t have used stale vellest.”
 
   Anrille smiled.
 
   Everyone in the tent turned to gawk at him.
 
   Kalen felt Breton draw a deep breath. “It was stale?”
 
   “It was,” the black hand acknowledged. “How did you know, sir?”
 
   “Breton knows vellest, and he knew how tired I am. He would’ve dosed accordingly. There’s no way he would have made such a basic mistake with me. He would’ve planned for it to wear off in two or three hours. It’s only been a few minutes,” he replied. “He’s quite experienced.” The admission was rueful.
 
   Once back in the Rift, dosing himself with poison would probably become a frequent occurrence. If he dared to assume, of course, that he’d make it back to the Rift. He almost wished the woman hadn’t used stale vellest; he’d feel much more alert and capable of handling his growing list of problems.
 
   “So what would Mithrias actually do?” Maiten asked.
 
   “The companies of the Shadow Council would all march to war, gathering up every other company they could on the way. Mithrias would sever all contracts with allies of Kelsh and Danar. It’d be a slaughter of all involved parties,” Captain Silvereye said. “The Danarites should know this.”
 
   “They would, if they believed the Crimson Eye to be a Shadow Company. They do not.”
 
   “So if they take either one of us hostage, Mithrias is forced to act,” Kalen murmured. “I like this. I vol—”
 
   “You do no such thing,” Breton said.
 
   “It’d solve a lot of problems, Breton.”
 
   “The answer is no.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure I’m the one who gives the orders,” Kalen snapped.
 
   “While I would volunteer myself, we are too valuable to risk as bait. We have sufficient cause to involve the Shadow Council anyway. All we have to do is get word that you, as the Rift King, is missing—kidnapped, to be exact. There’s no need to risk either one of us to lure the Council here. They’ve done the work for us,” his co-captain said.
 
   While Kalen wanted to curl up and sleep, he yawned and said, “Very well. If one of us were to be kidnapped, what exactly would happen? It might become relevant, considering Anrille’s orders.”
 
   “There are rules of engagement for Shadow Companies such as the Crimson Eye. Otherwise, Shadow Captains would be taken hostage on a daily basis. First, the guilty company will be disbanded. Their charter would be burned. The entire officership would be put to death, if it is decided that they were involved in the kidnapping attempt. Those involved in the kidnapping are also executed. It’s bloody. It hasn’t happened in ages. If the Wolf Blades were aware of what was going on, I suspect they’d revolt.”
 
   “There is something you should know, Captains,” Anrille said, her tone uncertain.
 
   Captain Silvereye stiffened. “What is it, Anrille?”
 
   “There are several other companies out there—they’re probably already here, all on hire by either Danar or Kelsh. One of them is also Shadow Company.” Anrille rubbed at her arms as though she were cold despite the warmth of the tent.
 
   “Which one?” Silvereye demanded.
 
   “The Silvered Hand,” she whispered.
 
   Kalen couldn’t help it, he laughed so hard he ended up lying on the cot, kicking his feet in the throes of his mirth. “Really?”
 
   “Kalen?” Breton sounded alarmed.
 
   Maiten, however, groaned and put his face his in his hands. “We’re dead. Both of us are dead. She’s going to kill us.”
 
   Kalen tried to choke back his chuckles but ended up laughing even harder.
 
   “What is wrong with you two?” Silvereye demanded.
 
   Before he could recover and explain, Delaven entered the tent. The young Mithrian blinked. “What’s going on?”
 
   A snorted laugh burst out of Kalen. “Delaven,” he choked out.
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Captain Silvereye, please allow me to introduce you to Delaven,” Kalen said once he could speak without snickering.
 
   “I know who he is, Blackhand. Remember, I’m the one who gave him to you.”
 
   “Ah, but did you know that he is the eldest foal of the Silvered Hand’s captain?”
 
   With a low groan, Silvereye bowed his head. “You’re serious, aren’t you? She’s going to kill us all.”
 
   “She won’t, I swear,” Delaven whispered. “She really won’t. I came on my own. If she’s going to murder anyone, it’ll be me.”
 
   Kalen was too tired to do anything other than laugh at the absurdity of being on the opposite side of his Akakashani. He doubted the woman would betray him—or give him her beloved foal while doing so—which left him with the possibility of having her available as a double agent planted in the best place possible for their needs: behind enemy lines.
 
   “Your dam is sneaky,” Kalen said, swallowing in his effort to regain control of himself. “Anrille, do you know where the Silvered Hand is?”
 
   The woman nodded. “I do.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “South and west of here, sir. A day’s ride at most.”
 
   Kalen rubbed his hands together. “This is wonderful.”
 
   Maiten sighed. “No, this is not wonderful.”
 
   “I’m afraid I must agree with Maiten’s assessment. This is not wonderful. The Silvered Hand is not a company to be taken lightly, Blackhand. If we have to face them in battle, she’ll take us two alive and probably wipe the rest of the company out,” Silvereye said before groaning again. “She leads the one Shadow Company I pray to the Lady of Light that I never have to face in battle.”
 
   “Which one of you precious Guardians will I sacrifice first?” Kalen grinned, looking at Maiten before focusing on Delaven. “Delaven, I have something I would like you to do for me.”
 
   “Sir?” was the wary reply.
 
   “A moment. Satrin, do you think you and Dorit could lend your aid to Derac and Delaven?”
 
   ~Of course.~
 
   “Okay. Delaven, fetch Derac and go visit the Silvered Hand. Tell your dam I’d like to meet with her. Tell Derac he’s representing both Kelsh and the Rift in this matter. Anrille, go with them as far as the edge of camp and tell them how to get there and anything they need to know to avoid the Wolf Blades. If there’s anything else that might serve them when approaching the Silvered Hand, tell them. Return when you’re done.”
 
   “Yes, sir!” Delaven spun on a heel and left the tent at a run.
 
   Anrille rose, dipping into a bow. “Yes, sir.”
 
   After they left, Kalen waited before saying, “Make sure she’s gone, Maiten.”
 
   His Guardian stuck his head out of the tent. “She’s gone.”
 
   “Okay, good. I guess it’s time to confess,” Kalen said, grinning at Silvereye.
 
   “I’m not sure I like how happy you look right now,” his co-captain said.
 
   “Good. You’re smart.”
 
   Maiten sighed.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   “What do you know about the Silvered Hand’s captain, Silvereye?” Kalen asked.
 
   “Less and less, apparently. Is Delaven truly her child?”
 
   “And Maiten is his sire, yes,” Kalen said smugly.
 
   “Are you serious?” Silvereye blurted.
 
   “He’s mine,” his Guardian confirmed.
 
   “While I was aware Captain Dela was married, I had not known her mysterious husband was a Rifter.”
 
   Kalen grinned. “Rifters don’t marry, technically, but Maiten belongs to her, as she belongs to him, yes. If I can get them both together, they’ll be Court Mated, especially since I have a plate and Crysallis here.” He couldn’t keep his delight out of his voice.
 
   “Kalen!” Maiten protested, turning as red as his hair.
 
   “Look at him, Breton. He’s embarrassed.” Kalen grinned at his Guardian, who scowled back at him.
 
   “So, I take it you’re acquainted with Captain Dela.”
 
   Chuckling, Kalen nodded. “Acquainted? You could say that.”
 
   “Kalen, you’re acting like you’re twelve. You are thirty. Behave so,” Breton ordered.
 
   “Don’t ruin my fun.”
 
   “By all means, have your fun, Captain Blackhand, so long as you explain to me why you are so excited over the Silvered Hand being here when they could easily kill us all. Also, please explain why you sent two of your Guardians to go meet with them.”
 
   Kalen smiled. “It’s so simple. You’re smart, Silvereye. Why might I be so very pleased over this?”
 
   The Mithrian’s eyes narrowed before widening. “You have them infiltrated? You’re not seriously implying that, are you?”
 
   “If you want to know about the black hands, you use a black hand, Captain Silvereye. Captain Dela has been mine from the very, very beginning.” Kalen smirked. “It only took her five years to join the Shadow Council with her little army—all of whom are black hands, as is she. She’s amazing, isn’t she?”
 
   Silvereye’s mouth opened, but no sound emerged. “They’re all black hands?”
 
   “I thought it was obvious, all things considered.”
 
   “Don’t feel too bad, Captain Silvereye. I didn’t know she existed either until recently,” Breton grumbled. “Some secrets he is far too good at keeping.”
 
   “But Captain Dela is a Mithrian, not a Rifter,” Silvereye said with doubt in his voice.
 
   “She may be a Mithrian, but she has belonged to the Rift since the beginning of my rule, Captain Silvereye. She is one of my most prized jewels.”
 
   Captain Silvereye gawked at him for a long moment before laughing softly. “So that’s how you were so well informed, you little scamp. You disgust and amaze me. I never imagined she was one of yours.”
 
   “That’s the idea, Silvereye. What’s the use of a hidden ally when someone knows about her? The Six will know soon enough, of course, which is why I’m telling you now. She’s ours, and the instant she finds out what has been done, she’ll turn on her Danarite and Kelshite allies, I promise you that.”
 
   It would, Kalen hoped, finally even the scales between them. He had saved her, long ago, and it was now her turn to come to his aid.
 
   He looked forward to watching her work.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Breton was relieved when his foal fell asleep listening to Captain Silvereye discuss relations—or the lack thereof—between the Crimson Eye and the Silvered Hand.
 
   Captain Silvereye’s eyes widened. “What’s wrong with him? He’s been sleeping so much.”
 
   “It’s fine,” Maiten reassured the Mithrian. “Looks like it really was stale, Breton.”
 
   “So it seems.”
 
   “Please explain,” Silvereye whispered as though worried of waking the Rift King.
 
   “I’ll wake him up around dusk,” Breton said, sliding his arm under his foal’s back. After settling Kalen on the cot, he covered the slumbering Rift King with a blanket. “Vellest doesn’t erase the need for rest; it simply prevents it from happening. It tends to make him excitable, as you’ve seen. He’ll be fine in a few hours. The making of Guardians will have consequences for a few days yet.”
 
   “I had noticed his enthusiasm. Once it wears off, he spontaneously sleeps?” Silvereye asked in disbelief.
 
   “Those poisoned usually die,” Maiten corrected. “He’s special.”
 
   “Guardian, that is not at all reassuring.”
 
   Breton cleared his throat to prevent the two from arguing. “Captain, it would take a great deal more vellest than I gave him to cause him any problems. I could dose him with every bit of vellest in the Rift’s possession, and I doubt it’d kill him.”
 
   “Please don’t,” Silvereye said in a strained voice.
 
   “I wouldn’t. I didn’t want to give him any at all, but circumstances demanded it. Creating the plates takes a toll on him. I’d rather let him sleep until tomorrow, but I don’t think he’d want Anrille anywhere near the Delrose herd quite yet, not without him being present.” Uncertain of when the black hand would return, he sat on one of the stools between his foal and the tent’s flap. “He only trusts us so far. There are some things he wants to see for himself.”
 
   “I’m starting to understand where we went wrong with him,” was the captain’s thoughtful reply. “I think I can ensure he’s kept busy enough from now on. I will also make certain he has a few black hands watching him closely.”
 
   “Only a black hand will be able to stop another black hand, correct?”
 
   “Exactly. I have a few people in mind. Hopefully he’ll get along with them, as they’ll be near him a lot.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “Lyeth is one. He may not look like much, but he’s the best I have.”
 
   Breton felt his brows rise. “Lyeth is a black hand?”
 
   “He’s not just a black hand; he’s one of the best I’ve ever seen. He’s been with the Crimson Eye since he was twelve.”
 
   “Twelve?” Maiten asked in disbelief. “That young?”
 
   “Orphans are commonplace in Mithrias, Guardian. Most become mercenaries like their parents. Those who do not often become Wanderers. Sometimes they become part of the guild overseeing the charters of companies, but it’s rare. The guild is where the lucky retire.” Captain Silvereye shrugged. “There are a few who choose a quiet life on the farmsteads. War is in our blood.”
 
   “I always wondered what Mithrias would do if there was no need for mercenary companies,” Maiten said. “Dela always laughs when I asked her.”
 
   Captain Silvereye chuckled. “There will always be a need for hired swords. Caravans need to be guarded, and there are dangers to traders other than men. Feuds between wealthy families will never die away. Even if kingdoms do not march to war, there will always be those who want to battle for what they believe in.”
 
   Breton nodded, unable to argue against the Mithrian’s logic. “And when it’s needed, Mithrias is there, providing companies to the highest bidder.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “And for that reason, there’ll always be a need for the Rift, too,” he muttered, wondering if the vicious cycle would ever come to an end.
 
   “For the past fifteen years, I’ve been wondering if this Rift King could change that. I’ve wondered what Mithrias would be like if the hostilities between Kelsh and Danar faded away to nothing. There have been squabbles among the other kingdoms, but it’s been quiet, all thanks to him. We’ve fought wars, but among families, not among rulers—not until now.”
 
   “He’s stubborn,” Breton said in way of agreement.
 
   “So he is. I remember his predecessor all too well. He wasn’t sincere. He didn’t care if we fought among ourselves. I don’t think he cared at all about the fates of the kingdoms he was supposed to mediate peace for.”
 
   “Kalen is not Arik.”
 
   “And that’s a good thing. You both look about as tired as he does. Go to your tent and rest. You’re no use to anyone exhausted. Sleep while you can. Have someone fetch Lyeth and have him bring my work in here. Between the two of us, I think we can keep him safe.”
 
   The command in Captain Silvereye’s tone matched the Rift King’s, and while Breton wanted to argue, he nodded. “You’re likely right.”
 
   “What about Anrille?” Maiten demanded.
 
   “What about her? I’ll send her to get some rest and make sure her arm is healed so Blackhand can continue with whatever he’s scheming. I won’t undermine his efforts, however much I’d rather be done with her. She won’t live long, so if Blackhand can make use of her until her hire has her eliminated, I won’t try to hinder his efforts. That said, I’ll be keeping a very close eye on her—and on him.”
 
   Breton nodded, and with a final glance at the sleeping Rift King, he rose and left with Maiten following in his wake. There was a mercenary standing guard outside.
 
   The Mithrian’s sword was drawn and ready. “I’ve already sent for Lyeth,” the man said before returning to his careful watch.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   By the time Breton made it back to the tent he shared with Maiten, word had already spread about Anrille. Kalen’s twin foals were waiting for him, and at his approach, they stared at him with wide eyes.
 
   “Is Father okay?” Ceres demanded.
 
   “You know he is,” Breton chided in a gentle voice. “It was stale vellest.”
 
   The younger Guardians stared at each other, their silence broken by Varest’s disgusted snort. “Vellest. Of course it was vellest.”
 
   “Stale, and you’ll be pleased to know he’s already burned it off and is sleeping under Silvereye’s guard,” Maiten soothed. “Apparently we’re tired and need to rest too.”
 
   “We are?” Ceres asked.
 
   “So it seems. Captain Silvereye’s orders. He’s moving his work to Kalen’s tent and will have a black hand standing on guard for now.”
 
   Ceres frowned. “There are no Guardians with him?”
 
   While Breton hated admitting it, he replied, “We don’t know enough about black hands to defend against them. It may be best to let the Mithrians defend him for the moment.”
 
   “Breton’s right. We don’t know how to fight black hands. We don’t know what we’re doing.” Maiten grumbled something under his breath.
 
   “Then we learn,” was Ceres’s reply.
 
   “Agreed,” Varest said.
 
   “Kalen sent Delaven and Derac to meet with his Mithrian Akakashani. When Delaven returns, we’ll ask him to teach us,” Breton said, pushing aside the tent’s flap and slipping inside. “Your father is eager to be involved in as much as he can, so we’ll have to work around him.”
 
   “With or without him knowing?” Varest asked suspiciously.
 
   Breton allowed himself a small smile. “Without, of course. I want to see what he has in mind for Anrille working archery with the Delrose herd and that princess. But, there’s no reason we can’t make preparations of our own.”
 
   “You’re right. You need to learn how to be a black hand to defend against a black hand,” Moritta said behind him, her tone smug. Breton felt a prick against his neck, and he froze. “This is what she did. She, however, did not politely announce herself before stabbing him. You will learn how to do this trick yourself. You will learn how to move without others noticing you. You’ll be seen only when you wish to be seen.”
 
   Breton’s heart pounded in his throat. Once the pressure against his skin eased, he turned to face the Mithrian Guardian, rubbing at his neck. When he looked at his fingers, a small amount of blood stained his skin. “Let me guess, you’re a black hand.”
 
   “I might be,” the woman replied, smiling up at him. “Don’t worry, it wasn’t poisoned. By rest, Captain Silvereye actually meant for me and a few others to beat many bruises into you as you begin to learn how to defend yourselves—and others—from people like me. You’ll want to rest after, but you will be attending the archery lessons.”
 
   “How much can you teach us?” Ceres demanded.
 
   “That depends on you and what you already know. It takes years to become a black hand. I don’t have years to teach you. But, I can teach you how to be aware of us more easily, to see intent you may not look for otherwise.” Moritta frowned, drew a breath, and sighed. “If I’m not mistaken, I believe Captain Blackhand already knows how to watch out for one of us. I do not know why he allowed Anrille to mark him.”
 
   “Exhaustion,” Breton replied, considering what Maiten had told him. Not just physical exhaustion, but mental and emotional as well. It worried him, but until he found time to sit with his foal alone, he wouldn’t know what he could do about it, if he could do anything about it at all.
 
   “I’d believe that. He’s worn ragged. Captain Silvereye will take care of him while I handle your instruction.”
 
   “Do you ever rest?” Maiten asked while shaking his head. “You do everything. I have not seen you stop handling one thing or another the entire time we’ve been back.”
 
   Pride lit the woman’s eyes. “I am good at what I do.”
 
   “And you’ll be taking care of my foal,” Breton said, meeting Moritta’s gaze. “I expect nothing but the best from you.”
 
   “He’ll have my best. He is my captain now.” Her expression went blank for a moment before her smile returned. “And you will give Captain Silvereye your best.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Moritta. Breton doesn’t know how to do anything other than his best,” Maiten said, chuckling. “Please teach us everything that you can.”
 
   “Come with me.” Without looking back over her shoulder to see if they obeyed, Moritta marched through the camp, leaving them to follow in her wake.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   “Never let me agree to learn from a black hand ever again,” Breton groaned, collapsing onto his cot in a boneless heap. Across the tent, Maiten echoed his groan.
 
   It had taken three men, dressed head to toe in black, their faces obscured, a little less than an hour to beat them into submission while Moritta watched. The woman was as ruthless as her companions, criticizing their every movement, right down to how they stood while waiting for their next pummeling.
 
   It had been Ceres who had managed to counter one of the black hands during their hit and run attacks. Breton still hadn’t figured out how to notice the serpent-swift men before they struck, and neither had Maiten or Varest.
 
   At Moritta’s curt command, she’d sent them all to rest and recover until they were ready to repeat the process while Ceres had remained.
 
   Breton didn’t envy the younger Guardian at all.
 
   “They move like Kalen does,” Maiten said, rolling over on his cot.
 
   “You mean like an angry serpent who had eggs stolen from its nest?”
 
   “Something like that,” Maiten agreed. “We should go check on him.”
 
   “Captain Silvereye is with him. He probably isn’t even awake yet. Moritta already told us she’d be back for us an hour before dusk.”
 
   “Unfortunately. What do you think about all of this?”
 
   After a long moment of thought, Breton sighed. “I think Captain Silvereye was very right when he said we weren’t enough to protect him in a war.”
 
   “I agree. But what can we do about it?”
 
   “That’s the question, isn’t it? What can we do? The other Guardians are probably on their way here. If what happened in Morinvale didn’t turn them around, the making of new Guardians likely did.”
 
   “His range isn’t nearly as far as Arik’s,” Maiten said, his tone worried. “Lately, I haven’t been able to sense him at all unless I’ve been really close to him.”
 
   “We’ll find out soon enough if the others are coming.” The presence of the Rift King nearby was a warm comfort, but Breton couldn’t disagree with Maiten’s claim. If anything, over the years, his foal’s range had shrunk, allowing him to disappear from Breton’s senses almost in plain sight. What he didn’t know was if it was his foal’s doing or not.
 
   It worried him, but it was yet another concern he couldn’t talk to anyone about. The Rift King had enough things to worry about, and if he didn’t know, he doubted any of the other Guardians knew either.
 
   “What do you think he intends to do with Anrille?”
 
   Breton muttered a curse. “At the very least, he’ll get as much information as he can out of her. Beyond that? He’ll try to save her, one way or another, despite knowing it’s futile.”
 
   “If the Danarites don’t kill her the Mithrians will, won’t they?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “This is going to give me a headache if I think too much on it. Let’s sleep while we can, before that woman comes back to beat us some more.” Maiten rolled over and pulled his blanket over his head.
 
   Breton could hear his friend spitting curses. Unable to help himself, he chuckled before getting what rest he could until he was subjected to Moritta’s teachings once more.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Breton woke to a weight against his chest. With a startled cry, he reached out, only to have his arm swatted with something hard.
 
   “Stop that,” the Rift King demanded.
 
   Cracking open a sleep-blurred eye, he saw his foal bent over him. The weight proved to be a slate, which Kalen was using to write on. Breton yawned and mumbled, “Don’t you have your own tent?”
 
   “Silvereye took over mine,” his foal replied.
 
   “Why are you awake? What time is it?”
 
   “Not long until dusk. You should thank me. I told Moritta you were occupied. She took Maiten instead, deciding your being used as a table by me was punishment enough. Maiten declared I was showing favoritism, and that he hopes that I rot in the deeps for my tyranny.”
 
   “You’ve slept through almost two hours of him using you as his primary work space,” Captain Silvereye said with laughter in his voice. “You Rifters take your rest seriously, don’t you? Work hard when awake, and sleep like the dead when you get the chance.”
 
   “I thought you took over his tent,” Breton said, rubbing at his eyes in his effort to wake up without ruining what his foal was working on.
 
   “I had, until I was evicted. Lyeth decided Kalen’s tent was too small. I was told to find somewhere else to be. It turns out the command tent was being used by some of our scheming officers, who were busy concocting some sort of plan using the information Anrille provided to us. I wasn’t invited. Thus, I came to be here, helping send missives to the Rift.”
 
   “Better be careful,” his foal warned. “At the rate you’re going, you’ll end up becoming a Rifter.”
 
   “May the Lady of Light have mercy on us all,” the Mithrian muttered.
 
   “Don’t you ever sleep, Captain Silvereye?” Breton groused, stretching his legs as best as he could without disturbing Kalen’s work. His foal lifted his slate, turned, and set it on his lap.
 
   “I caught a few minutes after Maiten left. Once I have a tent again, I’ll be lying flat for at least six hours.”
 
   Breton sat up, groaning a bit as his sore muscles ached. “Maybe I should send Moritta to make certain you do get to sleep.”
 
   “There seems to be truth in the belief that Rifters are a most vicious lot.”
 
   “What have I missed?”
 
   “Nothing of importance,” his foal replied without looking up from his work. “Given another hour and I think I’ll be caught up with the first wave of missives. The second wave is your problem, old man.”
 
   “My problem? Why? What’s going on?”
 
   “They’re replies from the other kingdoms regarding His Majesty’s kidnapping. It’s quite entertaining. The responses so far range from offers of military assistance to general well wishes hoping he’s recovered quickly. For obvious reason, His Majesty can’t reply to them.” Captain Silvereye reached over from where he sat on Maiten’s cot, picked up a sheet of parchment, and waved it around. “This one is my favorite. It’s from Silverna.”
 
   His foal laughed. “They know I am one of the few who can actually write in their language. They accosted a poor Wanderer to write a message for them in trader. They’re offering to send a delegation to the Rift, Breton. First, to learn other languages, and second, to help in any fashion they can.”
 
   “Silverna offered to send a delegation,” Breton echoed, twisting around to reach for the missive. The Silvernans were so reclusive he’d be amazed if they made it to the Rift without getting lost. He read it over, and like his foal, couldn’t help but chuckle. “And the Wanderers?”
 
   It was Captain Silvereye who chuckled and replied, “Three offers of aid so far. They intend to cut off the responsible parties from trade. They’ve offered to help the Silvernan delegation reach the Rift.”
 
   Breton felt his brows rise as he considered the implications of the Wanderers cutting off trade to Danar and Kelsh. “That’ll have some hefty consequences.”
 
   “And it’s all your problem, old man,” his foal said gleefully. “All thirty-seven missives. I’ve already decided that you’ll accept Silverna’s offer.” 
 
   “Thirty-seven missives? There aren’t even that many kingdoms!” When the Rift King pointed at the pile on the edge of Maiten’s cot, Breton leaned over and grabbed them, flipping through to look over the wax seals.
 
   Six were from Kelsh while four were from Danar.
 
   “It was an honor and pleasure to listen to Kalen’s extensive use of his vocabulary while reading them over,” the Mithrian said. “When he ran out of Kelshite curses, he pursued Rifter for at least ten minutes. He made a very good showing of Mithrian insults, which lasted another ten or so minutes before he started in on languages I didn’t understand. You slept through the entire tirade.”
 
   “Really? Do I even want to know what these say?” The seals were already broken, and judging by the wrinkled state of one of the Kelshite missives, it had been the source of his foal’s ire. Breton ran a hand through his hair, wondering just how tired he had been to sleep through something like that.
 
   “Really,” the Mithrian confirmed.
 
   “You’ll like that one,” Kalen grumbled, pointing at the wrinkled one. “You’ll like it a lot.”
 
   Breton was certain he’d dislike everything about the missive and writing the reply to it, but he opened the crumpled parchment. It took him less than three lines to understand why his foal had lost his temper.
 
   King Aelthor’s offer of his daughter to the next Rift King after extending his condolences was enough to make want to spit curses as well. “Another offer for Princess Tala? Unbelievable.”
 
   “It gets better,” his foal said, setting aside the parchment he’d been working on.
 
   Breton wasn’t certain how it could possibly become any worse until he reached the end of the missive. If the offer of the princess—once again—wasn’t enough to ignite his temper, Kelsh’s offer of aid in locating the lost Rift King was.
 
   “Something needs to be done about him,” Breton said, careful to keep his tone neutral.
 
   His foal nodded. “Derac can testify with a truthseer witness that Kelsh and Danar were working together. Danar’s replies, at least, are cautious. Kelsh’s? The exact opposite. He’s already decided I’m dead. I wonder why he might think that.”
 
   Breton studied Kalen’s expression and didn’t like the way his foal grimaced while speaking, adding to his growing collection of worries. With Maiten’s concerns fresh in his memories, he glanced over at Captain Silvereye. The Mithrian met his gaze for a moment, leaving Breton to wonder what the Shadow Captain had—and hadn’t—noticed.
 
   “I’ll handle this and discuss with Derac what he’ll need to do, once we’re at that point,” Breton said, setting aside the missive. “Are there any other matters I should be aware of?”
 
   “Surprisingly, no. It was all things the Princesses couldn’t translate on their own or more idiocy from Kelsh and Danar, which we’re going to ignore, circumstances considering, of course. I’m just writing out instructions for the Princesses so they know how to deal with it. You’ll have to inform the kingdoms why others were using my handwriting, of course. You can make some excuse, I’m sure.”
 
   “I will tell them the truth; you vanished when checking on other parts of the Rift, and we have a set protocol for handling those situations internally. I’m sure by now they’ve guessed as much.”
 
   “We were pretty certain that was the case,” Captain Silvereye confirmed. “His Majesty’s letters are distinctive, even when someone else is using his handwriting. His predecessor was much harder to distinguish.”
 
   “I told you they’d notice,” Kalen muttered, flipping a rude gesture.
 
   Chuckling at his foal, Breton nodded. “Trust a tiny Outsider to change a perfectly good tradition.”
 
   “You’re as bad as Maiten now,” his foal complained.
 
   “You can amuse yourself by cursing at us old men for the rest of the evening. You should thank me,” Breton replied, arching a brow at his foal, who scowled.
 
   Then Kalen laughed, flicked his hand, and turned back to his work. With relief, Breton noticed his foal relax as he settled in to read.
 
   “If there’s a spare quill and parchment, I better address these before they sit too long,” he said. Captain Silvereye pointed at a wooden box on the floor. It’d take him far longer than an hour to finish writing out the replies, but at least he could do something useful instead of just waiting.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Kalen wasn’t certain if his fledgling plan was a good one, but it was the only plan he had. If he had been in the Rift, he would’ve considered dancing down a chute in Blind Mare Run to cool his head in the Foristasa. Unfortunately for him, he wasn’t sure if there was a river nearby. If there was, it was farther than his mercenary company would allow him to wander on his own.
 
   Acknowledging he had a mercenary company to worry about didn’t help matters any. Silvereye’s declaration of his status as a Shadow Captain was as much a cage as being the Rift King. People would live and die by his choices. Reading the missives detailing the consequences of his actions was bad enough. With the mercenaries, he’d have to face each and every one of them every day.
 
   Swallowing a sigh, he made a few more notes for those handling his paperwork back in the Rift before giving up and letting the ink dry. Once he sent the missive, most of the work would end up being Breton’s responsibility.
 
   That meant he’d need to make at least two more sets of plates; one for him to reach Breton and another set for Breton to be able to contact the Rift directly.
 
   Soon enough he would have to part ways with his senior-most Guardian and closest friend. In order to deal with the brewing war between Kelsh, Danar, and the rest of the Six Kingdoms, he needed to go to Elenrune. King Alethor needed to be dealt with, one way or another, and Kalen was the only one who could handle the problem without making the situation even worse. Between Anrille’s information and his experiences, he had no choice.
 
   Kalen needed Breton to return to the Rift with the Crimson Eye. Mithrian horses wouldn’t do, not if the Rift was going to Ride. He couldn’t think of a better way to prepare the Rift for war than enlisting the aid of two entire Shadow Companies.
 
   All he had to do was deal with Anrille and learn everything he could about the Wolf Blades and the Blood Priests who had hired them. Most importantly, he needed to find out if there was a way he could get an advantage over Danar. While Anrille’s information was likely good, he’d never reveal the truly important things to someone like her, not without good reason. His trust in Dela spanned more than a decade. Despite his misgivings about his sire’s status as one of his Akakashani, he trusted the man to keep his word.
 
   “You’re thinking about something,” Breton said, pausing in his writing. “What’s bothering you?”
 
   There was a lot bothering Kalen, but he wasn’t ready to talk about all of them, not yet. However, he wasn’t willing to sacrifice the peace between them, so he replied, “I’m considering how to best use Anrille.”
 
   “Now that’s a troublesome thing to be thinking about,” his Guardian replied with a grimace. “Why did you let her hit you?”
 
   “I didn’t let her. She surprised me. By the time I realized she was there, I couldn’t get out of her way fast enough,” Kalen admitted with a grimace of his own. “When she scratched me and nothing happened, I decided against killing her. She’s not a Rifter. She’s not bound by our Code.” After thinking about it a moment, Kalen glanced over at Silvereye and added, “I wasn’t sure how you’d react if I murdered one of your mercenaries.”
 
   “What would have happened if she had hit someone else?” his co-captain asked.
 
   “With it that stale? I doubt her victim would die, if that’s what you’re worried about. What do you think, Breton?”
 
   His Guardian hesitated before answering, “Increased heartbeat and breathing, dilated eyes, the inability to sleep or sit still, as well as general anxiety, agitation, and restlessness. Some people, like Kalen here, often experience changes in mood; in his case, for the better. When it wears off, the victim fall unconscious. In lethal doses, the symptoms are accompanied by hallucinations and convulsions.”
 
   “What sort of hallucinations?”
 
   Breton scowled and remained silent, leaving Kalen to reply. “It varies. With me, it’s often hearing things that aren’t there. Whispered voices no one else hears, that sort of thing. Sometimes music or song, but usually whispers. I’ve only had visual hallucinations once, and I was twelve at the time. I don’t actually remember it. The convulsions and trembling can happen even in a mild, non-lethal dose. Some are more resistant to that than I am.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Kalen shrugged, folded up the dried missive, and handed it over to the Mithrian, who in turn set it on the plate along with a shard of colored stone. It vanished.
 
   “Fine, if you won’t tell him, foal, I will. Vellest and its counterparts are highly addictive. As the poison wears off, vellest is notable in causing tremors. In Kalen’s case, the tremors often start within minutes of him having any dose of it at all. I’m surprised he wasn’t shaking when I dosed him to question Anrille.”
 
   “It was stale,” Kalen said.
 
   “And it being stale prevented this symptom?”
 
   “We neutralize staling vellest and dispose of it in the Rift, Captain Silvereye,” his Guardian said.
 
   “Why?”
 
   After exchanging looks with Breton, Kalen said, “It’s even more dangerous when stale. It’s harder to prepare an antidote for. With fresh vellest, an equal measure of one of the other Three Sisters will counteract the poisoning. If you don’t know how much to dose with, it becomes dangerous—you might end up killing the person you’re trying to save.”
 
   “Wonderful. So if she decides to poison someone else, it’ll be harder to save them?”
 
   “I don’t think she’s going to poison someone else—not without me telling her to do so,” Kalen said, stretching his legs and arm out to loosen his cramping muscles. “Let me deal with her. I have an idea I want to pursue.”
 
   “An idea,” Silvereye echoed. The man narrowed his eyes and glowered.
 
   “An idea. Don’t worry, either one of you. I think it’ll be a good use of her.”
 
   “You’re not going to do anything that will put yourself in any form of danger whatsoever, are you?” Breton asked suspiciously.
 
   “I give you my sworn word that I will not intentionally put myself in any danger,” Kalen said, tapping his fingers to his brow before touching his chest. “Relax, Breton. I fully intend to put Anrille in a great deal of danger. If it works, it’ll pay off. If it doesn’t, we’re short one Mithrian mercenary black hand—one black hand, I might add, who is living on borrowed time as it is.”
 
   His Guardian didn’t look convinced, but nodded.
 
   “I’d appreciate it if you told me what you have planned,” Silvereye said.
 
   “What I don’t say can’t be spread or overheard. The only person who will know my orders will be Anrille.”
 
   “No one can ruin a plan they don’t know,” his fellow Shadow Captain muttered.
 
   “Exactly. I’ve enough experience with meddlesome Guardians,” he said, grinning slyly at Breton.
 
   His Guardian’s eyes widened before a faint smile answered him. “And whose fault is that? Perhaps if you weren’t such a troublesome foal, we wouldn’t have to meddle in your affairs.”
 
   “Me? Troublesome? Who do you think I learned it from?”
 
   Captain Silvereye laughed. “I think I now understand a little more about why the other Rifters insist you’re father and son. If it weren’t for your looks, Kalen, I’d never believe you were Lord Delrose’s child. It seems you’re far more like Breton here.”
 
   While Kalen huffed and faked offense, the Mithrian’s comment pleased him. “Someone has to keep him in line; that’s the reason for it.”
 
   “I was about to say the same of you.” Breton’s expression was neutral, but Kalen heard the laughter in his Guardian’s voice.
 
   “I don’t suppose you can at least give me a hint of your plans for Anrille?” Captain Silvereye asked.
 
   “No, sorry,” he replied. “You’re welcome to watch while I subject her to Her Royal Highness, though. I’m hoping she’s even half as good as she says—and you think.”
 
   Both men stared at him.
 
   “Why?” Breton asked.
 
   “The woman’s completely useless as is. Maybe Anrille can motivate her as we lowly men can’t. Let’s get this over with. It’s close enough to dark.”
 
   Breton rose. “I’ll go fetch the Delrose herd and ask someone to send for Anrille.”
 
   While Kalen had no doubts that his Guardian meant to prevent him from being left alone with the woman, it wouldn’t work.
 
   Judging from the dark rings under Breton’s eyes, his Guardian would sleep well during the night. All Kalen had to do was wait so he could approach the Mithrian alone. Then, together, they’d find out just how deep the Danarite’s plans went—and if he could use her to disrupt him.
 
   He’d find out soon enough.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   In order for Kalen’s plan to work, he needed a bow. While Captain Silvereye went to the impromptu archery range set up on the fringe of the camp and Breton hunted down the Delrose herd, Kalen prowled through the camp in search of the quartermaster.
 
   He found the woman in the command tent, huddled over the table with what had to be the rest of the company’s officers. The conversation ceased as he crossed to the table.
 
   “I need a bow,” he announced.
 
   Eyebrows lifted at his request. The quartermaster, who only had an inch on him, grinned. “Do you? How strong of a pull and what type?”
 
   “Short and light. I’ll also need arrows with the fletchings trimmed from the notch.”
 
   “Easily done, sir. Come with me, and I’ll get you what you need. Continue without me, so long as you fill me in once I’m back,” she said, triggering a chuckle from most of the officers.
 
   While Kalen wasn’t sure which one of the men was Lyeth, he decided to test his authority by saying, “I need Lyeth where the targets are set up as well.”
 
   One of the men, short by Mithrian standards, saluted. “Aye, sir. Do I need my bow?”
 
   “If you can throw it, bring it. We’ll be doing a little demonstration.”
 
   The officers watched him with curious expressions. Kalen wanted to grin, but he managed to control the impulse. “I suppose if the rest of you want to come see what’s going on for yourself, there’s no reason you can’t. Bring a bow. If you don’t have one, get one.”
 
   “Come with me, Captain,” the woman said, heading out of the tent. Kalen followed her, humming to himself as he considered the ramifications on turning the archery lesson into a spectacle involving all of the high ranking members of the company.
 
   He didn’t hold a great deal of hope that Princess Tala would be impacted by the audience, but it didn’t cost him anything to make the attempt. It also let him test Anrille at the same time. The officers were aware of what she had done.
 
   With more people watching her every move, the woman wouldn’t be in a position to try anything Kalen would regret later.
 
   It took him longer than he liked to find a bow he could pull with his teeth. The quartermaster, to his surprise, already had arrows with extended notches. Armed for the occasion, he headed to the targets.
 
   He was the last to arrive. His sire was whispering in Princess Tala’s ear. The woman’s eyes narrowed as he approached. Breton smirked, holding out his bow from the Rift. With wide eyes, Kalen thrust the new one to his Guardian, taking his weapon in exchange. “How did you get this here?”
 
   “It seems your plate is capable of handling something a little larger after all,” Breton replied, smiling. “I thought you’d like your own bow, so I asked for someone to try sending it over.”
 
   Kalen smiled back at his Guardian before turning his attention to the practice range. In the dusk gloom, he was able to make out the targets set up at the forest’s edge. “Maiten.”
 
   “Sir?” his Guardian asked.
 
   “Witchlights,” he demanded.
 
   Moments later, balls of white light hovered over four circular targets made of marked canvas. Kalen secured his grip on his bow and grabbed one of the arrows from the quiver hanging from his hip. It took him a moment to get a good grip on the arrow near the head. Once situated, he lifted the weapon, grabbed hold of the notch with his teeth, and settled it on the string.
 
   Despite it having been so long since he’d worked with his bow, his body remembered. He took his stance, targeted along the shaft, and with every eye focused on him, he pulled back on the arrow while extending his arm. The night air was still. Kalen drew a deep breath to steady himself. In the Rift, he had fired hundreds upon hundreds of arrows until he had learned to adjust for the wind, find his aim, and hit what he meant to.
 
   He couldn’t remember when he had last picked up his bow, but there was something pleasing about the strain on his arm and the pressure against his teeth as he fired.
 
   With a satisfying thump, the arrow struck the target. While his shot wasn’t dead center, he let out his breath in a relieved sigh. “If you don’t know how to use a bow, you’ll learn. By the time we’re done with you, you’ll be making that shot each and every time.”
 
   “That was luck,” Princess Tala muttered.
 
   The First’s disgruntled, wordless snarl in Kalen’s head drove him to snatching an arrow from his quiver and notching it. He drew back, held the pose until his arm and teeth ached. When he fired, his second arrow thumped beside the first, closer to the target’s center. “Luck is no substitution for skill. I can keep firing arrows if you’d like.”
 
   In the Rift, luck helped him survive, but skill kept the serpents away. Turning to Anrille, he gestured for her to come forward. The mercenary did so. “Sir?”
 
   In order to whisper into the black hand’s ear, Kalen had to stand on his toes. “Ten shots, and give her room to prove whether or not she’s actually any good.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Anrille stepped forward, strung her bow, and went to work. She moved in smooth, quick motions, drawing a new arrow and setting it as soon as her previous arrow was fired. She circled the central ring, her every arrow embedded on the painted marks at even intervals.
 
   “Princess Tala, as you seem to be convinced luck is the primary factor in archery, do better,” he ordered. After catching Maiten’s eye, Kalen tossed his bow to his Guardian. “Ten shots, please.”
 
   Lifting her chin, Princess Tala grabbed her bow and notched an arrow, her gaze fixed on the target. If she wanted to do better, she’d have to hit the center each and every time; one of Kalen’s arrows was among Anrille’s while his second was within the central ring.
 
   Princess Tala’s movements weren’t as smooth as Anrille’s, but he had to admit she wasn’t bad with her bow. Her first few shots went wide, but the rest clustered in the center of the target.
 
   “Passable,” he declared, earning a glare from the Kelshite woman. “In addition to learning the bow, you’ll be learning how to use a sling. They’re more portable, and if you’re a good enough shot, you can kill someone with it. Best of all, you don’t need a fletcher to keep you supplied in ammunition.”
 
   Breton approached, holding out a sling and a handful of stones. Working a sling with one hand was much easier than a bow, but Kalen had to kneel in the mud in order to set the stone and work the sling.
 
   The mud, at least, provided a way to mark where his stone hit. He swung the sling, picked his target, and flung the projectile at the target. The rock clattered as it hit the cluster of arrows. “Every morning and evening, you will come here and you will practice. You will practice until you ache and your fingers bleed, and you’ll keep practicing until you’re good. Once you’re good, you’ll keep practicing so you stay that way. Understood?”
 
   Both his sire and his dam sighed and exchanged long looks while his siblings gawked at the target before staring at him.
 
   “Remind me not to upset you when you’re armed,” Bevin said, his brother once again staring at the targets. “How did you learn to do that?”
 
   When Kalen didn’t reply, Breton chuckled and said, “We use reed arrows in the Rift. One day, one of the quartermasters came up to me and told me someone had stolen a fresh batch of arrows, and that he couldn’t figure out who. I found Captain Blackhand on the plains shooting a clay pile full of arrows using nothing but his arm and his teeth. It became a daily ritual for the better part of two years until he was satisfied he wouldn’t miss.”
 
   “Two years?” Bevin whistled. “How good are you?”
 
   “I haven’t practiced in a while,” Kalen admitted with a grimace. “I’ll be taking my shots as well. I should have hit center both times.”
 
   “You’re not serious, are you?”
 
   “Oh, he’s serious,” Breton said with pride in his voice. “If he decides to do something, he does it well. Don’t give him a reason to take fire at you. He doesn’t miss.”
 
   Anrille’s eyes widened, and when she turned to him, Kalen nodded. “Missing only means someone has a chance to fire back. Being shot with an arrow hurts, in case you haven’t had it happen to you yet. Remember this. If you’re shooting at someone, you’re out to kill them. If you want to take them alive, I recommend rope and some help. If someone is shooting at you, it is because they want you dead. When you’re sore and you’re not certain why you should keep bothering with these exercises, remember that. Your life depends on how fast you can draw your arrow and fire—and whether or not you hit your target. Seeing as my form of archery is far different than yours, Anrille, Lyeth, and Maiten will be helping to oversee your lessons.”
 
   Lyeth stepped forward, bouncing a crossbow against his leg. “Another weapon I’ll be showing you how to use is the crossbow. It won’t suit some of you, and it’s only good in certain circumstances, but by the time you’re done with me, you’ll know how to fire and reload one.”
 
   When Lyeth took aim, he didn’t miss, his bolt sliding among the ones Tala had shot into the target. “I’ll also be showing you how to throw darts and knives.”
 
   Standing next to Breton, Kalen settled down to watch as the two mercenaries and his disgruntled Guardian went to work. Princess Tala glared at him, but joined the Delrose herd.
 
   Kalen could hear her curses, and he smiled at her displeasure.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   By the time the lesson ended, Kalen regretted the fact that Anrille likely wouldn’t survive. While her knowledge and skill as a black hand made her a good shot, he was surprised by how much patience she showed teaching the Delrose herd how to handle a bow. Princess Tala proved as impatient as he expected. The only person she listened to was Anrille.
 
   Waiting for when the Mithrians dispersed and the Delrose herd returned to their tents proved to be the most challenging. Kalen wanted to get Anrille’s attention without alerting any of his Guardians he meant to speak with her alone. When he caught her attention, he tilted his head in the direction of the forest. She answered him with a subtle nod.
 
   By making himself useful gathering the arrows that hadn’t reached the target, he was able to linger when his Guardians and the officers left. When he slipped among the trees, however, Princess Tala’s Yadesh was waiting for him.
 
   ~You’re up to something,~ Relas accused, her ears cocked back. The doe dug at the ground with her hoof. If she’d been a Rift horse, Kalen would’ve been preparing to defend his life.
 
   “I am always up to something, Relas,” he replied. Movement caught his eye, and Anrille slipped through the trees, circling behind the Yadesh. “I’m afraid you’ll be left wondering what.”
 
   ~You purposefully humiliated Princess Tala.~
 
   “Why would I do that?” he asked, leaning against one of the nearby trees and adopting a relaxed posture. Relas stomped again.
 
   ~That is what I wish to know.~
 
   “I expected better from you, Relas. I was under the impression that Yadesh were supposed to be intelligent. What does Her Highness disapprove of now? Perhaps she doesn’t like the fact that a cripple can shoot a bow, out of practice, better than she can? Or did she dislike the fact that she isn’t the most talented archer in the company? Perhaps she doesn’t like the fact that there are those here who deserve the authority they have? I’ve heard about how Lord Delrose has been trying to convince her that it’s in her better interests to work with the Mirthians.”
 
   ~You led us into a trap.~
 
   “A trap? No, Morinvale was the trap, Relas. There was an entire mercenary company waiting for you and your Knight there, hoping to eliminate the pair of you to stir the Rift King’s ire.” Kalen drew a deep breath and savored the rich smell of the forest. “It is in my better interest to keep her very much alive. At current, she is unfit to rule. When I am finished with her, she will be a queen, one way or another. Relas, I think it’s time that you confessed your part of this. Why would any self-respecting Yadesh put their Knight in so much danger?”
 
   Relas threw her head back, her nostrils flaring. The whites of her eyes showed.
 
   “Tell me,” he demanded, and when he spoke, he felt the First’s presence rouse. The cold spot in his head turned frigid.
 
   The Yadesh hesitated before replying, ~King Aelthor demanded it.~
 
   “I’m going to tell you this once and only once. I don’t care what your king has ordered you to do. It is in your better interest to discard everything he has told you to do. I won’t allow him to succeed at whatever he has planned. I don’t care what you’ve been told to do. All I care about is that you and your Knight do as you’re told when in this camp.”
 
   ~I can’t,~ the Yadesh wailed in his head. ~I must obey.~
 
   “Explain.”
 
   ~I’m not supposed to tell,~ Relas replied, lowering her head until her nose brushed the ground.
 
   “Is it because you’re a Yadesh and you’re sworn to the king?” he asked.
 
   She nodded, her ears pinned back in her misery.
 
   “Regicide is a serious crime, Relas. It’s a violation of the Covenant. Sending the Heir to her death classifies as regicide, especially when she is, for all intents and purposes, property of the Rift in the chance that the Rift King accepts her as his Queen.” Saying the words left a sour taste in his mouth, but if he wanted to learn more about Kelsh, its ruler, and the woman who might one day rule the faltering kingdom, he needed to push the Yadesh.
 
   Relas jerked her head up. ~Regicide?~
 
   “Yes, Relas. By willingly carrying your Knight to her death, you could be found guilty of attempted regicide—something King Aelthor has already attempted in his desire to cause war. I will put an end to it, and you will not get in my way. You will not interfere, nor will you undermine my efforts to turn Princess Tala into a proper queen. Which, I assure you, she is unfit to be at this point in time. It’d be much easier if you decided to help us rather than hinder us.” Kalen frowned, lifting his hand to brush his hair out of his eyes. “If your oath to your king is an issue, my authority is higher. Or have you forgotten that in situations like this, the Rift King is the final authority?”
 
   Relas’s ears turned back. ~I am sworn not to discuss with anyone. I gave my sworn oath.~
 
   “I don’t care, Relas. I don’t care at all about your sworn oath if it means the death of innocents—which it will. You will speak,” he ordered, and the First’s presence surged. He felt something, a tug in his non-existent left arm. Relas flinched and shuddered. “Were you ordered to ensure Princess Tala’s death?” he asked, careful to keep his words quiet.
 
   ~Her capture or her death,~ Relas replied, as though the words were torn from her.
 
   “And his orders for you?”
 
   ~When my role was done, I have been ordered to disappear or die.~ The weight of the Yadesh’s anguish seeped into her voice.
 
   The First’s rage surged. ~No.~
 
   Kalen clenched his teeth. “Unacceptable.”
 
   The Yadesh sighed, lowered her head, and tore at the ground with her hoof. How could Kalen undo what the Kelshite king had done to the creature? Was it possible? What sort of foul magic had King Alethor used against Relas, forcing her to betray her own Knight?
 
   ~I am bound. I can’t defy him.~
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Relas made a low, pained sound. ~I can’t fight the compulsion much longer.~
 
   “The compulsion to do what?”
 
   The Yadesh shuddered. ~To kill her and myself with her.~
 
   The misery in Relas’s voice angered him—and the First—until he trembled. “Is that so?”
 
   She lifted her head and stared at him, the whites showing around her golden eyes. ~It is so.~
 
   Kalen frowned, scratching at his temple as he considered what he could do. “And this is King Aelthor’s doings? Using magic to force this on you?”
 
   ~It is.~
 
   “So, you can tell me, but you can’t tell Princess Tala—who else can’t you tell?”
 
   ~Everyone. It hurts if I try to tell anyone. You’re—you’re the first. The only one. Why can I talk to you of this?~
 
   “That’s a good question, Relas.” What could he do to help her? He couldn’t allow the Yadesh to suicide, killing her Knight in the process. However, magic wasn’t something he was knowledgeable about. All he knew how to do was create the linked plates. Sometimes—rarely—he could use the bond tying him to his Guardians, but it was a great deal of effort, and he only attempted it when things were desperate.
 
   He had done it, on accident, breaking up the brawl between Breton and Ceres; Moritta and the rest of his Guardians had flinched at the echo of his power over his father and foal.
 
   The one person he could ask had vanished off. He’d have to talk to Crysallis about her disappearances and make certain he had a way to find her when he needed her.
 
   ~Guardian,~ the First suggested, and the word was accompanied with the memory of Gorishitorik and Verishi’s barbed dagger. Gorishitorik hung at his side.
 
   Kalen made a thoughtful noise. Could he override King Aelthor’s hold on the Yadesh if he bound Relas to him?
 
   “Relas, I might be able to help you,” he said, wondering if his trust in the First was misplaced.
 
   ~How?~ the eagerness in the Yadesh’s question was laced with hope and desperation.
 
   “You will need to do two things for me,” he began, waving at where Anrille hid among the trees. The Mithrian emerged and stepped closer. “First, I will need you to seek out Verishi, the Danarite handmaiden. Tell her that the Horse Lord wishes to borrow her dagger for a while. Bring it to me. Second, you will aid me and Anrille on a very important errand—an errand no one can know about, especially not your Knight.”
 
   ~I can do this,~ Relas replied. ~Now?~
 
   “Please.”
 
   The Yadesh lurched towards the camp, her hooves kicking up dead leaves and mud.
 
   “That was an interesting discussion,” Anrille murmured once Relas was gone.
 
   “You heard it all?”
 
   “I did. I sometimes hear things others do not mean for me to hear,” she replied with a faint smile. “What would you have me do?”
 
   “I want to see the Wolf Blades for myself. You will guide me, reporting as you would. You will overhear me discussing some of the results of your work in our camp, including the unfortunate attack on a notable Rifter. I’ll also be informing you of what the company will be doing in the near future, so that you can have a report of substance to bring them.” It would be tricky, but if he played the situation just right, the truth could be bent to his purposes without a truthseer any wiser for his deceptions.
 
   “I can do this.”
 
   “They might kill you,” he said, unwilling to send her on what might be a suicide mission without making her aware of the fact.
 
   “Might I make a suggestion, Captain?”
 
   “Make it.”
 
   “There is a Lord Priest among them, one who has a tendency to leave the camp for his dawn rituals. I have poison that causes sleep. Danarite Blood Priests, despite all that they are, are not immune to such things. If you wanted to capture him, you could, while I distract the other Priests with my report. If we catch him at the start of his prayers, and if he is alone as he usually is, you would have time for a head start.”
 
   Kalen grinned. “You have my full attention, Anrille.”
 
   “I was going to tell you of this as a way to make amends for what I have done—for what they have done. In rank, he is not so far from your own, sir. If you capture him, if you can get him to talk, if you can make it back without the Danarites catching you, he would be invaluable to you.” The woman paused, biting her lower lip. “You will have very little time to do this, as I believe they’ll move soon.”
 
   “Is tonight soon enough?”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “Can you get us out of the camp without anyone seeing us leave?”
 
   Anrille smiled. “You already have, sir. You’ve wandered far enough looking for arrows and you speak soft enough that I doubt anyone will notice our departure, especially if the Yadesh consents to carry us both.”
 
   “She will.”
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   When Relas returned with Verishi’s dagger, Kalen was hiding with Anrille in a thicket to minimize the chances of a patrol noticing them. The Yadesh stuck her nose through the branches of the bushes, snorting.
 
   ~I have brought the dagger. She seemed pleased that you wanted it and told me that her goddess would be glad if you carried it with you.~
 
   The ritual blade had been sheathed and attached to a belt, which was looped around the Yadesh’s neck. Kalen emerged from his hiding place, retrieving the weapon. After draping it over his neck and under his arm, he grasped the barbed hilt and pulled it free of its sheath.
 
   “I make no promises this will work, but I will try,” he warned.
 
   ~I do not want to hurt her,~ the Yadesh’s replied, her tone and bearing solemn.
 
   The pain in Relas’s voice reminded Kalen of Satrin’s anguish. Uncertain of what he could say, he settled on a nod. “I have made this offer to Anrille, although she rejected it. Now I will make it to you. Relas, if you will allow it, you will swear yourself to me and the Rift. I will take all that you are, all that you will be, and all that you were, and make it my own. You will serve the Rift, its people, and its king. To this purpose, you will dedicate the rest of your life.” Kalen paused, frowning as he considered what he was intending to do to Relas, and how much he needed to tell her.
 
   He had two Mithrians as Guardians. What harm could there be in adding a Yadesh to their ranks?
 
   What he didn’t know was whether or not binding Relas would, in turn, bind Princess Tala to him and the Rift as well. It worried him, but it was a problem he would deal with if it happened.
 
   ~I agree,~ the Yadesh replied.
 
   For a moment, he considered using Gorishitorik, but considering how well the blade had worked for creating the linked plates, he hoped the dagger, blessed by the Danarite Goddess Selestrune, would be enough to break the Kelsh king’s hold on the Yadesh. If the dagger didn’t work, he’d try again with his sword.
 
   The First had been the one to suggest the ritual blade. All he could do was hope the creature’s idea would work. It made some sense to him. While Gorishitorik was the sword of binding, Kalen was the Rift King. If his theory proved true, it didn’t matter what blade he used to create a Guardian.
 
   Guardians belong to him, not to his sword. Relas would be bound to him by his shed blood.
 
   “With a cut of this blade and the mingling of our blood, you will belong to the Rift and to me. Do you understand?” Kalen asked.
 
   At least he wouldn’t have to cut himself; the barbs digging into his palm were enough to let his blood flow enough for the ceremony, one he’d never done himself.
 
   ~I understand.~
 
   On a human, he would have gone for the wrist. After consideration, he firmed his grip on the hilt and cut the Yadesh’s shoulder. When her blood flowed, he held the blade between his teeth and pressed his palm against the wound.
 
   A red glow with flashes of gold and white surrounded his hand before washing up his arm. Phantom pain arced down his non-existent left arm. Kalen closed his eyes.
 
   An image of luminescent strands formed before him. Two yellow threads weaved together, wrapping to form a single cord. A blood red line knotted around the string, as though trying to tear the whole thing apart.
 
   A fourth cord ran parallel, fashioned of black, silver, and gold. The First’s malevolence surged, chilling Kalen from the inside. At his side, he felt Gorishitorik warm despite its sheath.
 
   ~Break!~ the First thundered.
 
   The red string burst into flame, its heat washing through him, his hand stinging where he touched the Yadesh. Kalen flinched, but stood firm.
 
   Relas snorted in alarm.
 
   When the fire died away, the black, silver, and gold cord cocooned the golden threads, as though guarding it from any more harm.
 
   ~Ours,~ the First reported, its satisfaction warming its chill to the pleasant heat of the noonday sun.
 
   When Kalen opened his eyes, Relas stared at him. The familiar sense of a Guardian nearby settled over him.
 
   ~What have you done?~ the Yadesh blurted, her voice filled with both awe and horror.
 
   “I told you, Relas. You’re mine now,” he said, wiping his hand off on his trousers. “Will you carry Anrille and I for a while? We have an errand, and your aid would prove most useful.”
 
   Relas’s ear flicked forward. ~You ask me, you do not demand of me?~
 
   “I find it’s usually easier to ask before giving orders. Make no mistake, I give orders, and I give orders many dislike, but for this, I need a willing accomplice.”
 
   ~I can carry you both. What errand do you need me to do?~
 
   “Turnabout is fair play, Relas. They got to kidnap me. I think it’s time they’ve experienced what it’s like. There’s a Danarite I wish to speak to, and I can’t so long as he is with his people and the mercenaries they hired.”
 
   ~When?~
 
   “Now.”
 
   ~Now?~ Relas snorted, turning her head to face in the direction of the camp. ~Tala will miss me.~
 
   “She’ll survive on her own for a while. You can always apologize later. It’ll do her some good to not get her way.”
 
   ~I hope you’re right.~
 
   “I am,” he said. If he could browbeat the mares of the Rift, how hard could it be to bring the Kelsh princess into line? “I wish we could get your saddle, but we’ll have to do without.”
 
   ~You won’t need a saddle. You have me.~
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Kalen rode behind Anrille, in part due to the fresh memory of her having come at him from behind, but also because it was easier to hold onto her than it was to cling to Relas’s mane. The Yadesh’s gait was harder to ride than either Ferethian’s or Honey’s, but he kept his complaints to himself.
 
   Once he had to keep an unconscious Lord Priest mounted, he’d have reason for concern. All he could do was hope that Relas would do her part and keep them both astride. It took them a little over an hour to reach the Wolf Blade’s camp. The Yadesh moved fast; he had to acknowledge that much. On a regular horse, the journey would have taken them several hours.
 
   “We wait here,” Anrille whispered, sliding from Relas’s back. “The Lord Priest will come to the grove here to pray. Once he has arrived, assuming his skreed is not with him, we will take him then. If his skreed is out, it’ll be impossible.”
 
   “How often is this skreed of his out?”
 
   “Not very. I think he dislikes it almost as much as it dislikes him,” Anrille replied, grinning her amusement. “He does not allow his skreed to do as it pleases, unlike the others.”
 
   “Good to know. Did you have a plan in mind?”
 
   “A simple one. We wait until he comes. Once he settles, and we make sure no one has come with him, I will hit him with one of my darts. Once he falls, I’ll help you get him onto Relas. You leave, as fast as you can. There is a river to the east of here. Use it. Head south and let the water cover your tracks. When it forks, head west. The company isn’t positioned too far from there. Skreed do not like the water. As long as you make it to the river, the Danarites will be much harder pressed to follow you.”
 
   ~I do not swim very well,~ the Yadesh warned.
 
   “So long as you can carry our prisoner, it’ll be fine. I may not look it, but I’m decent enough at swimming,” Kalen replied.
 
   ~I’ll manage.~
 
   “Then it’s settled.” Slipping from Relas’s back, he sat at the base of a tree. Knowing the Danarites were so close, Kalen doubted he’d be able to get any sleep. Sitting, at least, would prevent him from pacing the rest of the night away. “Are you sure you want to do this, Anrille? You can return to the company, if you wish. I can do my best to protect you.”
 
   Anrille sat beside him. “You’re a kind person, but you can’t save everyone—especially not me. I have earned this fate. I have been a black hand for a long time. It is enough that I can spend my death in a worthy way. That is more than many of my ilk hope for.”
 
   “Then here is what will happen within a week. The Crimson Eye will head south into Rufket to enter the Rift. This is being done to return the Rifters to their land, considering the death of one of their own.” Kalen made a thoughtful noise, wondering how he was going to ensure that Captain Silvereye went with his plan. “They’ll plan on backtracking after heading a short distance into the Rift.”
 
   “It’ll leave them open to an attack when on the fringe of the Rift,” Anrille murmured.
 
   “So it would. Tempting, isn’t it?”
 
   “So you’re hoping they’ll take the bait and follow after the Crimson Eye.”
 
   “Will they?”
 
   Anrille snorted. “Of course. It’s too good of a chance to pass up. The Crimson Eye is a threat, and a notable one. They would enjoy a chance to destroy the company while taking a few more Rifters with them. It doesn’t serve them to have the Rifters reporting about the situation here.”
 
   “That’s what I was thinking. Very well. Be vague on the time for departure, since when you overheard the discussion, it was being debated. Right, Relas? We aren’t really sure when we’re doing this, are we?”
 
   ~That’s… correct?~ the Yadesh replied.
 
   “It’s the truth because it’s your intent to do this. It will happen, so when I tell them, I will be truthful, even in the eyes of a truthseer,” Anrille said, chuckling a little. “I believe I can trick their truthseers with this.”
 
   ~It is difficult to lie to a truthseer,~ Relas warned.
 
   “It would be, if the truthseers they use were inclined to expose me. They don’t care. They dislike being forced to reveal lies as much as I dislike reporting to them. So long as I do not lie outright, I doubt they’ll be interested in exposing me.” Anrille sighed. “I pity them.”
 
   “The truthseers?” Kalen asked.
 
   “Yes. They are like your Relas, bound to a master they do not wish to serve, forced to do things they do not wish to do.”
 
   “Who are they?” Kalen asked, his anger rising.
 
   Anrille’s laugh was soft and sad. “Skreed. They are skreed.”
 
   Kalen sucked in a breath.
 
   ~Truth,~ the First said, and its usual malevolence was smothered under the weight of its grief.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   By the time dawn came, Kalen shook with exhaustion. Anrille touched his shoulder, gesturing to the nearby clearing. Streams of sunlight pierced through the canopy, bathing the ground in a golden glow.
 
   “It’s time. He will come soon. Quick, roll in the mud. Should he have a skreed with him, it will mask your scent. It might not notice us.”
 
   Considering the entire forest was covered in thick mud from the melting snow, it wouldn’t be hard to get covered in the muck. “And you?”
 
   “Unlike you, I am supposed to be here. It will not attack me. Whatever you do, do not scream. Skreed dislike the sound, and may kill you to silence the noise.”
 
   “Understood,” he replied, and with a sigh, he flopped into the nearest mud puddle while Relas watched him with white-rimmed eyes.
 
   ~I hate mud,~ the Yadesh announced before she went down to her knees and vigorously rolled until her golden coat was dulled to the brown-black of fresh, wet soil.
 
   True to Anrille’s prediction, a red-robed figure stepped through the trees to kneel where the sunlight pooled. Kalen watched, tense, as Anrille slipped forward.
 
   The Danarite showed no signs of being aware of them as he bowed his head in prayer. Anrille waited, and with a flick of her wrist, threw a single dart. With a jerk, the man straightened before slumping to the ground.
 
   Relas lunged forward, racing towards the clearing, leaving Kalen to scramble in her wake, slipping and sliding over the slippery mud, which was covered in wet leaves. By the time he arrived, Anrille was supporting the man’s limp figure while the Yadesh knelt.
 
   Leaving the Mithrian to haul the priest onto Relas’s back, Kalen mounted, helping as he could with his lone hand.
 
   ~I hope you’re able to keep him astride,~ Relas told him, her mindvoice worried.
 
   “I’ll manage one way or another,” he said. Anrille kept his captive steady as the Yadesh lurched upright.
 
   “Ride swift and well,” Anrille murmured, her tone that of farewell.
 
   “Ride swift and well,” he echoed. “May your song linger.” While he doubted she understood the ritualistic final farewell favored by Rifters, Anrille smiled. Maybe if he listened long when he returned to the Rift, he’d hear her voice among the spirits singing through the cliffs, carried on the ceaseless winds.
 
   “Keep him safe, Relas,” she said before spinning on a heel and heading in the direction of the mercenary camp.
 
   ~I will,~ the Yadesh swore. Kalen didn’t have much warning before she broke into a rolling canter, which was far smoother than her trot or leaping gallop. He tightened his legs to secure himself, his arm wrapped around the Danarite’s slender waist. Had her gait been any rougher, Kalen doubted he could have kept them both astride. Relas reminded him of the wind, flowing over the ground in so gentle a gait he marveled she was a living creature.
 
   Not even his Honey could run so swift or gently.
 
   “We better find the river fast,” he said, not daring to look behind him to see if anyone had noticed their departure.
 
   ~I smell water, so it can’t be too far,~ Relas replied. While he sensed her desire to run faster, he doubted he’d be able to keep them both seated, and considering how fast the ground whipped by, he doubted he’s escape a fall without injury.
 
   He was bruised and achy enough without adding more problems to his growing list.
 
   ~I won’t let you fall,~ the Yadesh replied.
 
   “Honey wouldn’t either—not intentionally. It won’t be any fault of yours if I hit the ground,” he replied.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   The first light of dawn turned the eastern sky red and yellow. Breton rubbed both of his temples, struggling to concentrate. The sounds of the camp waking hampered his efforts.
 
   Focusing didn’t change anything. While he was aware of the Rift King’s presence, he couldn’t pinpoint his foal anywhere in the camp. He had searched everywhere, asking every mercenary he had found, only to get the same sort of uncertain reply.
 
   Kalen had been seen, but no one knew exactly where he was.
 
   “Thrice-curse him to the deeps,” he muttered.
 
   “What did he do this time?” Maiten asked from behind him.
 
   “Have you seen that foal of mine?”
 
   “I haven’t seen His Majesty since he drilled the Delrose herd last night. I thought he was going to supervise them this morning, but Princess Tala has already gathered them up and has herded them to the targets.”
 
   “She did?” Breton turned in time to watch his friend smirk. “Why?”
 
   “It seems she wants to prove herself. It’s about time. She beat everyone awake with a padded stick. I heard the ruckus and investigated, and about had my head taken off with it. They’re practicing now.”
 
   “Forget I asked.”
 
   “Wise. If Princess Tala has her way, the Delrose herd will have bloodied fingers, but they’ll at least learn how to handle a bow. As for your foal, he’s probably found a quiet place to sleep. He looked tired last night.”
 
   Breton sighed. “I’ve looked everywhere in the camp. I haven’t seen him. No one seems to know where he’s at, either—some have claimed they thought they saw him somewhere, but no one could tell me where.”
 
   “Which means he’s likely not in the camp. What is he thinking this time?” Slapping his hand to his forehead, Maiten spat curses. “I’d bet my horse he’s up to something with Anrille.”
 
   “He wouldn’t—”
 
   Maiten’s laugh cut him off. “He wouldn’t? You’re getting old, my friend. He would, and we both know it.”
 
   “Thrice-curse him! Fine, let’s see which one of his horses he took. Hopefully he left one behind. That’ll make it much easier to find him.” Breton didn’t run, but he hurried enough to force Maiten to jog to keep up with him.
 
   Ferethian and Honey stood among the other Rift horses.
 
   “That’s not what I was expecting,” Maiten confessed.
 
   Neither horse looked alarmed, which comforted Breton almost as much as the fact that Kalen had left both of the animals behind. “He means to return, then.”
 
   “Don’t sound so hopeful, Breton. He always means to return,” Maiten retorted. “It’s more of a matter of what gets in the way of his coming back. If I had to make a guess, he wanted to have a look at the Danarite’s camp for himself.”
 
   Breton bowed his head and sighed. “What did I do to deserve this?”
 
   With a laugh, Maiten clapped him on the shoulder. “You picked each other. Mutual punishment, old friend. Let’s go see if Verishi has seen him.”
 
   “It won’t do any good, he’ll be back. Whatever he is doing hasn’t put him in danger, I suppose.”
 
   “Yet,” his fellow Guardian added.
 
   Breton groaned. “Maybe we should saddle the horses and see where Ferethian and Honey guide us.”
 
   “I’ll take care of Perin if you can get your foal’s horses saddled,” Maiten offered.
 
   “Please. Let’s hope he returns before Captain Silvereye figures out he’s gone. That thrice-cursed foal of mine!”
 
   “No, we’re the fools for being surprised. How did he get out of the camp, though? Surely someone would have said something if they’d seen him leave.”
 
   “If he was tailing Anrille, he probably followed her when she left, slipping past the guards that way. If she could move around without being noticed, he could shadow her.”
 
   “If we’re asked, we’re just exercising the horses,” Maiten suggested.
 
   “That works.”
 
   “It’s a fine, warm morning for a ride,” his friend continued with a grin. “It’s good for their health, and ours as well. If they happen to find His Majesty for us, well, he’s been far too lax in training them not to wander.”
 
   Breton snorted. “Obviously.”
 
   At least if Kalen did need them, they wouldn’t be too far away from him, or so he hoped.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Instead of a river, they found a stream. They crossed it and kept going, wondering if he had somehow misheard the Anrille’s directions. Relas’s smooth stride and his lack of sleep conspired against him until it was a struggle to keep his eyes open.
 
   “Trot before I fall asleep,” he pleaded, not caring if he took a tumble.
 
   The Yadesh snorted her amusement. ~The scent of water is stronger. We should be close. A good dunking should wake you up.~
 
   “If it’s another stream, I’m going to be upset,” he muttered, wondering how many streams cut through the forest, and whether or not the streams were a river in Mithrian standards.
 
   ~I don’t know how we could have missed a river,~ she said, echoing his worries.
 
   At least his Danarite captive hadn’t stirred, leaning limp against Kalen. “I hope not; it’ll be too damned easy for them to follow us with the trail we’re leaving.”
 
   ~Instead of a trot, I will run faster. Hold on tight,~ Relas warned.
 
   “Just don’t lame yourself in this muck,” he ordered. Kalen tightened his grip with his legs and hoped the strength in his lone arm was enough to keep the Danarite astride. Relas surged forward, and while her canter was smooth, her gallop startled him.
 
   While he’d felt her leaping jumps, he hadn’t felt her gallop more like a horse. Instead of the rolling he expected, she surged and crested like gentle waves lapping on the shore, flowing with far more grace than he expected.
 
   The forest thickened around them, forcing Relas to slow to a trot as she weaved through the underbrush and dense trees. When the forest lightened, she lunged forward, her breakaway from the dense underbrush ended as the ground dropped away to the steep banks of a river. With a squeal, the Yadesh twisted, angling towards the slow flowing water beneath them. Her hindquarters dropped out beneath him and he felt her hind hooves connect with the ground before she jumped.
 
   For one breathtaking moment, Kalen wondered if the feel of the Yadesh soaring over the water was similar to flight. They hit the water hard, a wave of water cascading around them. Kalen held his breath, but he didn’t submerge. Relas threw her head high, he legs pumping as she struggled to keep above the surface.
 
   ~That was deeper than I expected,~ she admitted.
 
   Kalen wasn’t sure how the Danarite had remained astride during their haphazard entry into the river. The man groaned. Muttering a curse, Kalen tensed, tightening his grip on the man’s robes. “I advise against struggling,” he said in Danarite.
 
   His captive stiffened and said, “I won’t.”
 
   ~Truth,~ Relas reported.
 
   “No summoning your skreed—your Averanmor, or so I’ve heard them called,” he demanded.
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   ~Truth.~
 
   Loosening his grip on the man, Kalen rested his hand on Gorishitorik’s hilt, though he wasn’t certain how easily he could unsheathe the blade while Relas swam beneath him. He shifted his grip to Verishi’s dagger. “If you cooperate, you’ll come to no harm.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   The man’s immediate cooperation annoyed Kalen because it worried him. He frowned, considering what he could do to ensure the priest wasn’t going to attempt something. “Do not think to bring your people to you. You’ll die, and I’ll personally hunt down the others and kill them as well.”
 
   ~That tone of voice is terrifying, I’ll have you know,~ Relas informed him, her voice laced with amusement. ~I can smell his unease.~
 
   “I will give you a choice. Help me put an end to Danar’s war on children, or die. Either suits me.”
 
   “If you kill me, my skreed will run free,” the Danarite warned.
 
   “What’s one more?” he spat, his voice bitter. “You and yours are responsible for Morinvale and the swarm spawned there.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “You will command your skreed to harm no one; not me, not my people, not a single innocent, nor a single mercenary under my command.”
 
   “You’re the captain of the Crimson Eye?” the man asked, his voice startled.
 
   Sucking in a breath, Kalen realized he recognized the Danarite’s voice. It belonged to the man who had informed him of the Danarite’s numbers before the attack on Morinvale and the red-robed man who had led the sacrifices of Kelshites in order to create the skreed.
 
   “You sound younger than I expected. Very well, I agree to your terms,” the High Lord Priest continued.
 
   ~Truth.~
 
   “I am one of the two captains of the Crimson Eye,” Kalen said. “You are High Lord Priest Tsordin.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   ~Truth.~
 
   “Take us south, Relas,” he ordered, buying himself time to think about what he wanted to know from the Danarite. “Tsordin, I would like to know all you can tell me of the Wolf Blades. Their numbers, how many skreed are under their control, and how many priests are with them.”
 
   “Two hundred mercenaries survived the swarm. There are fifteen Lord Priests, who are the only ones you need to be concerned with. They each have a skreed. There is one extra skreed at the moment, bringing their number to sixteen. Among the Wolf Blades, you will find twelve black hands,” the Danarite replied without hesitation, which startled Kalen.
 
   ~Truth.~
 
   “What is Danar’s goal?”
 
   “To eliminate the Crimson Eye and capture its leadership,” was the man’s wry reply. “It seems we have underestimated your strengths and skills, Captain. Once we are finished with the Crimson Eye, we are to march to Elenrune.”
 
   “Eliminate any threats to your plans, I take it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   ~Truth.~
 
   “What were your plans for the captains of the Crimson Eye?”
 
   “We were unaware that there was more than one captain,” the man retorted. “We were to take him to Danar and use him to negotiate with Mithrias, to prevent them from offering aid to Kelsh.”
 
   ~Truth.~
 
   “You were planning on betraying Kelsh after you acquired the Rift King?” Kalen asked, unable to keep the anger out of his voice.
 
   “How did you know about that?” High Lord Priest Tsordin demanded.
 
   “Answer the question.”
 
   “Yes, we were. We are. With the Rift under our control, Kelsh will fall once and for all.” The Danarite hesitated before saying, “I think it’s a terrible plan, one that will bring nothing but ruin to my people.”
 
   “And what about the ruin you have wrought in Morinvale?”
 
   “My brethren believed the newly released skreed would aid them in the cause. They are incorrect. I tried to warn them, but they wouldn’t listen.”
 
   ~Truth.~
 
   Kalen sighed as the Danarite confirmed his fears and Crysallis’s claim. “Wonderful. How long will it be until they notice you’re gone?”
 
   “An hour after dawn and no longer.”
 
   ~Truth.~
 
   “So they’ve probably already noticed. Why are you so willing to answer my questions? You are betraying your people.”
 
   High Lord Priest Tsordin drew a deep breath and let it out in a heavy sigh. “I will not wage war on children any longer. This is not Her way. By helping you, I serve Her. This is not Selestrune’s will, and I will not be partner to it any longer. You can help me if I help you, so I will work with you.”
 
   ~Truth.~
 
   “All right, Relas, take us to shore. I need to stretch my legs, and then we’ll run for all you’re worth—on the other side of the river.”
 
   While the water wasn’t all that cold, by the time the Yadesh lurched out of the river onto solid ground, Kalen’s teeth were chattering. His muscles cramped as he slid off her back. “T-that d-definitely w-woke me up.” He sneezed and shuddered. The mud he had rolled in remained adhered to him.
 
   High Lord Priest Tsordin dismounted, continuing all the way to the ground as his legs refused to hold him.
 
   ~Are you all right?~ Relas asked.
 
   The Danarite sucked in a breath. “Your mount speaks.”
 
   “She’s not mine. Your skreed does too, doesn’t it?”
 
   “She’s not…” High Lord Priest Tsordin looked up at him and his eyes widened. “You! But you were in Morinvale. You died.”
 
   “The rumors of my demise are exaggerated and false, I assure you,” Kalen muttered.
 
   “So was the belief you’re a mute,” the Danarite replied in a dry tone.
 
   “It served me well,” Kalen replied, clenching his teeth at the memories the conversation roused. Kalen reached for Verishi’s dagger. “Anrille believed you were not like your brethren. Knowing what you told me, I believe you. I also believe that you do not support what befell Morinvale, which is why I haven’t killed you yet.”
 
   Tsordin’s eyes narrowed. “You killed a Lord Priest.”
 
   “No, I haven’t killed one of your Lord Priests, not yet.”
 
   “Then how did you acquire it?”
 
   “It’s not mine. I asked to borrow it, and I was allowed to.”
 
   ~He speaks truth,~ Relas confirmed. ~He borrowed it. I witnessed.~
 
   “Interesting. I confess I am surprised you have it. You are not a Danarite. You are a Kelshite, are you not? One who turned Mithrian, if you’re captain.”
 
   Kalen snorted. “I’m a Rifter, actually.”
 
   The Danarite’s eyes widened. “You, a Rifter? Impossible.”
 
   “Perhaps I should introduce myself,” he replied with an unfriendly smile. “I am Kalen, also known as Captain Blackhand.” He paused, meeting the man’s gaze. “There are those who address me as His Majesty, the Rift King. As is my right, I will have answers to why Danar has violated the Covenant—and bring your people to justice, if need be. If you cooperate, I may choose to overlook your involvement in this issue despite my witnessing of your direct participation in the slaughter of hundreds of innocents.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Breton followed Ferethian through the forest, enduring the stallion’s frequent stops. Kalen’s horse spent more time staring at him balefully than walking, his gait stiff, tail clamped, and ears turned back in equine disgust.
 
   “I get the feeling he believes we’re doing something unnecessary,” Maiten muttered.
 
   Honey, who trailed after them, snorted in agreement.
 
   “We’re being scolded by a stubborn horse with rocks in his thick skull. Curse you, Ferethian. We’re doing our duty,” Breton grumbled, waving his fist at the Rift King’s stallion. “The faster you guide us, the faster we return.”
 
   Ferethian, like Honey, snorted, refusing to move.
 
   “Thrice curse you to the deeps,” he hissed.
 
   “Stop bullying my horse,” the amused voice of his foal called out. “What are you doing out here?”
 
   A mud-covered, bedraggled, and yawning Kalen stepped out from the trees. At his side was Princess Tala’s missing Yadesh, who carried a figure clad in red robes. Like his foal, the two were also splattered head to toe in muck.
 
   Breton reached for his sword as he recognized the robes as those belonging to a Blood Priest of Danar.
 
   The Rift King grinned, and his foal’s pleased expression chilled Breton’s blood. “Guardian Breton, Guardian Maiten, this is High Lord Priest Tsordin. He very nicely gave me his sworn word he’ll cooperate with us. I’m keeping him, and you can’t stop me.”
 
   “My Rifter much poor,” the Danarite slurred, struggling with the pronunciation so much that Breton winced. “Please be in your care I am put.”
 
   Maiten flinched. “His Rifter is worse than your Mithrian, Breton.”
 
   “We understand Danarite,” Breton replied, ignoring his friend’s jab. “Be welcomed, High Lord Priest.”
 
   The red-robed man looked relieved and said in Danarite, “In Her name, I thank you for your kind keeping.”
 
   “In case you haven’t guessed, I have given my sworn oath that he will be treated well,” his foal said, stifling another yawn. “Hellfires, I’m tired. Anrille has done all I have asked of her, and well.”
 
   To Breton’s surprise, the Danarite’s expression turned serious and mournful. “The Mithrian woman has died, taking with her one of my brother Lord Priests.”
 
   Kalen blinked, squinting up at the Danarite. “What?”
 
   Breton cleared his throat so he wouldn’t laugh at his foal’s expression. It was rare to see the Rift King stunned about anything. For his foal’s captive to have surprised him intrigued Breton.
 
   “My skreed, as you call its kind, has told me of her deeds. I would call it treachery, except I do not at all grieve for the one killed by her. His was a dark, blackened soul, unfit for serving Her.”
 
   The Rift King sighed. “May her song forever be heard among the ancestors. Who was killed?”
 
   “Carthcrak.”
 
   Upon hearing the name, his foal stiffened, and his expression darkened. “Good.”
 
   Breton narrowed his eyes, exchanging a look with Maiten, who shrugged and said nothing. Once back at the camp, and he had a chance to make certain his foal was well, he would ask the significance of that Danarite’s name.
 
   He’d also sit down with his foal for a long talk on other matters.
 
   “It may be worth knowing that Carthcrak’s skreed runs wild, though I do not believe it will take my brethren long to contain it.”
 
   “And yours?” his foal demanded, glaring at the Danarite.
 
   High Lord Priest Tsordin smiled. “I think you may find it a most useful ally, Your Majesty. It likes you.”
 
   “I’d much rather see it returned to where it belongs,” the Rift King replied, his tone one of annoyance and disdain.
 
   “That, I’m afraid, is not so simple a task. I assure you, it will not bring any harm to you or yours. You will discover soon enough that mine is not like the others,” the Danarite said in a soothing tone.
 
   Breton scowled, remembering the hunger of the skreed within the Rift. “Ensure that you keep it well fed so it doesn’t turn on us,” he demanded.
 
   “Fed? Oh, yes. I understand. It receives Her blessing every morning, calming its hunger. The Goddess Selestrune favors it. I must confess; I am surprised and pleased by your knowledge, Rifter. I’m afraid my brothers view my methods as unnecessary.”
 
   ~Please pardon my interruption, Guardians, Your Holiness, but I believe it may be wise to return to the camp now. His Majesty needs to be groomed, and he is in dire need of sleep,~ Relas said, earning a glare from Breton’s yawning foal.
 
   Underneath the muck, Breton suspected Kalen was pale. “This can wait until we reach camp. Consider yourself safe with us, High Lord Priest Tsordin. Captain Blackhand’s oath will suffice in protecting you. Should that fail, you have our swords.”
 
   The Rift King chuckled. “All you’d have to do is scowl and they’ll fall in line, Father. Stop worrying before you give the horses bellyaches. That said, let’s return to the camp. We have much to do.”
 
   Breton grunted, though he was pleased by his foal’s rare display of affection. “We have much to do after you get some sleep. Stop giving me bellyaches by sneaking out of camp.”
 
   His foal chuckled again, and after a dismissive wave of his hand, the Rift King mounted his stallion. “I’ll think about it.”
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   A red-faced Princess Tala stomped towards Kalen the moment he reached the camp and dismounted, acquiring the attention of each and every mercenary on guard at the edge of camp. For a moment, he considered whether or not he needed either Verishi’s dagger or Gorishitorik. Relas stepped between him and her Knight, snorting in warning.
 
   The princess halted, glaring at him around the form of her Yadesh. “You stole my Yadesh!”
 
   “So it seems,” he replied, too tired to deal with her short temper. “I asked for her help and she chose to give it.” He paused to yawn before adding, “You have a lovely Yadesh.”
 
   Perhaps it was his compliment or his calm tone of voice, but the woman hesitated, her brow furrowing. “You could have asked me first.”
 
   “Perhaps I should have,” he agreed.
 
   Both Maiten and Breton gawked at him. If Princess Tala noticed the Danarite watching with a bemused smile, she showed no sign of it.
 
   Her eyes narrowed, but she nodded. “Would you please next time? I was worried, and I can’t hear her when we are too far apart.”
 
   The cordial way she spoke startled Kalen into replying, “My apologies. I will next time.” The second part he added in the hopes she would let him go so he could get the muck cleaned off.
 
   “Your Highness,” Breton rumbled. After a pause, his Guardian said, “Could this be continued at another time? There are some pressing matters Captain Blackhand needs to attend to.”
 
   Kalen’s eyes widened as the Kelshite woman dipped into a curtsy. “Of course, Guardian Breton. At your leisure, Captain Blackhand.”
 
   When the Kelshite princess rose, turned, and walked away, Relas trailed after her, the Yadesh’s ears pricked forward in curiosity.
 
   “Who is she and what has she done with Princess Tala?” Kalen blurted, turning to Breton and Maiten, narrowing his eyes in suspicion. “What did you do to her?”
 
   Both of his Guardians held their hands up in surrender. It was Breton who said, “I have no idea.”
 
   Kalen frowned, narrowed his eyes at the two men, and turned to watch the woman and her Yadesh vanish into the maze of tents. “How strange.”
 
   “So the Mithrian spoke the truth that Kelsh’s princess numbers among you,” High Lord Priest Tsordin murmured.
 
   “We’re a diverse lot,” Kalen replied, chuckling a bit at the absurdity of four notables from four different kingdoms present within the same camp. “At the rate we’re going, we’ll be able to hold an impromptu Council of the Six.”
 
   “It will not change things,” the Danarite warned.
 
   “Oh, I know that,” he replied with a shrug. “At this point, I’m not looking to change things. I am looking to finish this as quickly as possible so more important concerns can be addressed, including the swarm your brethren have released. Danar and Kelsh warring is pointless if we’re all dead to the wild skreed. I’ve been informed that they’re breeding, and it’ll only get worse.”
 
   High Lord Priest Tsordin grimaced. “I tried to warn them, but my rank as High Lord Priest does not prevent me from being outvoted and out maneuvered, unfortunately. Seeing as I did not want to be sacrificed myself, there was little I could do to prevent it. Only the Radiant Lord Priest has the power to circumvent the rest of the priesthood.”
 
   “Radiant Lord Priest?” Kalen asked, unable to prevent himself from frowning. “That’s yet another title I haven’t heard before coming out of Danar. Explain.”
 
   “The Radiant Lord Priest is chosen by Selestrune through Her handmaidens. There has not been one for hundreds of years.” The Danarite smiled, gesturing to the ritual blade Kalen wore around his neck. “Verishi’s dagger belongs to the Radiant Lord Priest, should he make an appearance among us once more. For now, it is given to a promising Lord Priest, as is she.”
 
   Kalen scowled. “I have heard a little of Verishi’s opinion regarding the man she was promised to. Let me assure you, Tsordin, that no one will be touching her. For all intents and purposes, she is mine now.”
 
   When Breton laughed, Kalen glared at his Guardian. It didn’t stop the man from saying, “He collects foals, I’m afraid, and they have taken a liking to each other. If you wish to take her from him, you’ll have a fight on your hands—one you would lose, I assure you.”
 
   “Breton,” Kalen growled.
 
   “What? It’s true. I’d like to watch him try.”
 
   The High Lord Priest lifted his hands in surrender. “I would not do such a thing. She has suffered enough at our people’s hands. It pleases me that she has found someone worthy of her attentions. Verishi is an unusual child.”
 
   “So she is,” Kalen agreed with a small smile. “One of these days, I’ll have her calling me Kalen instead of Horse Lord. Names are problematic for her at times.”
 
   When Tsordin’s eyes widened, Kalen wondered what surprised the Danarite. After a long moment of silence, the High Lord Priest replied, “She calls you the Horse Lord?”
 
   “Is that a problem?” Kalen asked, considering whether or not he had the energy to groom his horses before heading into the camp. “Give me a moment,” he said, turning to one of the watching mercenaries. “You, come here.”
 
   The man obeyed, snapping a salute as he approached. “Captain, sir?”
 
   “My horses require grooming and feeding. Can you take care of them, please?”
 
   The man’s brown eyes widened. “Of course, sir!”
 
   Ferethian and Honey bobbed their heads, and without any encouragement on Kalen’s part, they followed after the Mithrian. “I’m sorry about that. There’s no point in making them suffer without their breakfast for no reason. Where were we? Ah, yes. Is there some sort of significance behind the name Horse Lord?”
 
   “The Horse Lord was once a favored child of Selestrune, a legend from a great many years ago. It was a time where peace was forged between Danar and Kelsh, lasting almost a hundred years before things once again soured between our people. It is believed he was the last Radiant Lord Priest, though he never claimed the dagger for himself, or the handmaiden who guards it,” Tsordin replied with a thoughtful frown. “It is a child’s story, of course; that said, I find it curious she calls you that. Her names for others are not normally so… favorable.”
 
   Kalen grinned and replied, “She is an honest little filly. She’s not wrong. By my rank within the Rift, I am what one might call the Horse Lord. I ride the Rift’s king stallion. It’s appropriate enough.”
 
   “Perhaps that is why,” was the Danarite’s doubtful reply. “She has given you her dagger, however.”
 
   “This? I asked to borrow it. Kelsh’s king had done something to one of the Yadesh, and I wished to undo it. Considering the blade’s potency, I thought it wise to use it.” Kalen shrugged, and once again stifled a yawn. “Hellfires, am I tired. Breton, do you think Silvereye is going to murder me if I get cleaned up and get some sleep before I talk to him?”
 
   His Guardian chuckled. “You’re useful to exactly no one while you’re this tired, little foal. Get cleaned and go rest. I’ll keep Captain Silvereye at bay for at least a few hours.”
 
   Kalen saluted to his Guardian. “I’ll leave it in your hands, then. Maiten, you’re coming with me. I don’t think one hand is going to be enough to get all this muck out of my hair.”
 
   “Why don’t I go with you and Maiten can deal with Captain Silvereye?” Breton suggested.
 
   “Maiten can cut my hair and redo my braids while he’s helping me wash it. I need you to make sure I am actually able to get some sleep. Between Maiten on guard and you snarling at people, my rest is secured. You’d fiddle with my braids for an hour longer than necessary,” Kalen replied, thumping his tall Guardian’s back with a cheerful grin. “When you say no, people listen. When Maiten says no, people complain, argue, and try to wheedle their way into his good graces.”
 
   Maiten laughed. “He’s got you there, old man. Don’t worry; I’ll take care of him. I’ll even make certain he eats something. I’ll stash him in our tent to throw them off the trail for a while.”
 
   Kalen grinned when Breton sighed and said, “Fine. I’ll deal with Captain Silvereye.”
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Breton braced himself for Captain Silvereye’s rage, hoping that the presence of High Lord Priest Tsordin didn’t add to the Mithrian’s irritation. The command tent felt as empty and desolate as the innermost parts of the Rift.
 
   “It seems you’ve found something interesting this morning, Breton. By interesting, I do not mean Captain Blackhand, which was the nature of your little dawn ride, if I’m not mistaken. Do you care to explain?”
 
   Straightening his shoulders and standing taller, Breton announced, “Captain Silvereye, this is High Lord Priest Tsordin, brought to us by Captain Blackhand.”
 
   “So that’s where the runty miscreant went. I should have known. And where is Blackhand now?”
 
   Breton wiped his mouth to hide his smile. “He is with Maiten getting a notable amount of mud and muck out of his hair. After that, he’ll be hiding somewhere in the camp sleeping for a few hours. I have been ordered to defend his rest, Captain Silvereye, sir.”
 
   “How long do you think it’ll take him to get to sleep?” the Mithrian asked.
 
   “Knowing Maiten, I’d estimate about an hour, sir. It looked like he had rolled around in the mud.”
 
   “What is it with him and the mud?” Captain Silvereye asked incredulously.
 
   Breton shrugged. “He’s no better at home, I assure you. If there’s trouble to be found, he is neck deep in it.”
 
   “My condolences,” the Mithrian’s grumbled in reply. “Very well, I’ll send for him in three hours. Breton, if you do not mind, please aid our guest in cleaning up. You can’t be comfortable in those dirtied robes, High Lord Priest.”
 
   The Danarite’s smile was warm. “I’ve endured worse, Captain Silvereye. It is a pleasure to meet you. We have heard much of your prowess from Anrille, may she be safe and secure in Her embrace.”
 
   “Anrille,” Captain Silvereye grumbled.
 
   Breton cleared his throat. “She has, unfortunately, perished, but not without taking a Lord Priest with her.”
 
   “She has used her death well,” the Danarite confirmed.
 
   Captain Silvereye arched a brow. “Is that so? What exactly is going on? Why did Blackhand decide to leave the camp without telling anyone, and how is it that no one noticed until dawn?”
 
   Breton frowned, considering the question. It bothered him as well; there’d been no indicator that the Rift King had gone away. The sense of security and presence of his foal hadn’t changed at all during the night.
 
   It hadn’t been until they had sought him out to discuss what to do with the Delrose herd, Anrille, and the morning archery lessons that he had discovered the Rift King had vanished.
 
   “I don’t know myself, sir. It’s very strange,” Breton replied, wondering how such an oversight was possible, especially when everyone, himself included, had been on guard against his foal doing something unexpected.
 
   “Strange is one way to phrase it. I asked Lyeth, and even he was taken aback by the development. He could have sworn he had seen the little runt around and about, though he wasn’t quite sure where or when. Everyone I asked said the same thing,” Captain Silvereye grumbled.
 
   “I had done the same, and received the same responses,” Breton admitted.
 
   “He used magic,” Crysallis announced, poking her head into the tent. “I hope you do not mind my interruption.”
 
   “Come in, Crysallis. I haven’t seen you around in a while. Where have you been? He used magic? What sort of magic?” Captain Silvereye said, sitting straighter on his stool.
 
   Breton stared at the witch, his mouth hanging open. When had his foal learned magic? The thought was so absurd to him he wasn’t able to force out a single word.
 
   Crysallis’s smile was secretive. “I was occupied elsewhere. As for his magic, it is the Rift King’s power. He did not wish his absence to be noted, so it wasn’t. I have noticed that his little foal no longer carries her ritual blade, so I investigated, and I was curious to see His Majesty carrying it.” The witch swept into the tent, sitting on one of the stools nearest to the entry. “When did she bequeath it to him?”
 
   “She let him use it to make a plate to the Rift yesterday,” Breton replied with a frown, thinking about it. “He gave it back to her right after, though, I believe. It must have been sometime during the night, perhaps after the archery lesson?”
 
   “Which was around the same time everyone thought he was around but no one can remember exactly when they saw him?” the witch asked.
 
   “I believe so,” Breton said warily.
 
   “It sounds like he has figured out how to tap into either Gorishitorik’s power or the ritual blade’s power. Either way, he didn’t want to be noticed or found, so he was not.” Crysallis chuckled. “Of all of the powers of the Rift King, I’m afraid that one is the most troublesome for you Guardians. If you would like, I can teach him what I know of that skill. Knowing him, he likely had no idea what he was doing.”
 
   Breton felt the starts of a headache at the thought of his foal being able to trick people using magic. “He’s bad enough without magic. Please tell me it’s just a coincidence.”
 
   Crysallis smiled. “He is not the first Rift King to have developed such abilities. Gorishitorik is potent, but Verishi’s little blade is stronger still. Perhaps he’s been doing it all along, but his power has grown in strength.”
 
   “Wonderful,” he muttered.
 
   “I’ll agree with that. He’s trouble enough to keep track of.” Captain Silvereye sighed. “I don’t suppose you can enlighten us on what Blackhand is planning next, Breton?”
 
   He didn’t mean to laugh, but it erupted out of him before he could stop it. “Me? Know what he’s planning? I didn’t even know he was gone until he was almost back to the camp, sir.”
 
   “We’ll find out in three hours, I suppose. My questions will have to wait until Blackhand has gotten some rest, however much I dislike waiting.”
 
   He nodded. “I’m as curious as you on what he has planned,” he replied, hoping the Rift King wasn’t scheming something Breton would regret.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Kalen wasn’t sure how long he’d slept for, but when Maiten shook him awake, the worst of his fatigue had eased. It was Breton who handed him a steaming mug of tea with a small smile.
 
   “I held him off for as long as I could, foal. His patience has worn thin, I’m afraid.”
 
   Taking the mug, Kalen grunted and took a sip warily. When he confirmed it wasn’t laced with vellest, he relaxed and enjoyed the slightly bitter flavor.
 
   “You enjoy tea?” High Lord Priest Tsordin asked.
 
   Kalen hadn’t noticed the Danarite near the tent’s flap. Another grunt served as his answer as he took another swallow.
 
   “He means yes,” Breton said in an amused tone. “Captain Silvereye wants to know what you’re up to, Kalen. I do, too. Crysallis also wants to teach you a few things, so be prepared.”
 
   “Crysallis?” he asked, his brow furrowing.
 
   “I’ll leave her to explain the issue. First, you need to deal with Captain Silvereye and explain to us what you were doing last night.”
 
   “I thought it was obvious. With a little help from Anrille, I was busy kidnapping a Danarite. Turnabout is fair play, isn’t it?” Kalen grumbled, swallowing down the rest of the tea before setting the mug aside. “If I had involved you lot, it would have been noisy, it wouldn’t have worked, and I would have lost my chance to get him. Let’s get this over with. I don’t think it’ll take too long to explain what I need to happen. Anrille passed on some very important information to the Danarites, and we need to play our part. Considering her murder of one of the priests, we need to make it look like her information was reliable. Hopefully they’ll believe their truthseers and fall into our trap. Has there been any word from Derac and Delaven yet?”
 
   “Not yet,” Maiten replied.
 
   “Hellfires. I was hoping they’d be back by now,” he grumbled.
 
   Maiten grinned. “Knowing Dela, she’s pampering them both and treating the Yadesh as they were her own flesh and blood.”
 
   “Or killing them slowly,” Kalen muttered.
 
   “No, she’ll save that for us. One is your blood and the other is her foal. They’re safe,” his Guardian’s replied, amused.
 
   “All right, all right. I’ll make some guesses based on what I think she’ll do, since she isn’t here to ask. Correct me if you think I’m wrong, Maiten. Where’s Silvereye?”
 
   “The command tent,” Breton replied.
 
   “By Dela, do you mean the Captain of the Silvered Hand?” High Lord Priest Tsordin asked, his tone both surprised and alarmed.
 
   “Who else would I mean?” Kalen said, grinning at the Danarite.
 
   “But her company is, as I’ve been made aware, what you call loyalist? They are in the employ of Danar. Was our information false?”
 
   Kalen clucked his tongue. “Loyalists are loyal to those who hire them first.”
 
   The Danarite looked confused. “Which is, in this case, Danar, is it not? Have you not put your Derac and your Delaven at great risk?”
 
   “Loyalist companies can be quite tricky like that, Tsordin. Did you ask if they had any other prior engagements?”
 
   “I was under the assumption that was not necessary when hiring such a company.”
 
   “It is. The real difference between a loyalist company and a money company is that you can trust a loyalist company to do exactly as written in your contract. Another group can’t come in and hire them out from under your nose; a money company might turn coat if they get a better offer. However, a loyalist company might only live up to the exact letter of your contract, leaving them to pursue other matters.” Kalen chuckled. “It’s complicated, but so long as you have a good contract with a loyalist, they won’t turn on you.”
 
   High Lord Priest Tsordin stared at him thoughtfully. “That’s interesting.”
 
   “What were the terms of your contract?”
 
   “They were to accompany us to Kelsh and aid in our activities dealing with Morinvale. After which, they’d be offered another contract in service of Danar.”
 
   “If those are the terms, then they’re free of obligation to Danar until they sign another contract. That said, the Silvered Hand has been, and always will be, directly employed by the Rift, High Lord Priest. They’ve been mine from the very beginning,” Kalen said, stuffing his feet into his boots. While he dealt with the laces on one, Maiten tied the other. “Isn’t it such a nice surprise?”
 
   “I am more surprised you have informed me of this,” the Danarite replied with a frown and furrowed brows. “Why?”
 
   “You and I are on the same side right now, so far as I’m concerned. Your knowledge has been of great use to me, and knowing that the Silvered Hand is on our side might impact what you’ll say—and how we might turn the tides of the war I can’t prevent.”
 
   High Lord Priest Tsordin nodded. “This is wise. If you need my aid, please tell me how I can give it.”
 
   Kalen stood, wincing at the ache in his muscles. “For now, listen. If you know of something that can help us, speak your mind. You know your people far better than we do. The Wolf Blades will be eliminated, Tsordin, and I mean to take out every Lord Priest I can if possible, unless they’re needed to deal with the skreed.”
 
   “If you kill them, their skreed will run wild,” the Danarite warned.
 
   “What’s a few more?” Kalen shrugged. “I’ve been led to believe that there will be hundreds, if not thousands, of them once they’ve grown—one for each and every man, woman, and child slaughtered in Morinvale. More from the villages and mercenaries caught in the swarm’s path.”
 
   High Lord Priest Tsordin winced. “This is what I warned them against. But how do you know, to speak of this so confidently?”
 
   “I have my sources,” he replied, wondering how much he needed to tell the man about Crysallis.
 
   For the moment, his witch was a secret he’d keep close to his heart.
 
   “The Wolf Blades will not be so easy to defeat. There are many of my brethren among them.”
 
   “Anrille has proved that Lord Priests are not immune to death, Tsordin. I have a few ideas on how to deal with the Wolf Blades.” Kalen headed outside, wincing at the brightness of the sun. It didn’t take him long to find his way to the large command tent in the center of the camp.
 
   When he pushed aside the flap, he made it two steps in before a lithe figure leaped at him. With a startled oath, he was caught up in an embrace, picked up, and spun around.
 
   “Kalen,” the pleasant soprano of his Mithrian Akakashani murmured in his ear. “You haven’t changed a bit.”
 
   Kalen was torn between scowling and grinning as Captain Dela of the Silvered Hand embraced him tightly. “I see they found you,” he wheezed.
 
   “I hear you’ve stolen my foal,” she chided, setting him down and flicking his ear with her finger.
 
   “His sire did it,” Kalen said, pointing at Maiten.
 
   His Guardian froze halfway through the tent.
 
   “Maiten,” Dela said, sounding pleased. “You’re looking well.”
 
   A flush spread over his Guardian’s cheeks. “Dela. I’ll admit I didn’t expect to see you here.”
 
   “You can have him all you want later, Dela,” Kalen promised for his Guardian, nudging the woman so she would head deeper into the tent. “Good, I’m glad you made it. There’s a lot of work to do, work that’ll be easier with you here to help me conspire. The tall one’s Breton, and the Danarite is High Lord Priest Tsordin.”
 
   “I did not expect to see you here, Tsordin,” Dela said, her tone turning cold.
 
   “I could say the same for you, Captain Dela.”
 
   “Oh? You two have already met? Good, that’ll make it easier.” Kalen chuckled as the two winced. “You didn’t kill Delaven or Derac, did you?”
 
   “Of course I didn’t,” Dela replied, glaring at him. “I sent them to get some sleep.”
 
   “I told you she wouldn’t,” Maiten said.
 
   “You also told me she’d have us both dead,” Kalen retorted, grinning. “Okay, enough play. Silvereye, do you think it’s possible to move the company into Rufket approximately a week from now? I had Anrille inform the Danarites that the Crimson Eye would be headed to a pass leading into the Rift to see the Rifter group back home with the body of a Rifter.”
 
   “The woman had lied?” Tsordin asked incredulously. “That’s not possible.”
 
   “The skreed are truthseers, I know. It’s difficult to lie to a truthseer, but it is not impossible to—especially if the skreed do not wish to cooperate with their slavers,” Kalen replied, sitting down on one of the stools nearest the table. “I’ve reason to believe the skreed were willing to overlook some of Anrille’s more colorful reports. Your people have utter faith in your truthseers, correct, Tsordin?”
 
   After a moment of hesitation, the Danarite nodded. “We do. The skreed can’t lie. If they tell us something is truth, it is.”
 
   The First’s satisfaction warmed the chilly spot in the middle of his head. After a long moment of consideration, he said, “I informed her what I wished for the Danarites to know, discussing the plans with Relas, all so that her words had the ring of truth. What she said is not truly a lie, High Lord Priest. If your people have such faith in their truthseers—in their skreed—then so long as we act according, they should believe us—and they believe the company is headed towards the Rift through Rufket.”
 
   Breton’s eyes widened. “Ritker’s Gully? You don’t mean to send the Crimson Eye down there, do you?”
 
   Kalen snorted. While Breton had named the pass he was thinking of, he had no intentions of sending anything other than the bodies of a lot of Danarites and enemy mercenaries down the trail. He’d ridden Ritker’s once, and Ferethian had bucked him off the instant they had reached the bottom in retaliation of his less-than-wise stunt. “I’ve ridden it before.”
 
   “You what?” Breton boomed.
 
   Kalen allowed himself a smug smile. “Once and only once.”
 
   “And when exactly did you do that?” his Guardian snarled.
 
   Dela, Maiten, and Tsordin backed away, while Silvereye watched with an arched brow. The Shadow Captain said, “According to the map, Ritker’s Gulley is the only way into the Rift anywhere near here. I do not understand your reaction, Guardian Breton.”
 
   “Do you want to explain it, Breton?” Kalen asked, hoping it would let his Guardian work out his displeasure. While he expected he’d pay for his recklessness in the form of a scolding later, he wanted to know if Breton’s impression of the trail was anywhere near as horrific as the reality.
 
   “Just how many times have you left the Rift without telling us?” his Guardian groused.
 
   Kalen huffed. “I didn’t sneak out of the Rift. I went to the top and came right back down. I remained within our borders the entire time.”
 
   Breton sighed before saying, “Ritker’s Gully is a trail barely wide enough for a horse. In some places, it is so steep that the only way to go up or down it is to jump or slide. If you fall, it’s a long way before you hit the ground. Going up it is nearly impossible.”
 
   “I managed,” Kalen said with a disdainful sniff.
 
   “On which horse?”
 
   “Ferethian.”
 
   “So, you made it on the best and smallest horse in the entire Rift,” Breton grumbled.
 
   “I made it.”
 
   Breton scowled at him. “Fine, you made it. In good weather and the best conditions, Ritker’s Gully is a suicide run on the way down. Where the trail isn’t wide, it’s steep, and I’m surprised sections of it haven’t collapsed, consider how old it is.” His Guardian drew a deep breath, scowling. In a clipped tone, he continued, “No one sane rides down Ritker’s Gully. There’s another pass we take if we need to access the Rift from the area. There’s a blind canyon near the top of the run that gives access to a safer trail, and even knowing the way, it’s easy to miss it and end up as nothing more than a smear at the bottom.”
 
   “So why am I taking the Crimson Eye to Ritker’s Gully?” Captain Silvereye asked.
 
   “When the Wolf Blades come to finish off the Crimson Eye, the Silvered Hand is going to come at them from behind and help them along,” Kalen said, allowing his tone to turn as cold as the First’s presence in his head. He felt the creature’s malevolence spike at the thought of sending the Danarites to their deaths. “Ideally, we’ll catch them at the switchback so that their corpses rot in the deeps rather than in Gold Horse Valley.”
 
   Captain Silvereye whistled. “You mean to send them tumbling down right over our heads?”
 
   Drawing a deep breath, Kalen glanced at Breton and Maiten, wondering how his Guardians were going to react to what he was about to propose. Once he spoke the words, he wouldn’t take them back.
 
   He had, by tossing a single snowball in a child’s game, signaled that the Rift meant to Ride. They would, for the first time in a thousand years, wage war. To win, they needed the Rift’s best horses, led by the Rift’s finest men.
 
   Breton and Maiten were those men, and Kalen was needed elsewhere. Until he dealt with King Alethor, he didn’t dare leave Kelsh, which meant he was going to be riding to Elenrune whether or not anyone liked it.
 
   “That’s exactly what I mean. Once they’re dead, I want the Crimson Eye and the Silvered Hand to traverse the trails to Gold Horse Valley. Breton, you and Maiten will be responsible for putting out the call. The Mithrian’s horses won’t suffice. They’ll need Rift horses to keep up with you.”
 
   Breton’s eyes widened, and Maiten sucked in a breath.
 
   “What are you saying, Kalen?” Maiten asked in a whisper.
 
   “I’m saying that you will empty the Rift, Maiten. You will gather every last man, woman, and child, and you will herd them all to Blind Mare Run. You will match horse and Mithrian so both the Crimson Eye and the Silvered Hand can keep up. Once in Blind Mare Run, you will empty the city. We Ride.” Kalen clenched his hand into a fist. “You’ll establish a camp near Land’s End to begin with. We’ll make other plans as we learn more about what is happening in both Kelsh and Danar.”
 
   “Blessed Lady of Light,” Captain Silvereye breathed out. “You’re not serious.”
 
   “I’m very serious, Silvereye. If the skreed continue as they have, they will flood the Rift. I will not leave my people to die. When the skreed arrive, no one will be there, and I truly mean no one. Drive all of the wild horses out to safety. Make certain they understand that the skreed aren’t picky about what they eat. Ask the Yadesh to help convince them.”
 
   Breton stared at him, and after a long moment of silence, his Guardian nodded.
 
   Kalen sighed. “I’ve seen the swarm myself. There’s a lake where a village once was, and once those skreed are done growing, they’ll keep heading west. It’s not just a matter of war; it’s a matter of survival.” To illustrate his point, he held up his black-stained hand.
 
   High Lord Priest Tsordin sucked in a breath. “Taint,” the man whispered.
 
   “Healed by your handmaiden, but yes. I was tainted. We were fortunate Verishi was here, or I believe we would have had a man turn in the heart of the camp. Imagine it, Tsordin. One skreed could have added hundreds more to their numbers. Do you know what your people have wrought?”
 
   The Danarite bowed his head. “I know. I understand. And that is why I wish to help you. You’re correct. My brethren will follow your company to the edge of the world in the hopes of killing you all. If you can safeguard the company from the skreed, your plan might very well work.”
 
   Kalen narrowed his eyes. “Is there a way to do that?”
 
   Tsordin’s smile chilled Kalen. “There is, and I would be pleased to teach it to you. My brethren will not expect it, not from heathens, as they enjoy calling you.”
 
   “Why won’t you be returning to the Rift with us?” Breton asked in a terse voice.
 
   “Because it’s necessary. I’m needed in Elenrune, as is Princess Tala. Kelsh will be open to Danar’s attacks once the rulership changes—to whomever it changes to.”
 
   “Perhaps to one Satoren Delrose?” Silvereye asked wryly.
 
   “Perhaps,” Kalen said, his tone hard. “If Princess Tala proves unfit to rule, then it is very likely that Satoren Delrose will be forced to claim what is rightfully his—both woman and crown. May some divine take pity on his soul.”
 
   “Satoren Delrose? Is that not the deceased Heir-Consort to the Kelshite Throne? His is a name I’ve heard before.”
 
   “It’s a long story,” Kalen said, not quite ready to admit everything to the Danarite.
 
   Breton snorted. “I wish you the best of luck teaching her what she needs to know.”
 
   Kalen grimaced. “It’ll be worse than breaking a green horse to saddle using an equally green rider. Considering I’ll have to teach her how to cope with being a Guardian at the same time, it is something I’m not looking forward to.”
 
   Both Breton and Maiten gawked at him.
 
   “What?” Maiten demanded.
 
   “I bound them both to me quite by freeing Relas from King Alethor’s influence. It was an accident.”
 
   Breton hung his head and groaned. “Why? Why, Kalen?”
 
   “I didn’t feel a thing. Are you certain?”
 
   “I’m reasonably certain,” Kalen replied. “Subtly was required at the time. I’m not even sure she realizes it has happened yet.”
 
   Breton groaned and buried his face in his hands. “Please tell me you’re not serious.”
 
   “I’m serious. Relas was under a compulsion to murder her Knight and commit suicide. I couldn’t allow it. Trying the Guardian ritual was the only thing I could think of to save the Yadesh—and her Knight.” Kalen swallowed, shaking his head. “They were bound so tightly together I believe I caught them both when I performed the ritual on Relas using Verishi’s dagger.”
 
   High Lord Tsordin whistled. “The jeweled blades are enchanted with magics of binding. They carry the power to touch souls. You used this on the Yadesh?”
 
   “No differently than Breton or Maiten would have used Gorishitorik to create Guardians. It was my first time, but knowing how thirsty Gorishitorik can be, I thought I’d try Verishi’s blade first.”
 
   “I am limited in my knowledge of the Yadesh and their Knights, but I am familiar with the binding powers of the daggers,” Tsordin said thoughtfully. “Yes, it is possible to have captured both of their souls when used in such a way. That dagger is very old.”
 
   “Old things are dangerous,” Kalen muttered, grimacing as he thought of Crysallis.
 
   “Such wisdom for one so young,” the Danarite murmured.
 
   “I can’t believe this,” Breton groaned. “You turned Kelsh’s Heir into one of your Guardians? Without her consent? What were you thinking?”
 
   Kalen winced. “I was thinking of sparing them from a death they didn’t deserve. I remember Satrin’s anguish. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone, not even Princess Tala. She might be rude, she might be unfit to rule, but I couldn’t justify letting it go, not when I thought I could do something about it. I can’t undo death. Maybe I can find a way to undo her being a Guardian. Relas accepted being my Guardian. I guess the magic assumed the Yadesh agreed for both of them.”
 
   “Leave it be, Breton. He’s no different than you, and you would have done the same,” Maiten said. “He’ll deal with the consequences. That, need I remind you, is something he also learned from you.”
 
   Breton grunted, but said nothing else.
 
   Breathing a sigh of relief, Kalen turned his attention to Silvereye and Dela. “I want some black hands to go with me to Elenrune. A small enough force we can sneak into the city. I don’t want King Alethor to know I’m bringing an army. I’d like to take you with me, High Lord Priest Tsordin. By the time we are finished, I am hoping that no Danarites will know you have changed sides.”
 
   “I would be pleased to accompany you to Elenrune,” the Danarite replied.
 
   “Good, you didn’t have a choice in the matter,” Kalen admitted.
 
   The man smiled. “The Rift King’s will cannot be so easily swayed.”
 
   “I can provide a few of my best,” Dela replied before smiling. “You have my best in Delaven, and you will have more.”
 
   “You’ll have Lyeth and Moritta at the very least,” Silvereye replied. “While I dislike the idea of separating, I can see its necessity. Dela and I will work together to build you the best group possible. What do you think you’ll need once you’re in Elenrune?”
 
   “Well, I can promise you that it’ll likely involve inciting violence, building an army, and creating general mayhem. I intend on taking the throne, Silvereye, one way or another—either Princess Tala will be sitting on it, taking instructions from the Rift if she cares about the fate of her kingdom, or I’ll be on it, doing my best to make certain she has a kingdom to rule once I’m finished.” Kalen scowled. “Either way, it’s back home for me.”
 
   “Back home?” High Lord Priest asked with a frown.
 
   Kalen dipped in a bow. “I guess there is no point in hiding it. I was born Satoren Delrose, Tsordin. And yes, you were correct, I was indeed named the Heir-Consort to Kelsh’s throne. The crown is mine by rights, as is Princess Tala—in more ways than one, as I’m certain you’re aware.”
 
   “But that would make you the Rift King and Kelsh’s king,” the Danarite whispered.
 
   “It gets even better,” Kalen grumbled.
 
   “I’m very interested in hearing how this could possibly get any better than it already is,” Dela said, rubbing her hands together.
 
   “He’s my co-captain,” Silvereye explained with a grin.
 
   “Oh? Well done, Kalen, well done indeed! I guess seeing as I can’t kill a fellow Shadow Captain, I’ll have to focus all of my attention on Maiten instead.” Dela’s grin sent shivers rippling through Kalen.
 
   “Sorry, old friend,” Kalen said, staring at Silvereye so he wouldn’t have to meet his Guardian’s gaze.
 
   “One day, Your Majesty, you are going to get what you deserve,” Maiten announced.
 
   Kalen laughed. “Today is not that day.”
 
   “Runt,” his Guardian muttered.
 
   “I’ll have a pair of courtship serpents sent from the Rift before we part ways, as an aside. If I’m going to get what I deserve, you’re getting what you deserve, Maiten.” Kalen flipped his hand in a rude gesture at his Guardian to mask his pleasure at the thought of binding the two of them as a pair.
 
   Dela’s eyes widened. “You mean it?”
 
   Kalen snorted. “Of course I mean it. I’m not like you and your pets; I don’t toy with my food before eating it. What was I thinking, giving you those serpents, anyway? I should have known you’d corrupt them. Where are they, anyway? Please tell me you left them in Mithrias.”
 
   The woman’s laughter was sweet. “You really haven’t changed at all, have you? Why would I leave them in Mithrias? They’re with the Silvered Hand, sleeping off their supper. I’ll have you know they are darlings and haven’t bitten anyone who didn’t deserve it.”
 
   Kalen chuckled, wondering just how large the kingmakers had gotten since he’d last seen them, each one barely as long as his hand. “You’ll have to show them to me soon enough. We’ll do the ritual this evening. It’s about time something good came out of this mess, and your foals deserve to get to know their sire properly.”
 
   “Thank you,” Dela said, her eyes bright. 
 
   “You’re both welcome,” he replied, sparing Maiten the need to say anything at all. It was time the two got to enjoy some happiness together, without having to hide behind protocol and lies.
 
   Soon enough, they would all be swept up in the tides of war.
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Inquisitor (Witch & Wolf, Book 1)
 
    
 
   When Allison is asked to play Cinderella-turned-Fianceé at a Halloween ball, the last thing she expected was to be accused of murder on the same night. She has to find the killer or she'll be put to death for the crimes she didn't commit. To make matters worse, the victims are all werewolves. 
 
    
 
   On the short list of potential victims, Allison has to act fast, or the killer will have one more body to add to his little black book of corpses. 
 
    
 
   There's only one problem: One of the deaths has struck too close to home, and Allison's desire for self-preservation may transform into a quest for vengeance...
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Autumn had come, and I was powerless to stop it—this time. A yellowed leaf clung to its branch, mocking me with its splash of color. The rest of Central Park clung to the hope of summer. I stood on my toes and snatched at it, but a chilly wind ripped it from my reach.
 
   The leaf landed on the path several steps away. When I reached it, I crushed it beneath my boot.
 
   “Wake up on the wrong side of the bed this morning, Allison?”
 
   I twisted my heel while wrinkling my nose. With light brown hair and creamy skin prone to burning rather than tanning, Mark would never be my tall, dark, and handsome, though he was good looking and aggressive with his money.  With my sort of luck, he’d never account for anything more than an occasional lunch buddy who needed my help with his finances. Then again, maybe it was better for both of us that way.
 
   Some girls had all the luck. Me? I had more money than I knew what to do with, most of it acquired from Mark in management fees like I was some sort of modern-day vampire. Too bad money couldn’t buy me a life. 
 
   “Who said I went to bed last night?” Hopefully, he wouldn’t think too long or hard on my delayed quip.
 
   “What’s got your tail in a bunch?”
 
   I shoved my hands in the back pockets of my jeans and swallowed my relieved sigh. No tail. Good. Last thing I needed was to sprout a tail on Halloween at noon. “N-nothing. You’re always ‘blah, blah, blah, something’s wrong.’ Nothing’s going on.”
 
   Mark arched his brow at me. “So what did that poor little leaf do to you?”
 
   “It failed its calculus test twice.”
 
   “Ouch.” Mark’s laugh rumbled. “I failed it four times, thank you very much. You haven’t killed me over it, not yet at least.”
 
   “You pay me too well for me to kill you. Did you really ask me to come to New York City just to take me to the park? Normally, you’d have me tucked in your office sorting through the stack of papers breeding on your desk, cracking your whip like the evil overlord you like to think you are.”
 
   “But you like parks. Would an evil overlord take his minions to the park?”
 
   “It’s cold.” I sniffled, taking my hands out of my jeans to stuff them into my coat. My keys, cell phone, and wallet were still in the left pocket. I was with someone, and muggers didn’t tend to attack couples in the park during broad daylight.
 
   I hoped.
 
   “I can’t believe you brought me to New York on today of all days.” I nodded my head at the park, taking in the entirety of the city in a single gesture. Even in the relative peace of Grand Central, I could hear the bustle, the honk of horns, and the noise of the restless cityscape. Atlanta wasn’t much different downtown, but at least it was home.
 
   “Oh, come off it, Allison. You like Halloween.”
 
   I wrinkled my nose. “Maybe a little. I still can’t believe you brought me here, though.”
 
   “Anyway, you owe me,” he said before clucking his tongue.
 
   I winced. He had me dead to rights, and I knew it. Mark gathered favors and cashed them in like currency. Resisting was futile. “Rub it in my face, why don’t you?”
 
   “Of course I will, but another time. I’m enjoying myself way too much right now. You’re mine for three whole days, like it or not.”
 
   “I’m doomed,” I groaned.
 
   He laughed.
 
   I didn’t have the courage to tell him I meant it. It was bad enough it was Halloween. The full moon would reach its zenith after nightfall.
 
   If I wasn’t careful, I was going to pop a tail for real. That would surprise him. It would also get me killed. I doubted the NYPD would appreciate a wolf running loose in the center of their city. “Seriously, Mark. What’s so important that you had to fly me in from Atlanta? I do have a job, you know. I’d even like to keep it.”
 
   “You’re owed three weeks, and at the rate you’re going, they’re probably getting ready to force you to take the time off. The way I see it, I’ve done you a favor.”
 
   “Mark,” I growled.
 
   “Okay, fine. It’s Ma. I told her I had a girlfriend so she’d shut up about me getting married for a while. She wants to meet her. To meet you.”
 
   I broke into a brisk walk, cutting across the grass towards one of the other paths through the park. With luck, he’d get grass stains on his pretty blue business suit. “You brought me to New York to dress up as your girlfriend for Halloween?”
 
   I guess it really was going to be a night for wearing masks and pretending to be the impossible. It was bad enough I would have to live the dream of having a boyfriend worth keeping, knowing I could never pursue a real relationship with him.
 
   If I had a mother, I’m sure she would’ve been proud. I didn’t cuss, scream, or pitch a fit. I did keep walking without checking if Mark kept pace with me though.
 
   He did. “Come on, Allison. I’ll make it up to you, I swear.”
 
   “A Halloween party with your mother, Mark? Have you lost your mind? She’s never going to believe we’re a couple, for one. Two, you live in New York City. I live in Atlanta. You know, that place you flew me in from? She’s got no reason to believe us.”
 
   “I might have told her that you are an old college friend, and we’d been seeing each other on and off since we got our degrees. It’s even true, just not for the reasons she thinks. Come on, Allison. It’s only for one night. You’ll save me from marrying a woman I’ve never met.”
 
   I sighed. “Seriously? Did your mother have you betrothed or something? That’s so two hundred years ago. At least you had the decency to book me into a good hotel. How did you manage a room at the Plaza on such short notice?” Using my brown bangs as a shield, I stared at my friend. He grinned wolfishly.
 
   “Who said it was on short notice? I had our room booked six months ago.”
 
   I tripped over my own feet. A startled cry worked its way out of my throat. Mark’s arm slapped against my chest as he caught me. With a low grunt, he hauled me upright. “Careful.”
 
   My face burned. “Sorry.” I drew a deep breath. Killing Mark in Central Park wouldn’t work—not during the daytime. There’d be too many witnesses. “Our room?”
 
   “We’re twenty five. We’re young, healthy adults. There’s no way my ma will believe we’re a couple if we don’t share a room,” he replied. He leveled a scandalous leer in my direction, his gaze taking all of me in.
 
   I flushed. “You have a perfectly nice condo, Mark. I’ve seen it. Why not invite me there instead of booking us a room in one of New York’s more expensive hotels?”
 
   “Wait until you see the room,” Mark said. Then he waggled his eyebrows at me suggestively.
 
   I closed my eyes, stood straight, and once again shoved my hands into my back pockets. No tail. That was a start. I counted to ten. Then I counted to ten again.
 
   When that didn’t calm me down enough, I systematically considered all of Mark’s banking accounts I could probably hack my way into, calculating how much I could siphon off without him noticing. I wouldn’t do it, but the figure made me feel warm and fuzzy inside.
 
   When I managed to quell my urge to throttle my friend, I opened my eyes and glared at him. “You reserved the honeymoon suite, didn’t you?”
 
   “Do try to act surprised when I propose. At least you have an easy line. Don’t worry. We’ll call off the engagement in a month or two.”
 
   “Mark.”
 
   “Yes, dear?”
 
   “Give me a reason I shouldn’t kill you in your sleep tonight.”
 
   “I’m too good-looking to kill.”
 
   “No.” It was a lie, but I wasn’t about to let him know that. I couldn’t fault his logic. We were friends, but we were professionals as well. It was just another business arrangement between us, and nothing more.
 
   Mark couldn’t possibly be interested in me.
 
   “I pay you exceptionally well for your accounting skills.”
 
   “True, but no.”
 
   “You like me?” His voice wavered, and I had to work to smother my grin.
 
   “You sound so confident,” I murmured. “Fine. I like you. A little. I’ll do it, but you, dear Mark, will owe me.”
 
   Mark’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “You wouldn’t really try to kill me, would you?”
 
   I grabbed hold of his tie and yanked down so I could look him in the eyes. A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. “I wouldn’t bet your life on it, if I were you.”
 
   The little color he did have fled from his face. I let him go and resumed walking across the park, whistling a merry tune.
 
    
 
   Available now at Amazon
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Winter Wolf (Witch & Wolf, Book 2)
 
    
 
   When Nicole dabbled in the occult, she lost it all: Her voice, her family, and her name. Now on the run from the Inquisition, she must prove to herself—and the world—that not all wizards are too dangerous to let live. 
 
    
 
   The savage murder of a bookstore employee throws Nicole into the middle of Inquisition business, like it or not. Driven by her inability to save the young man’s life, she decides to hunt the killer on her own. Using forbidden magic to investigate the past, she learns that the murderer is in fact a disease that could kill the entire werewolf race. 
 
    
 
   Forced to choose between saving lives and preserving her own, Nicole embraces the magic that sent her into exile. Without werewolves, the power of the Inquisition would dwindle, and she could live without being hunted. 
 
    
 
   Nicole’s only hope for success lies in the hands of the werewolves she hates and the Inquisition she fears, but finding someone to trust is only the beginning of her problems. There are those who want to ensure that the werewolves go extinct and that the Inquisition falls. 
 
    
 
   But, if she fails to find a cure, her family—including her twin sister—will perish…
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   I slammed my car’s door, spun on a heel, and swore I would have a perfectly normal visit to the mall. All I needed was one little book. Even I could walk into a bookstore, pick up a novel, and leave without causing any trouble.
 
   This time I wouldn’t blow out the lights. There wouldn’t be a single power surge. I wouldn’t turn on every unplugged device in the electronics store on my way across the mall. In the ten minutes it would take me to get in and out, the only thing anyone would notice about me was the fact that I wore a high-collared sweater in late summer. I had a mission, and I would complete it without fail. The novel my agent insisted I read would be mine.
 
   For a long moment, I considered turning around and getting back into my car. Dominic would forgive me if I didn’t start reading the book until tomorrow. I could call in a favor and ask someone to pick up a copy for me. Then I definitely wouldn’t run any risk of blowing anything up. If I had been smart, I would’ve just ordered the damned thing on the internet, but I had waited too long.
 
   Fishing my cell out of my pocket, I unlocked the screen with a swipe of my finger. The charging icon mocked me. Despite running every battery-draining app I could find, the battery held a full charge. I opened another app, a devilish program capable of killing the battery in ten minutes. It wouldn’t, not with me around, but if I was too busy keeping my phone topped up, maybe my mall shopping trip would prove to be mundane.
 
   I shook my head, laughing at my foolishness.
 
   No one would notice my phone. No one would notice me for more than a second. They’d notice my clothes, and then they’d file me away as yet another weirdo wearing something strange to catch attention. L.A. was full of people like that.
 
   I had no reason to worry. Even if I managed to embarrass myself yet again by losing control of my powers, no one would know I was the cause of unplugged electronics turning on or unusual power surges. 
 
   Straightening my shoulders, I fixed my eyes on the line of glass doors and marched my way across the parking lot.
 
   In and out. No blown lights. No power surges. No feeding power to unplugged electrical devices. No charging batteries for strangers. I was in control, and I would charge only my phone.
 
   Making my way to the entry, I paused long enough to hold the door for a little old lady who insisted on making her way through the regular doors despite her walker. I couldn’t blame her. If I lived to be her age, I wouldn’t want to rely on automatic doors either.
 
   She thanked me with a pat on the arm. Flashing her my best smile, I slipped inside.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   Perfect.
 
   I could handle ten minutes in the crowded corridors. Maybe if I told myself that enough times, I’d believe it.
 
   I stuck to the center of the hallway, dodging kiosks as I worked my way to the bookstore. Despite being so near to closing time, the place was busy, leaving me to navigate a sea of bodies. I considered stopping at one of the jewelry kiosks. There was something appealing about the humble, cheaper baubles, but I didn’t quite dare.
 
   In and out. No stops, not even to admire the gemstones twinkling under the display lamps. This time, I wasn’t going to break anything, not even a single light.
 
   When I reached the bookstore, I paused at one of the display tables, staring down at the cover of some thriller novel. Picking it up, I pretended to read the back. I focused my attention on the hum of electricity around me. First, I heard—and felt—the lights overhead. Power radiated from them, their glow bleeding energy and heat. Then I felt my cell phone, siphoning energy from me like some inanimate, modern-day vampire. Its little battery hungered, desiring everything I could give it and more. It wanted to be charged.
 
   One by one, I became aware of all of the little devices around me. Almost everyone in the store had a phone. Dormant devices, from reading lights to mobile chargers, littered the tables. One woman browsing books nearby had four battery-powered devices in her purse. One was a phone, and like mine, it hungered. Its need was strong; its battery waned to the point of failure.
 
   If I wanted, I could charge it for her.
 
   No one would notice if I did. Maybe the woman would wonder how her phone hadn’t died before she got home. It only had a few minutes left. It’d take me all of ten seconds to fix it for her. If I did, I wouldn’t be so aware of it. But to do so, I’d have to touch her—or her phone. Some things I could manipulate without having a direct conduit, but cell phone batteries were tricky, greedy things.
 
   I cringed a little, setting the thriller book down. I picked up the next nearest title. I flipped it over, not reading the text on the back. Did I dare? Out of the corner of my eye, I watched the woman browsing through the books. All it would take was a few seconds. I could charge it without her noticing.
 
   That was one thing I was actually good at.
 
   I put the novel I held down and wandered to the same table, careful not to look at her. Book by book, I investigated the titles, circling to where she stood. With luck, she wouldn’t even notice me; if she did, I’d just have to pretend I was a people-person, acting the role and hiding the real me beneath the thin veneer of a lie.
 
   “You’re Nicole Thomas, aren’t you? The actress. You’re her.” My quarry appraised me with a pleased expression.
 
   People normally recognized the mainliners, people with beautiful faces and voices to match, people who didn’t avoid crowds.
 
   In short, people other than me.
 
   I met her gaze, abandoning my perusal of novels, reminding myself that people expected actresses to be confident, self-assured, and outgoing. It was a role like any other, and I would play it—even if I hated myself for hiding behind a different personality in public. “I am,” I replied, wincing a little at the sandpaper-rough quality of my voice. At least I hadn’t been reduced to a whisper—yet. My fatal flaw as an actress was my rough, grating voice. Chronic laryngitis did that to a person. It ruined careers, as it had mine, though I hadn’t quite given up on being an actress. I’d already lost the ability to sing.
 
   I wasn’t going to let a stupid disease take everything away from me.
 
   The woman smiled, not seeming to mind talking to someone who sounded more like a zombie than a human. “You’re taller than I expected. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
 
   She thrust out her hand.
 
   We shook.
 
   I left her phone alone.
 
   “They keep putting me next to giants,” I quipped. It was true. When I did manage to get on the silver screen, I worked alongside actors easily a foot-and-a-half taller than me. “It’s a pleasure to meet you too.” I matched her smile. She didn’t tell me her name, and I didn’t ask for it. 
 
   It took all of my will not to fiddle with her phone. All it would take was a murmured word and a thought, and it’d be done. It would have been easy to charge the battery when our hands had been clasped together, but I hadn’t dared.
 
   If, sometime later, she noticed her phone had magically been charged—literally—she might remember me. She knew my name.
 
   And in true cowardice, I couldn’t bring myself to help her. If she connected the strange behavior of her phone with me, she might tell someone. If she did, I’d be as good as dead—or worse. I had dabbled in the occult, and the occult had dabbled back, and there were those who didn’t like when that happened.
 
   The last thing I needed was them finding me.
 
   “When is your next film coming out?”
 
   “Next year. The release announcement will be coming out soon.” Like most of my roles, I was in a secondary role, although it was a semi-major film. All things considered, my casting had been a miracle. Dominic was a genius as an agent, and I still had no idea how I, the Sandpaper Queen of L.A., had managed to land him. It certainly hadn’t been through the sparkling qualities of my voice.
 
   The woman smiled, shaking my hand a second time. “I look forward to it.”
 
   Music played from the woman’s purse, and she pulled her cell out. The device, starving for electricity, called out to me. Looking down at the display, the woman made a displeased noise. “Sorry, I have to take this.”
 
   “Have a good night,” I replied, smiling at her, retreating so the phone’s hunger wouldn’t tempt me anymore. I abandoned the display tables and hunted for one of the employees. The store would close soon enough, and if I wanted to read the book tonight, I needed to get home.
 
   Wise actresses didn’t anger their agents, and we had a dinner appointment tomorrow. If Dominic wanted me to read a book, he had a reason for it, and it wasn’t for my personal amusement.
 
   I found a young man stacking novels on one of the tables near the escalators. He straightened when I approached, his eyes widening as he looked me over. “Can I help you, ma’am?”
 
   Giving him my best smile in the hopes he’d be too distracted by my looks to notice my rough voice, I glanced down at his name tag. “Hey, Scott. Do you have a copy of Among Us by M.L. Silverston in stock?
 
   Scott blinked, his dark eyebrows rising at my question. “Sure, this way please.”
 
   He led me straight to the fantasy section, gesturing to a pile of hardbacks arranged on a small table in the corner. “Thanks,” I murmured. The word came out as a rasp.
 
   A blood-splattered cover with a shuffling zombie greeted me. I bit back a sigh, stashing the novel under my arm.
 
   Nicole Thomas, ready-made zombie. With my voice, I’d make a great undead. Maybe I’d get an upgrade to a lich or something. Liches, at least, were unique and way more interesting than zombies or vampires. With my luck, I’d end up snack to some zombie or vampire in the film.
 
   Murphy and his crappy law were my constant companions, and he got perverse enjoyment out of making me squirm.
 
   I eyed the stack of books and the decaying woman depicted on the cover. Dominic often asked me to read the source material for a new script before sending me to an audition or popping an offer for a film. For the first time in a month, I hoped my agent had managed to find something for me. My career was going through a dry spell worse than California’s persistent drought.
 
   If he did have a role for me related to the book, I’d be golden. Movie adaptions of bestselling novels often did well. Better yet, on a movie set, it was easy to hide my affinity with electricity-powered devices. There were so many places I could unleash excess energy without anyone ever noticing, not even after close inspection of the electric bill.
 
   Until filming was done, I wouldn’t have to worry about anything. By the time I returned home each night, I’d be exhausted—physically, mentally, and magically. I could go out to the mall and not even have to worry about things like magic because I’d be so tapped out that my cell would be all I needed to control my unwanted powers.
 
   “Is that all you need, ma’am?” Scott asked, startling me from my thoughts.
 
   I smiled for him again. “Yes, tha—”
 
   The store’s lights dimmed so low I could barely make out Scott next to me. Several moments passed before they brightened again with an erratic hum and buzz. I stiffened, staring up at the lights. My heart skipped several beats before racing in my chest. Had I unwittingly lost control? I didn’t feel like I had drained the electricity from the lights. There was no telltale tingling or the twitchy nervousness I associated with having an abundance of energy to play with.
 
   I could still—although faintly—feel my phone sipping away at the power I offered it.
 
   “Again?” Scott asked, his voice deepening with annoyance. “That’s been going on all day.”
 
   “Weird,” I replied, forcing myself to look at anywhere other than the ceiling. “Anyway, thanks for the help. Have a good night, Scott.”
 
   The lights dimmed again, brightening after several long moments.
 
   “You too, ma’am.”
 
   When I headed towards the registers, Scott followed, pausing now and then to straighten the displays. I caught him staring at me several times, but I pretended not to notice. Was I committing some sort of fashion crime? I adjusted the collar of my red sweater, checking to make sure it covered the scars on my shoulder and neck. It did. I wasn’t wearing anything special. I’d left my jewelry at home. The only thing interesting about me was my leather heeled boots, and those were hidden under my worn jeans.
 
   A little bemused over Scott’s staring, I headed towards the register, reaching into my pocket for my wallet.
 
   The lights went out.
 
   “Oh my,” the cashier murmured.
 
   “Again? Really? What’s this, the fourth outage this week?” Scott cursed, and I heard him bump into one of the display tables nearby.
 
   “Fifth,” the woman behind the register corrected. “You’re cursed, Scott. It’s always on your shift! The power will be back on in a minute. Sorry about this, ma’am.”
 
   “No problem,” I replied, staring up at the ceiling. I could feel the residual energy in the lights as tendrils of heat seeped into my skull. If I wanted, I suspected I could route my power through the floor and light the place up.
 
   I probably had enough strength to light the entire mall. I concentrated on my cell phone, focusing my will on it. I wasn’t going to break anything, not even a single light. I definitely wasn’t going to light up the entire mall.
 
   No one would learn the truth about me.
 
   I clutched the book, drumming my fingers against the dust jacket. Someone giggled nervously in the darkness. A cell phone glowed on the other side of the store.
 
   “You know, if you have exact change, I can do the sale manually,” the cashier offered. “I wonder why the generator—”
 
   A high-pitched sound sent shivers up and down my spine. For a moment, all I could do was freeze. Something—someone?—screamed. At least, I thought it was a scream; there was nothing human about the hair-raising shriek.
 
   “Jesus Christ!” Scott’s voice sounded weak. “What wa—”
 
   The wet, dull crunch of breaking bones silenced Scott’s voice. For a moment, I wasn’t in the bookstore, but in my twin’s car, reliving the moment I had crashed through a guardrail into a ravine. My leg, my arm, and my shoulder had made similar sounds before my screams had drowned them out. 
 
   My breath caught in my throat.
 
   The splat of something wet hitting the floor nearby freed me from the nightmare of the past. The stench of fresh blood hit me hard. Another stench clogged my nose. I gagged, recoiling a step.
 
   Warmth dripped down my face.
 
   “S-scott?” the cashier gasped out. There was no answer. “Scott? Scott, damn it all, this isn’t funny.”
 
   Thud. Thud. Thud.
 
   The noise came from nearby, so close I feared I could reach out and touch the source. With a thought and murmured word, I severed the connection to my phone.
 
   Silence.
 
   I tightened my grip on the book, hugging it to my chest. At home, I would have had one of my focal stones to work with, allowing me better control of my powers. At home, there wouldn’t have been witnesses. If I turned the lights in the store on, I’d be found out.
 
   Then I’d be killed.
 
   “Scott!” The cashier’s voice rose in pitch.
 
   Scott didn’t answer.
 
   “Come on, Scott. This isn’t funny anymore,” the cashier whispered, her voice trembling.
 
   I swallowed back my own fear and drew several deep breaths. The cashier had said the lights would come back on in a minute.
 
   With a shudder, I closed my eyes. I couldn’t wait that long. Something had happened to Scott.
 
   The lights flickered on, dimly illuminating the bookstore as I started to speak a word that would unleash my power. As I choked back the first syllable, my skin tingled as I suppressed the energy, keeping it from surging into the electronics nearby.
 
   Scott was gone. Squinting in the faint lighting, I looked for the young employee. I was certain I had heard him nearby, but there was no sign of him.
 
   Across the counter from me, the cashier shrieked, holding one hand to her mouth while pointing at the floor in front of me. “Oh god. Scott!”
 
   I looked down. The pale lump on the ground, splattered in crimson, wasn’t large enough to be a human. It was too misshapen, colored in gray and red instead of flesh tones.  I stared, unable to tear my gaze away.
 
   With a flicker and a surge of electricity, the lights flared to full brightness. 
 
   Something warm and wet dripped down from the ceiling. My hand trembled as I reached up and touched my cheek. The tips of my fingers came away red with blood. Crimson stained the floor, the books, the tables, and had splattered on the ceiling.
 
   I had been right. The shape on the floor was too small to be a person.
 
   It was only part of one—a part of Scott.
 
   The occult had dabbled with me, but it had ripped him to pieces.
 
    
 
   Available now at Amazon
 
   


 
   
  
 

The Eye of God (The Fall of Erelith, Book 1)
 
    
 
   Blaise tries to act like a good human, but someone always manages to ruin things for him. When the Emperor’s most powerful weapon is stolen and its human vessel is kidnapped from the Arena, Blaise must choose between meddling in the affairs of mortals or remaining true to his duty. 
 
    
 
   To make matters worse, the Archbishop has betrayed the church and God by giving the Emperor the second piece of the Triad, the Heart of God. Should Blaise stand idle and leave the mortals to their own devices, the people of Erelith won’t just lose their lives: Their souls will be destroyed by a power that was never meant to fall into mortal hands. 
 
    
 
   If Blaise can find the Eye of God, he might be able to save the humans from themselves. Unfortunately, his only hope for success lies in the hands of a slave who wants nothing more than to die. If Blaise can’t save Terin and enlist his help, the Erelith Empire will fall.
 
    
 
   Available now at Amazon
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