
        
            
                
            
        

    
Contents




Copyright Notice

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Acknowledgements

A Message from RJ

Titles by RJ Blain

Storm Surge


Storm Without End

by RJ Blain




Copyright © 2013 by RJ Blain

All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof

may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever

without the express written permission of the publisher or author

excluding the use of brief quotations in a book review.

ISBN 978-0-9920289-7-8

For more information or to contact the publisher, please visit penandpage.ca or rjblain.com

Original cover art copyright © 2013 by Chris Howard

www.saltwaterwitch.com


Chapter One







Kalen stared down at his feet and wondered what had happened to his boots. Thick, black mud oozed between his toes.

If he had his boots, the cold, wet forest wouldn’t have bothered him quite so much. His feet tingled, promising agony if he dared to take a single step. His only arm alternated between burning and freezing. A pair of dark dots on the back of his hand marked where he’d been bitten. He remembered that much. The serpent had been red, gold, silver and black, and it had struck faster than he could react.

What had happened after he’d been bitten? He had flung the serpent away, too late to stop its venom.

That, however, had been within the Rift, where the sun heated the stone and blistered the feet of those who dared to walk without boots. Serpents didn’t thrive in forests. They basked in the sun, waiting for people foolish enough to walk the trails of the Rift without paying attention. Kalen’s mouth twisted up in a rueful grin. Shaking his head, he stared down at his feet again and wiggled his toes.

How could he have journeyed so far without his boots? The answer to where he was and how he had gotten there surely hinged on the mystery of his bare, mud-covered feet.

At least whatever had happened to him hadn’t hurt his horse. While far away, Ferethian was alive. The animal’s presence was a soothing warmth in his chest—the only part of him not plagued with the damp chill of the forest. Kalen furrowed his brow and rubbed his temple with his hand. Ferethian had been with him. How had he gotten separated from his stallion?

He shook his head and lifted his gaze from his feet. The forest stretched out around him, fog coiling around the roots of trees and spreading out as a misty blanket over the ground.

The trees didn’t compare to the sheer cliffs of his home, but there was something majestic and defiant about the way they reached toward the sky.

A blast of wind whipped his rain-slicked hair across his face. Kalen flinched at the cold against his cheeks. For a brief moment, the fog cleared. Long furrows tore across the forest floor revealing mud, overturned beds of moss, and exposed roots.

His breath caught in his throat. Figures moved through the shadows of the forest, and the rain gleamed on the steel of their naked blades. The winds stilled and the fog rushed back to cover the ground.

Kalen tensed and for a moment he forgot the cold and the aches plaguing him. Even the throb in his right arm faded to little more than a burn creeping toward his shoulder. He slid his left foot back and turned so that he presented less of a target. Despite the fifteen or so years since he’d lost his left arm, he was too aware of the phantom sensation of flexing a hand he no longer possessed.

Reaching down to his side proved fruitless. The corners of his lip twitched upward. His sword must have suffered the same fate as his boots, another thrice-cursed mystery he didn’t want to solve.

Another breeze whispered through the trees and disturbed the clouds of white engulfing him, but did little to clear it. The wind tugged at the thin pair of braids tucked behind his ears, which draped over his shoulders and down his chest. His every instinct urged him to step forward and strike. It whispered to him, urging him destroy the threat. Kalen drew one breath, held it, and then let it out before drawing another. Feet splashed through the water and mud. One pair, two pairs, three pairs. His heartbeat sounded in his ears with the same steady driving tempo of the drums of war.

A gust parted the fog; the shapes were closer. Branches creaked overhead, then the wind stilled once more. Through the gaps in the mist, Kalen saw six, but somewhere in the forest lurked a seventh, splashing through the mud whenever the others hesitated to move forward. 

He stood his ground, watched, and waited. If he moved too soon, they would be ready for him. Too late, and escape wouldn’t be possible. He had to wait for the moment when those before him were assured of their prey. Then, he would strike. His lip twisted up in a grin. Would they believe him a child due to his height? Many did. Some survived to regret it. Would they hesitate at his lack of a left arm, and believe they had the advantage?

Kalen hoped so. 

If he could take one of their weapons, he’d have a chance.

One of the figures stepped forward. While most men were taller than him, the stranger towered over him enough that Kalen was forced to tilt his head up to stare at the man’s face.

All he saw was a frown and narrowed eyes. The man’s squared jaw twitched. Kalen shuffled back a step, the mud clinging at his trousers and sucking at his feet. The man’s sword was held low and at the ready, gripped with white-knuckles. Kalen swallowed and glanced around for something—anything—he could use as a weapon. If the man wanted his head, so be it, but it wouldn’t be without a fight.

They stood and stared at each other with nothing but the patter of rain and the rustle of branches and leaves to break the silence. The darkness of the forest couldn’t hide the paleness of the stranger’s hair. It was a color Kalen hadn’t seen in so long that he blinked several times to assure himself that his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him.

The color didn’t change.

The cold of the rain seeped into his veins. Blond hair didn’t exist in the Rift. Those with the man’s light-toned skin and hair the color of the sun were killed on sight in neighboring Danar. Mithrias had forests, but blond hair was rare; even in the gloom, the glints of yellow and light brown was predominant. The clans had men with blond hair, but they lived on plains, not within forests.

Many Kingdoms bordered the Rift, but only Kelsh had men with such pale hair.

Loathing and disgust burned within him. It was bad enough that he was cold, wet, bootless, and without his sword. But to be stuck in Kelsh?

He longed for home, even if he had to subject himself to the watchful eyes of his Guardians.

Kalen fought to keep his expression neutral and his gaze fixed on the man in front of him. 

“Why have you come here?” the man asked in the trade tongue, the words clipped, harsh, and grating to Kalen’s ears.

“Passing through,” he replied, careful to keep his voice quiet and his tone even, like he did when soothing a wild or unruly animal.

“With no horse? With no pack? Your clothes aren’t from here. We don’t wear such symbols,” the man replied, moving closer. The tip of the sword was lifted. “We’re far from the trade road. Only raiders, outlaws, and beasts come this way. Which are you?”

Kalen reached up, touching the cloth crossing his chest. The sigil, crafted of black silk and embroidered in silver and gold thread, was in the shape of a winged serpent. Had he been wearing it when the serpent had bit him? If he had been in the city of Blind Mare Run, he would’ve worn his sigil as a sash. Had he been on the trails? He couldn’t remember.

“Which are you?” Kalen challenged, stealing glances to both of his sides when he could without losing sight of the man before him. The rain and the groaning of the trees masked too much sound. The other men were out there, but Kalen wasn’t certain of where they were.

The disadvantage could get him killed. He could only hope that their sight was as hampered as much as his, and that their muscles were also cold and stiff.

Fervent obsession lit the stranger’s eyes. “We’re those who will bring you to justice.” 

“I am no Danarite,” Kalen said in the Kelshite tongue. Hatred ran thick between the lands of Danar and Kelsh. Few Kelshites learned Danarite, and fewer Danarites learned Kelshite. He jerked his chin at his left shoulder and his empty sleeve. “Do I look like a raider? Or a beast? I have broken none of your laws.” He took one step back, then another, until the bark of the tree bit at his back through the material of his tunic.

~Truth,~ a voice whispered. It was a sound, but Kalen didn’t hear it with his ears. It was a voice—a woman’s voice—but it resonated within his mind. It was meaning, intent and thought rather than spoken word.

Kalen shivered. Hearing voices in his head was the last thing he needed. Was the last vestiges of his sanity finally slipping away? 

If the Kelshite also heard the voice, there was no indication of it. “The beast was here. It led us to here. To you.” Rage contorted the man’s features. “You lie.”

“Beast? What be—” Kalen sucked in a breath through his teeth and swallowed back his words as the man leaped forward.

“Hareth, wait!” someone—a man—shouted.

Rain whipped off of the blade as it was thrust at Kalen’s chest.

Kalen dove out of the way. The mud sucked at his feet and legs. The bark tore at his tunic, scratched at his back, and slowed him. Steel grazed his arm, and a pained hiss slipped out from between his clenched teeth. The blade bounced off the tree trunk and showered him with bark.

Then the tip of the weapon rose, arcing to strike Kalen down as he fell.




~~*~~




~Stop!~

For one moment, the world obeyed the command that thundered through Kalen’s head. There was no sound, and even the rain ceased falling on him. He was unable to resist the power of that one, simple word. His legs collapsed beneath his own weight, and he hit the ground hard. 

The mud enveloped him in a suffocating grip. Bursts of light danced in front of his eyes. He struggled to move, but his muscles stiffened and refused to obey. The sword, so close to running him through, splashed down beside him. It wasn’t just within reach; it rested on his hand, as though imploring him to take it up and use it.

~Kill.~ It wasn’t the woman’s voice. It wasn’t a man or a woman, but instead a strange, echoing sound in Kalen’s head which embodied the rumbling tones of a man matched with the sultry, lighter intonations of a woman. The images of battle and bloodshed, and a deep, burning hatred accompanied the word. The taste of blood was hot on his tongue, sweet yet metallic, and he wasn’t certain if it was from a past memory or the present.

The new compulsion was born of malevolence so strong that Kalen’s heart ceased beating. Those who defied him needed to die. Those who dared to raise their hand against him would be destroyed. 

Kalen wrapped his fingers around the hilt of the sword.

“This isn’t right, Hareth,” a deep voice said from within the mists. “Would you turn us into murderers?”

Movement drew Kalen’s eye. A dark-haired man emerged from the forest to stand beside Hareth.  All Kalen needed to do was lift up the sword and take but two steps, and he would be free. He would feed the forest with the blood of those who tried to strike him down.

The need to use the sword burned within him and drove away the chill of the rain and the mud.

Muscle by muscle, Kalen gained back control of his body. His breath came as short pants.

~This isn’t right,~ the woman’s voice said. He couldn’t sense any ill-intent from her, but he got the sense that she wasn’t speaking to him. It reminded him of listening in on a conversation others didn’t want him to hear.

It was nothing like the other’s voice. Its message was simple and clear, and it was meant for him and him alone. Its message was one he knew too well: Kill, or be killed.

~Kill,~ the malevolent voice whispered again, taking on a more masculine than feminine tone. Kalen rose to his knees, his hand tight on the sword.

Within two short strides, his enemies glared at one another. The forest was silent and the rain ceased falling, as though anticipating his choice. Two steps and he could cut his way to freedom.

“Do you really intend to kill a harmless cripple you just injured? Have you lost your mind?” The questions were whispered, but they carried the weight of loathing and disappointment.

~Kill.~ Kalen once again adjusted his grip on the hilt of the sword. Strength flowed through him. If he wanted to rise and take the steps, he would succeed. Within three breaths, he could strike.

“He’s one of them. He wears its sign,” Hareth replied, voice shrill with madness. The man yanked a dagger free from his belt and clutched it in a white-knuckled grip before lunging forward. 

Kalen rose to meet the strike, parrying the wild thrust. Steel clashed against steel. Madness clouded the tall man’s eyes and spittle frothed and dripped from the corners of Hareth’s mouth.

Sliding his feet through the mud, Kalen came alongside Hareth and cracked the flat of the blade against the Kelshite’s unprotected ribs. Jerking the blade up, he let the edge slice through clothes and flesh. A line of darkness seeped through the brown tunic the man wore.

With a little more pressure and a twist of his wrist, Kalen could gut the man and be done with it.

~Kill!~

Spitting his disgust and shaking his head, Kalen disengaged and slipped out of Hareth’s reach. Shock paled the man’s face to white. Out from the shadows, several other men jumped toward them.

Hopping back several steps, Kalen braced for the attack. Roaring with inarticulate rage, Hareth leapt at him again.

It took several men to hold Hareth back and tear the dagger free of the crazed man’s grip.

“I’ll kill him,” Hareth snarled. “Murderous little runt.”

“Curse you, fool! He spared you.” Once again, it was the dark-haired man who spoke. The others remained silent as they fought against Hareth’s insanity and strength.

Kalen tensed and held the sword at the ready. The dark-hair man stepped forward but remained well outside of his reach.

“Why didn’t you kill him?”

The wind blew and thinned the fog, revealing the others waiting and ready deeper in the forest. Kalen retreated to the safety of the tree’s trunk. “Does he deserve to die?”

“Maybe, maybe not. That isn’t for me to decide. I am Derac. What is your name, stranger?”

“Kalen Alkasatoren,” he replied. Without letting go of the sword, he shifted his weight and stance to limit how large of a target he was.

“That is not a Kelshite name,” Derac said.

“I am not a Kelshite.”

~Truth but also a lie,~ the voice of the woman said in his thoughts. The malevolent voice and the chill of its presence were all but gone, leaving behind a faint sense of displeasure.

“Let me go!” Hareth screamed. “I’ll kill him for what they did to Aurorie.”

“He didn’t kill Aurorie. Frankly, you’re fortunate to be alive. He could kill us all, if he so desired.” A young man stepped out from between two trees and moved forward. 

Kalen shifted his weight from foot to foot and longed for his boots. His toes were cold and the unpleasant tingle was back, threatening fully fledged pain.

At least the rain no longer fell. Biting back a sigh, he glared at the newcomer. Like Hareth, the young man’s hair was a lighter shade, but the deepening shadows hid whether it was brown or blond.

“What do you mean, Marist?” Derac asked.

Kalen’s mouth twisted in a feral grin when Marist pointed at the sigil that crossed over his chest. He glanced down at the mud-coated fabric. The metallic threads of the winged serpent glinted despite the mud and the dim illumination of twilight. 

“I know this man. He’s not a raider or an outlaw. He is not a beast,” Marist replied with a shake of his head.

“Then what are you?” Derac asked. When Kalen didn’t answer, the dark-haired man turned to his companion. “Who is he?”

“He is someone far more dangerous.” Marist dropped to a knee and inclined his head. “I hope that you will forgive my companions.”

Kalen scowled. “Get up.”

“How dare you!” Hareth snarled. The men holding him let out startled cries as he broke free of them. A long, slim dagger appeared from a sheath hidden within his tall boots. Hareth slashed at Marist before twisting around to lunge at him.

~Kill!~

Kalen obeyed.




~~*~~




"What do you mean, you can't find him?" Breton didn't shout, and he was proud of that. He wanted to, but it wasn't Avern's fault. Not really.

No one could control the Rift King. Not even Breton, no matter how hard he’d tried. But, almost a month had gone by without word or sign of His Majesty. It didn't surprise him -- he'd learned long ago to trust that quiet, unsettling feeling that told him his charge was far away.

"I rode as far as Land's End. He wasn't there, and no one has seen him," Avern whispered.

Breton tried to convince himself he wouldn't get angry. Staring at the cluttered chamber didn’t help. The Rift King’s study was buried beneath towers of letters, missives, and tomes. Gorishitorik was sheathed and placed on top of the piles on the desk, waiting for its master’s return.

“Put out the call,” Breton said, and then huffed out a sigh. With Avern’s failure, a gathering of the Guardians was inevitable. Invoking it admitted that the bad had gone to worse, and things wouldn’t get better until they found the missing Rift King.

Avern ran out the door, a streak of black against the pale stone that Blind Mare Run was carved out of.

Breton slammed his fist against a stack of the parchments and vellum perched on the edge of the giant desk. They scattered to the floor and knocked over several other piles as they fell. “Hellfires.”

There was no one present to hear him use the Rift King’s favorite curse. He could almost understand the lure of the oath, since he would’ve been more than pleased to drop a torch in the middle of the mess just to be done with it.

“He’ll flay you when he learns you threw his work on the floor.” A woman’s voice said from the hall. Riran laughed, leaning against the door with her arms crossed beneath her breasts. The hem of her tunic had been pulled down low to reveal her cleavage.

Breton scowled and ignored the aging woman and her tricks to get his attention. He wasn’t an eager foal anymore. He did not need to prove he was a stallion. While she was talented with horses, he wasn’t about to let her rein him in.

“You haven’t found him,” she continued when he said nothing.

“Not yet,” Breton replied. “I’ll be the one to do his work.”

There was always someone who dealt with the constant stream of messages meant to serve as the Rift King’s prison. The aboveworlders only assumed one man handled it all.

The aboveworlders were fools, all of them. They were just kings and queens who sat on their precious thrones and vied for dominance while fearing a man they’d never met and worked hard to keep contained within the vast desert canyons.

Breton clenched and then relaxed his hand. It throbbed. How many times had he taken his frustrations out on the stone desk and its precarious stacks in the past few days?

“You’re worried,” Riran whispered, weaving her way through the maze of unfinished work. “He’s a strong man. He’s proved that many times.”

“You only consider him strong because he refuses to spear you and make you one of his Queens,” Breton retorted.

Riran laughed. “He’s still alive.”

The confidence in her voice didn’t surprise him. Even if he hadn’t confirmed the truth with her, the Rift Queens always knew. It didn’t matter if they were Queens of the current Rift King. If His Majesty died, they would know. Like him, the Queens had known the moment that Arik had been replaced by the very man who’d killed him.

That man had only been fifteen years old.

“What do you want?” he asked.

“I wish to prove my craft. I would act as a Princess. All of us. All of Arik’s Queens would serve as Princesses to the Rift King.” Riran lifted her chin and her dark eyes were hard with challenge.

Breton kept his expression neutral. Taking up one of the missives from the floor, he thrust it to her and nodded at the desk. While he couldn’t stop her from trying, he could demand perfection from her and all of Arik’s Queens.

And he’d get it. “It won’t make you Queen again.”

“I know,” Riran replied. “This is my fault, and it could destroy us all.”

Breton waited in silence. If he spoke, the temptation to break the Code and strangle the woman would be too strong. She told the truth. Without her machinations to replace the Rift King with a man who’d make her Queen again, he would be glaring at a diligent young man rather than at a woman consumed by her thirst for empty power.

For all Arik had speared many women and sired over a hundred children, he had mated with a purpose. His Queens were intelligent and capable of matching any handwriting. They were wise enough to know when a Guardian’s touch was needed for a reply.

Some of them, like Riran, were serpents clad in human skin.

But Kalen wasn’t Arik, and few understood that. Most wouldn’t call the Rift King by name, because it would be an acceptance of all that he was. Breton couldn’t erase the name of the boy who’d grown to be the most feared man in the Rift.

“Breton?”

He shook his head and met Riran’s eyes. “What is it?”

“Do you think they’ll actually go to war this time?” she asked, lifting up the missive and waving it in the air. The vellum crinkled, giving it the appearance that it had been read and considered several times.

“That isn’t our concern,” Breton replied. He hesitated before continuing. “It wouldn’t surprise me. Kelsh and Danar have always been at war. The question is whether or not it’ll be official this time. Unless they call the Council, we can do nothing.”

“If we don’t find him before someone else does, they’ll go to war with us.” Her brow furrowed as she picked up one of the root quills and dipped it in ink. The scratch of writing was the only sound in the room until she finished the reply. “We’ve been practicing since it happened.”

Breton didn’t need to ask what she spoke of. Something was happening, but he didn’t know what. No one did. He wasn’t certain if he could call it evil, but it wasn’t good either. There was one thing he was assured of: Whatever caused the feeling was dangerous and it was affecting all of the Guardians.

“Do Arik’s Queens feel it too?”

Riran nodded. “We want to help find him, but we can’t risk our mares. None of us have geldings or stallions. But, we can free you of this work and make it so you can go out and find him for us.”

She refused to meet his eyes, staring down at the vellum as though it held the secrets of the world within the letters written on it. The corners of Breton’s mouth twitched up.

“By ‘you’ do you mean me or the Guardians as a whole?”

Riran thrust the sheet of vellum at him. He took it and read through the document. The message from Kelsh was neither report nor letter, but the vague sort of missive that Breton hated the most. It wasn’t addressed to a man. It wasn’t even addressed to the Rift King or His Majesty. Even worse, the tone of the writing was so dismissive that Breton wanted to shred the page.

The sight of Kalen’s handwriting partnered with the careful and neutral tone of the Rift King hurt. The pressure in his chest grew until he wanted to lash out from the frustration of it all. She’d done it just right, even mastering the flicked curl added to many of the letters. It was a Kelshite habit that Breton hadn’t quite managed to convince the Rift King to remove from his writing.

“Are all of you this proficient?” Breton asked.

“Yes,” Riran replied.

“Get this mess cleaned up and I’ll think about it,” he said. He lifted Gorishitorik from the desk and held the old sword in the crook of his arm.

“We’ll need a few days.”

“Fine. Oh, Riran?”

The woman looked up from the stack of papers in front of her. “What is it?”

“Scheme against Kalen again and I’ll separate your head from your shoulders. Understood?”

Riran paled and jerked her head in a nod. Inclining his head, Breton turned and walked through the room, not caring how many of the stacks he bumped against on his way out.




~~*~~




Calling for the other Guardians would need to happen, and soon, but instead of heading straight for the library, Breton wandered through the carved tunnels of the underground city to the plains skirting the Foristasa.

The winds sweeping down from the cliffs dried out his nose and mouth with each breath. He sighed, lifted his fingers to his lips, and whistled. A whinny answered his call, but instead of his tall gelding, a much smaller horse charged at him. Underneath a flaking layer of yellow dust and brown, drying mud, the tiny King Stallion of the Rift skidded to a halt in front of him, letting out an explosive snort.

“Ferethian,” Breton greeted, clasping his hands behind his back. The stallion snorted again, both delicate ears turned back. A frayed rope halter hung on the horse’s filthy head, one of the nose bands severed. The others were close to breaking. Dark eyes bore into his, and with an unrepentant toss of his head, Ferethian presented the halter’s clasp to him.

Breton shook his head, but obeyed the animal’s command. The halter was caked in muck and was damp. “Where have you been this time, Ferethian?”

Ferethian ignored him. Draping the halter over his shoulder, Breton hesitated before holding out his hand to Kalen’s horse. The animal sighed and eyed him before relenting and bumping his fingers with his soft nose.

“I’ll bring him back to you,” Breton whispered. One of the stallion’s ears pricked forward.

The crunch of dry grass under foot approached from behind, quiet enough that Breton tensed and listened to the cautious steps. Ferethian’s ears twisted back, and the stallion’s snort was one of warning. A squeal startled Breton into whirling around in time to see a pale-robed figure leaping towards him, a short blade thrust out. Breton dropped his hand to his sword and he managed to get half an inch of steel free before something large and golden lunged out of the grasses.

Pale hooves lashed out, and bone broke with a crunch. Blood fountained from the figure’s mouth and nose before crumpling to the ground. Breton’s mouth dropped open. For a moment, he thought the bright chestnut was Kalen’s Honey, but when the animal whirled and galloped away, he was certain the horse was too large to be the Rift King’s mare—and he was a stallion.

At Breton’s feet, the body twitched. Ferethian reared, hopped forward on his hind hooves, and slammed both of his front hooves down. When the stallion was finished, what was left of the figure’s face was too bloodied and crushed to identify. He guessed the person had been female, judging from the way her garb clung to her curved figure. Her sword, a thin short blade favored by many women, was plain. He stooped to pick it up. The weapon’s balance was off, too heavy in the hilt, and the blade’s edge was dulled and chipped.

Breton wrinkled his nose. The blade glistened with fluid. “Poisoned,” he murmured.

Ferethian whinnied and kept close to his side.

“If you’re wise, you won’t move,” a deep voice stated in the brisk and harsh trade tongue.

A man clad in tan robes similar to the color of the grass rose. The tip of an arrowhead glinted in the sunlight. Breton closed his fingers around the hilt of the poisoned blade and kept still. Ferethian’s legs pressed against Breton’s back, and the horse squealed a challenge.

“While I’d prefer you alive, dead is fine too,” the man said. The bow’s angle changed. “Silence your horse or the first arrow goes in his head. It’d be a shame to kill such a valuable beast. I’ll be a very rich man once I get him out of this cesspit.”

“Ferethian, still,” Breton hissed through clenched teeth, wondering if the stubborn horse would even listen to him without Kalen’s direct order. The stallion’s breath tickled his neck.

“Stand up and drop the weapon.”

A long shadow stretched over the grass, followed by a second. Breton loosened his grip on the weapon and let it fall. Careful to step on the blade as he rose, he held out his hands to show he wasn’t armed.

A second robed figure emerged from the knee-tall grass, and the tip of a second arrowhead glinted in the sunlight. Breton ran his tongue over his teeth. The first stood close enough for Breton to reach, if he could avoid being struck.

The second man would prove the true problem. If Breton was hit—or if the archers missed him and hit Ferethian instead—he’d have more than his survival to worry about. While he needed to find Kalen, he didn’t want to lure the Rift King back to the Rift through death.

“That’s right. Easy now. Keep your hands where we can see them, Rifter.”

Breton glanced out of the corner of his eye at Ferethian. The Rift King’s horse stood rigid, the animal’s dark eyes staring beyond the two outsiders.

The pair of large shadows moved closer, and it took all of Breton’s will to stare at the two figures in front of him. 

“Hands up higher, Rift King,” the man snapped.

Breton hesitated, glancing at each figure in turn. They thought he was the Rift King? He frowned and considered the two men. They didn’t exactly go out of their way to describe Kalen to anyone. However, he could recall a few missives talking about how unusually small the Rift King’s horse was. Had they learned of Ferethian, but not of the man who rode him?

“Do it!”

The shadows solidified to the towering forms of black horses. The taller of the two Breton recognized from the familiar warmth in his chest born from being near his horse. Perin’s teeth were bared and both ears were turned back. The second horse was covered in river mud and dust, with black patches showing through.

Breton held his breath.

Ferethian lifted his hoof and struck the ground once. A chill ran through Breton. The two large animals took their places behind the robed figures, their movements silenced by the ever-present hiss of the wind.

“Halter your horse,” the man ordered.

 He lifted his hands to his shoulder to grab the ruined halter. Ferethian snorted and reared back, slamming both hooves down at the same time.

The outsiders fell to the heavy blow of hooves to the head. Angry squeals broke the silence, and Ferethian surged forward to trample the fallen, his long tail bannering.

Breton shivered, stooping to pick up the poisoned blade and the outsiders’ bows and arrows. One of them was carrying a small pouch tied to his belt. He grabbed it and tucked it away in a pocket. Pivoting on a heel, he left the bodies for the nibblers. The three Rift horses flanked him.

He hurried to where the Foristasa cut its way through the plains. The weapons vanished beneath the white caps of its waters. Perin draped his head over Breton’s shoulder and sighed. There was only one reason he could think of for outsiders to make their way to Blind Mare Run. They wanted the Rift King, dead or alive.

If the outsiders learned the truth of the Rift King’s disappearance, he didn’t want to think of the consequences. Breton knelt by the river’s edge and clucked his tongue at the horses. Perin came without complaint, letting him clean the blood from his legs.

The other two horses refused, as though unwilling to wash away the evidence of their devotion to the King no longer within the Rift.

He glanced in the direction of the bodies, shook his head, and headed back towards Blind Mare Run to call for the other Guardians.




~~*~~




The library was the only place in Blind Mare Run that was able to hold all of the Guardians and offer the illusion of privacy. It took four of them to wrestle the stone doors closed. While it wouldn’t prevent anyone from listening at the cracks, Breton was at least confident no one would come in and interrupt them.

The last time they’d all gathered was when Arik died, and the room had been just as quiet. Instead of staring at the blood-stained boy holding Gorishitorik, the Guardians stared at him. The sword was still tucked beneath his arm, and he had no intentions of letting it go.

Breton exhaled in a huff. At a head taller than anyone else in the room, even those who knew him tended to gawk. This time, he doubted they stared at him due to his height.

“I need five volunteers to stay in Blind Mare Run,” Breton announced. No one moved and he doubted anyone dared to breathe for several long moments. The rows upon rows of bookcases cast long shadows from the witchlights hovering near the tiled ceiling. “Gentlemen, it is time to ride. Someone will find him, and they’ll try to discover the secrets of our people and his rank. They might even try to kill him, and may their Gods and Goddesses have pity on their souls.”

Breton narrowed his eyes, considered telling the Guardians of the attack on him, but remained silent while waiting for the tittering, nervous laughter to fade. “Every man and woman who wishes to wage war and protect our heritage can. The way of the sword will be taught. The correspondences will not cease until our horses emerge draped in red with banners held high. When we are done, they will remember why they were right to fear the Rift King.”

The door at his back wasn’t enough to block the murmur of conversation in the hallway.

“Arik’s queens have conceded to serve as Kalen’s princesses and will deal with most of the correspondence. Your duty will be to handle what they cannot. A new era of guardians must be groomed. I won’t promise we’ll all return. You will coordinate with the horse breakers, the quartermaster, and the warmongers. The rest of us ride. I will take a group to Kelsh,” Breton said.

“I volunteer,” Gorteth said, lifting his fisted hand high over his head. The man was almost as short as the Rift King, though age rather than nature’s refusal to let Kalen grow any taller than Breton’s elbows.

One by one, hands rose. While none of them were exactly old, save venerable Gorteth, they approached the time where it was honorable to put away the sword to focus on their horses and their women. The last man to raise his hand was one of the youngest of the guardians, and one of Arik’s many sons.

“Father’ll kill us all if we are too cowardly to do our duty,” Joris said.

Breton smothered a laugh. The ‘father’ wasn’t directed at Arik. Almost all of Arik’s offspring loathed the man and hadn’t even mourned his death. But, Joris wasn’t young enough to be Kalen’s son—he was elder by several years.

It wasn’t the first time he’d heard one of them address Kalen as their father, but it’d been in whispers. He’d even seen Kalen’s colors of silver, gold, and black woven over Arik’s in the ancestral blankets.

Breton searched the room for the twins, but didn’t see their brown hair among the more common black. “Where are Varest and Ceres?”

“They’re not here,” Joris replied. Breton felt both of his eyebrows creep upward and he was powerless to smooth his expression. “I did try to stop them. I didn’t try very hard, but I did try.”

Several of the other Guardians laughed. 

“Don’t waste the effort, Breton. Those two don’t have your stifling sense of honor. They tore up the trails the day after,” Dorek called out from somewhere in the back of the group. Of all of the guardians, Dorek was one of the few who could feel the presence of the Rift King and all of the Guardians. “I’ll stay behind as well. Someone needs to keep the records.”

The room quieted. Breton didn’t want to think about how many new names would be added to the volumes. The very existence of the Rift King was akin to dark clouds brewing on the horizon that was yet to break and expose the land to its fury.

If they failed in their duty, it would be a storm of war, violence, and death. It would be their history and heritage brought back to life. His people would seek their revenge over hundreds of years of seclusion, using the Rift King’s demise at the hands of outsiders as their excuse. 

“So be it,” Breton said. “Split yourselves into groups. No Guardian rides alone. Clear off the map and we’ll assign duties. Someone get the flags.”

The guardians shuffled off of the central mosaic inlaid in the floor and packed into the spaces between the packed shelves. Crafted of colored stone tiles, the floor was both a piece of art and an ever-shifting map of the land. Built from the hundreds of maps imported from the above world, it was as accurate as they could make it. Even the rivers and mountains were portrayed in different colored stones.

The edges of the map were gouged and scarred where the tiles had been pried up, new ones carved, and the mosaic relaid. 

The Rift, crafted of ruby and moonstone, resembled a bloodied tear through the center of the continent. The Six Kingdoms were of precious stones, while the minor kingdoms were formed of colored granite, slate, and malachite.

One of the scribes, a woman clad in the veil of mourning, hurried forward with a tray of small, colored flags mounted on polished stone bases. Breton took them and crouched at the edge of the map. He found the one with his name on it and placed it over Kelsh’s capitol city of Elenrune. “I will go to Kelsh. Of the Six, Kelsh and Danar are the biggest threats. The clans would kill him and ask questions of the body.”

“What about the other kingdoms?” Joris asked.

“They’re all threats. Kelsh and Danar are just the biggest of our problems,” Breton replied. “Some will disagree with me on that, though.”

“Where was the Rift King born?” Dorek asked.

Breton pursed his lips together and didn’t reply. Of all of the Rift Kings, of all of the failed successors, of all of the men who’d taken up the red banner of war, only Kalen had been born outside of the Rift. Arik had, in the last of his days, seen the worth of the young man and had conspired to forever bind him to the Rift.

By turning an innocent into a murderer, and someone so gentle into a cold-blooded killer, Arik had accomplished what no other Rift King before had: The perfect successor.

One by one, the Guardians picked up their flags and placed them on the mosaic until red covered most of the map. Dorek placed two flags on the map next to Breton’s.

“I believe they’re headed here. It feels like this is the direction they have gone. This is the land of his ancestors, isn’t it? It knows, doesn’t it?”

Their secret didn’t have a name, and even if It did, Breton doubted that any in the room would be brave enough to speak it. It was something he didn’t want to think about for too long, and he shivered at the implication of Dorek’s suggestion. “Perhaps.”

Breton pressed his arm against Gorishitorik to reaffirm the weapon’s presence. He didn’t have Dorek’s strong senses. But, he had Gorishitorik, and he had the Rift King’s horse.

The horses always knew where their masters were, and Ferethian even listened to him sometimes. Breton suspected the stallion would obey. This time, they shared a common goal. 

He tried to hide his smile by shaking his head and scowling at the map and the flags on it. “Ferethian comes with my group. If the rest of his horses accept your leadership, take one in each group. They’ll know how to find their master, maybe even better than we do. Spread the word.” In a way, the truth hurt, but it relieved him as well. After fifteen years of watching and waiting, he’d no longer have to try to protect his foal from his own people. “The ascension is over.”

The silence in the room was like the moment of calm before a storm.


Chapter Two







Kalen twisted the blade embedded in Hareth’s gut before pulling the weapon free. The man fell with blood pouring from the corners of his mouth. Bubbles formed and popped from the man’s effort to speak, but it was impossible to tell what Hareth tried to say. Kalen struck a second time and drove the blade through Hareth’s throat.

Blood splattered over his arm, his face, and his clothes, but despite its heat, it didn’t ease the chill that enveloped him. The enemy stared at him with slack expressions and stunned eyes. Kalen watched and waited. 

Men reacted to death in different ways. Some saw their own mortality, and the fear of it consumed them. Others were consumed by their anger and hatred. A rare few accepted it and recognized what they faced and did so with pride and dignity.

There were even those who enjoyed it.

Two of the men ran forward in silence, their eyes burning with their need to strike Kalen down. Ducking beneath the blades that were held too high, he stepped to the side and onto firmer ground. Both let out startled cries as they splashed into the muck. Letting momentum guide his hand, Kalen cracked the flat of the sword across their shins. It took the slightest twist of his wrist to slice the edge through their trousers and into their flesh.

“Stop!” Derac shouted.

The man’s companions didn’t obey. Kalen stepped back and dug his toes into the moss. The sword was longer than he liked, but it was well cared for and sharp. His teachers would flay him if they learned he used the weapon like most used a scythe, but it let him add power to the strength he possessed. The sharp edge cut through flesh and bone with such ease it left a bad taste in his mouth. His victim fell before having the chance to rise from the mud.

“By the Lady of Light, stand down, Luca,” Derac pleaded.

Kalen held his ground, the bloodied sword ready. His arm ached from the strain of holding a weapon too heavy for him. Each moment where he stood still, his feet hurt almost as much as his arm did. While there was no pain from the bite marks, the burning sensation continued to creep up his arm to his shoulder. His breath came as ragged pants.

“Derac’s right,” Marist said. “We can’t kill him. If we do—”

“Enough,” Kalen interrupted, twisting around to glare at the talkative man. Marist’s teeth snapped together with an audible clacking. “I’ve no quarrel with you.”

The unspoken “yet” hung between them. Luca stepped back, spreading the distance between them, and leaned against one of the large trees. The man’s sword was held low enough to be ready for use, but not in preparation to strike. Kalen wanted to sit down or rest against something—anything—but he didn’t dare.

Enemies always waited for the first sign of weakness.

“He killed Hareth and Uthen,” Luca said in an emotionless voice.

“May the Lady of Light watch over them both,” Derac replied.

The tip of Luca’s sword touched the ground. Kalen let out a sigh, relaxed his stance, and mimicked Luca so he wouldn’t drop his weapon. 

“And you’ll do nothing?” Luca whispered.

Out of the corner of his eye, Kalen glimpsed Marist shaking his head. “They attacked him first without cause. We are at fault.”

“But they’re dead!”

“And I count our blessings that we aren’t too,” Marist spat. “If you’d like to join them, you’re welcome to it, but not I, Luca. Not I.”

Kalen didn’t mean to laugh, but the sound escaped his throat. There wasn’t a part of him that didn’t hurt, he was outnumbered significantly, and they were afraid of him? While he had been attacked first, he doubted that he’d withstand them if they decided to press their advantage.

In the Rift, they would have.

With as much dignity as he could muster, Kalen cleared his throat to catch the attention of the men who argued around him. Every eye focused on him. “I won’t apologize for your friends. It is a man’s right to defend himself. I’ve no quarrel with you, and have no interest on creating an incident.”

The men glanced at one another and their attention focused on Marist. Marist nodded acceptance of Kalen’s words.

Kalen shifted his weight from foot to foot and winced at the pain. His toes were stiff and cold and moving them made them hurt even more. “Hellfires, it is cold here. We’re all filthy and wet. We can go our separate ways. I’m fine with that. I can accept traveling as far together as the road, but I’ve no intention of freezing to death in this forest.”

“It isn’t cold,” Luca growled.

“It isn’t for you,” Kalen said. “Where I come from, not even the winter is this ruddy miserable.”

“Where do you come from?” asked Derac.

Kalen looked over at Marist and nodded.

The deepening darkness did not hide Marist’s flush. “He’s from the Rift.”

Luca’s sword hit the ground with a thud and Derac’s mouth dropped open. The others drew back several steps. Kalen clenched his teeth together and kept his expression as neutral as possible just to stop himself from scowling at their reaction.

“I’ve seen that mark before,” Marist said, pointing at the mud and blood-covered sigil that crossed Kalen’s chest. “You’ll find it in one place and one place alone in Kelsh.”

Derac let out a huff. “Stop talking in riddles, Marist. Just say it, already!”

“He’s trying to tell you that the only place you’ll find this mark is on missives from the Rift King,” Kalen said, taking pity on the floundering young man. The seal was one of the few embellishments added to each missive deemed important enough to warrant it. Every now and again, the archivists let him draw the symbol in gold, black, and silver inks. “You’re someone of knowledge and power, and you’re observant, too. I might have a position for someone with your intelligence.”

“I know a little of your people,” Marist mumbled. The young man tried to hide behind Derac, but the other man didn’t let him and stepped to the side. “You’re the only one who can wear that mark.”

“Many men have died trying to take it,” Kalen acknowledged.

“He’s the—you mean, wait—you’re the Rift King?” Derac’s voice rose in pitch until it cracked.

“Only in my study and whenever I can’t avoid it,” Kalen muttered. “I have a question.”

“What is it?” Derac asked.

“Since I’ve come all of this way anyway, I thought I might acquire some tea. Might you gentlemen know where I might find some?” For a long moment, he was stared at in stunned silence. Kalen stepped gingerly around the dead bodies of the two men and approached where Derac and Marist stood. He offered the filthy sword out hilt first.

Derac waved a hand. “I’m not foolish enough to think that disarming you would make us any safer, Your Majesty.”

“I was more thinking of freeing my hand so I could help deal with the bodies. For some reason, I do not expect to find nibblers here,” he replied in a rueful tone. “What do you do with the bodies?”

“We bury them when it’s too wet to burn them,” Derac replied. “The vultures can take them for their stupidity.”

“What’s a nibbler?” Marist asked.

Kalen tossed the sword down at Hareth’s side. “Serpent.”

“Serpent?”

“Ah. There is a word for it in your language.” Kalen snapped his fingers as he remembered. “Snake.”

The Kelshites stared at the bodies.

“If you would come with us, Your Majesty,” Derac said with a nervous titter in his voice, “I think we can make arrangements for tea and a room at an inn for the night.”

Kalen masked his smile behind a cough he didn’t have to force. He’d let them think they had won this round. But, he had plans of his own, as soon as he figured out where he was and how exactly he’d gotten into Kelsh. “Very well. The serpents take them, then.”

Waiting until the men were distracted by their plans to travel on, Kalen lifted up Hareth’s dagger and wiped the blade off on his torn trousers. A knife in the dark was often a more potent weapon than a sword in the day, and he was in enemy territory.




~~*~~




True darkness fell over them long before Kalen could make out the flickering light of a torch through the trees. While he’d been offered a horse, he walked. Without a word, the Kelshites followed his lead. He held the reins of one of the beasts, but it wasn’t his horse.

It was too docile and accepting. Even if he did like the animal, he refused to ride it in the dark in an area he didn’t know. It was a good way to get them both killed. If the Kelshites questioned his decision, they said nothing of it.

They didn’t say anything at all, which suited Kalen.

There were niches in the Rift more spacious than the clearing. Several buildings stood in a ring. The largest of the structures was the inn, which was marked by a sign. Light spilled out of a set of large double doors, and curious horses stared out at them.

“I’ll get one of the hands,” Marist said, hurrying off to the building with his horse.

Kalen stared at the structure and tried to puzzle out what it was. It reminded him of a miniature version of the stables within Blind Mare Run. But, from what he could tell, each stall was far too cramped to give the horses the space they both needed and deserved.

“This is the Black Feather Inn. It’s best known for its large stables, as it is a major stop for traders heading west of Kelsh,” Derac said. “It’s quiet now, since most of the caravans have already made it past this way and won’t be back for another month or more.”

Three boys hurried out of the stables and came to take their horses. Kalen handed the reins off and ignored the stares at his single arm, filthy garb, and bare feet. “Interesting.”

“Within an hour’s ride there is a town where the trade road intersects with the way of cities.”

Kalen nodded. That put him halfway between where the borders of the Rift, Kelsh, and Danar met and the city of Elenrune. On foot, it was several months of travel. It’d be several weeks to a month on a Rift horse riding hard.

Why didn’t he remember a journey that long?

“Why did you trust that Marist fellow so readily? You’ve only at my word of who I am. How do you know I spoke the truth?” Kalen asked while staring at Derac. The man’s lip twitched upright.

“Sometimes something is so absurd that it can be nothing but the truth.”

Kalen huffed a laugh. It was evasion at its best, and it told him more than he suspected the other man wanted him to learn. Marist had seen the sigil before, which put the young man in a role of power. As the Rift King, his role in the ongoing disputes between the Kingdoms was one that most didn’t like to think about. 

Bully. Enforcer. Violent mediator. Monster needing to be caged.

That meant that while people were aware that a Rift King existed, few could recognize the mark or what his real role was. He’d heard some of the rumors about himself. Some of them were even accurate, but he didn’t have a taste for human flesh, despite common belief. After seeing so many dead men, he didn’t even like meat all that much anymore, not that meat was plentiful within the Rift.

He also didn’t share his bed with any of his horses, although he had to chase his stallion out of his study whenever the handlers didn’t manage to secure Ferethian’s stall door. It didn’t help that the small stallion was as clever as he was stubborn.

A surge of loneliness tightened his chest. Ferethian, Honey, and the rest of his herd was fine. If any one of them died, he’d know, just as he had known when Tavener had died so many years before.

Kalen stretched to hide the nature of his grimace.

“What would happen if you died here in Kelsh?” Derac asked him in a whisper.

Kalen pressed his lips together. It was an answer Derac wouldn’t like. He knew it, but gave it anyway. “They’d Ride.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You don’t want to know.” That much was the truth. It made him glad that he couldn’t hear the song of the ancestors like some could, but he’d been told even they stilled at the very mention of the Ride.

Marist rejoined them. “We can use the well in the back to clean off. They only had a few free rooms so some of us will have to share.”

“We’ll deal with it,” Derac said. “But first, time to get this filth off.”

Kalen nodded his agreement. The mud that wasn’t dried was sticky, and the mud that had dried cracked and pulled at his skin. The naked dagger bounced against the side of his leg with each step. While he had managed to slip the blade through one of the corded loops attached to his belt, it wasn’t the same as having a proper weapon at his side.

Maybe it was a good thing he’d lost his boots. At least he wouldn’t have to clean them. Marist led them around the building to a covered stone well ringed by trees. Kalen limped after them and watched as Derac and Marist went to work hauling buckets of water from the depths.

The other three, still nameless and refused to speak or look at him in the eye, helped at pulling up water. They didn’t ask for his help and Kalen didn’t volunteer.

When it came to be Kalen’s turn to be doused, Marist stared at him apprehensively. Kalen jerked his head in a nod and braced for the cold water. While it didn’t clean him completely, it rinsed off most of the mud and blood. Dripping water and muttering curses, Kalen paced around the well in the futile effort to stay warm.

Kalen couldn’t stop from flexing his hand and keeping it near the hilt of the dagger. They were too friendly, and the night was too peaceful.

It was too perfect an opportunity.

A hand touched his shoulder. He let out a startled yelp and jerked away. The back of his legs smacked against the stones of the well. His knees buckled and Kalen fell hard on the ledge. The wood of the cover splintered when his head cracked into it. His vision darkened and bursts of white danced in front of his eyes while stabbing pain raced down his neck and down to his toes. 

Kalen fell.




~~*~~




Breton closed his eyes, drew a deep breath, and tried to pretend he wasn’t doing something incredibly stupid. He pressed close to the spire, and cracked open an eye to stare at the steps. If he looked down, he’d lose what little nerve he had left. Over fifty years of traversing the cliff-side trails of the Rift, and he still couldn’t get over how steep and treacherous the staircase was.

Maybe the witches liked it that way, perched in the sky, pretending to be birds for all they didn’t have wings. With a few inches between his foot and the ledge, he’d learn what it was like to fly until he found out what it was like to hit the ground hundreds of feet below.

It was a thousand steps from the bottom to the relative safety of the niche within the spire, and he’d been climbing long enough that his breath rasped in his chest, his legs hurt, and he was ready to sit down, and to deeps with the consequences and risks of falling to his death.

Maybe if he was lucky, he’d hit the waters of the Foristasa if he fell, although he doubted the river would save him.

“There must be something truly amiss for you to climb here, Breton,” a melodic voice called out over the hiss of the wind. No one emerged from the shadowed opening above.

Breton stared at the stones at his feet and worked his way up the final steps. “It is quite the climb,” he acknowledged in a rueful tone.

“But a quick trip down, yes?” the woman asked with a hint of laughter in her voice. “I didn’t think you, of all men, feared heights.”

“I don’t. That, however, is a death sentence. You witches climb this every day?” Breton staggered into the niche and drew his hand over his brow. Asaleese smiled at him. At a wave of her hand, a glowing ball of light bobbed over his head.

“Be welcomed to the Spire of the Eternal, Breton, Guardian of the King. What do you seek?”

“Knowledge and advice,” he admitted, unable to stop from frowning. “Is Crysallis here?”

“My sister walks the world. I may be young, but perhaps I can help?” Asaleese cocked her head to the side. Without looking away from him, she reached up and threw back the hood of her cloak to reveal her short-cropped, black hair. “Come, and be as one of us for as long as you can.”

Breton shoved his hand in his pocket and pulled out the pouch he’d taken from the corpses on the plains. “Do you know of the outsiders?”

“I did know of them. You will be pleased, I think, to learn that their voices do not pollute the song of our ancestors. One remains, but flees up the trails in fear of the one who follows. I feel for their horses, wretched though they might be. I do not think he will find them worthy.”

“He?”

Instead of replying, the witch gestured for him to follow. Stairs circled the entry niche’s walls to vanish through a hole far above.

Breton swallowed back a sigh and began to climb. “I haven’t seen Crysallis in quite a while.”

“She wanders far,” Asaleese replied.

“It seems like a rather contagious disease. I don’t suppose you have a cure for it, do you?” Breton asked in a dry tone.

“You’ve been keeping company with Maiten again, haven’t you?”

“Not for half a year or more. He’s in Mithrias.”

“He’ll be disappointed to learn of all of the excitement he has missed, then.” Asaleese guided him to the next level and sprawled on a stone bench covered with pillows. A thick carpet of furs covered the stone, and another bench lined the far wall. “Sit. Be comfortable. A drink? Perhaps I can tempt you with some Hessis for when we’ve finished talking about what has brought you up here.”

“I might be tempted,” Breton admitted, flashing the witch a smile. “It may be a while until we cross paths again.”

“Then allow me to give you a fitting farewell until we meet again. I, for one, will miss your skill in the spearing caves.” Asaleese sighed. “Do try not to get yourself killed chasing after that foal of yours.”

“And here I thought you’d miss me for other reasons,” Breton replied, feigning disappointment.

“We’ll discuss this at length—later. Surely that pouch isn’t all that brought you up the Eternal Spire?” The witch held out her hand. Breton dropped the pouch into her palm and sat on the floor beside her.

“It did, in part. What’s in it?”

“You haven’t opened it?”

Breton shook his head. “They had poisoned their weapons.”

“What do you think is within?”

“The Three Sisters,” Breton replied with a cringe. “I was hoping it wasn’t.”

“You’re wise not to open it then.” Asaleese slipped a finger under the string tying the pouch closed and opened it. Three sachets fell out into the palm of her other hand. “It seems your guess may have been correct.” Setting two of the smaller pouches aside, she opened the third and dipped her finger in. She lightly touched the white powder to the tip of her tongue. “Vellest. It seems it is as you feared.”

“That’s a lot of poison.” Breton shivered at the thought of having carried enough poison to kill everyone in the city.

“You want to know where it came from.”

“Yes.”

“You want to know where the outsiders are from.”

“Yes.”

The witch sighed, sealed the sachet, and returned it to the pouch. “I can’t help you. Perhaps Crysallis could, but I am not so skilled. Things now I can see, if the ancestors will it. Things to come, I try not to see. The things which were? I cannot. I’m sorry.”

“You knew I was attacked,” Breton stated, watching the woman’s face for any reaction.

Asaleese remained as stoic as the stones. “The ancestors willed me to see, so I did. You are favored, Guardian. They bid me to see your coming long before you knew you’d come to me. Just as I saw you’d stay for Hessis before you leave. I suggest you dance down the chutes instead of taking the stairs. The song of the ancients will not be kind to those who climb the spires by the time we’re finished.”

“A Scouring?” Breton winced at the alarm in his voice. The violent storms of sand and wind didn’t strike often, but he hoped never to see one again.

“No, nothing quite so severe. Not yet. Soon, but not yet.”

“How soon?”

“You will be far beyond the Rift when it comes, don’t fear.” Asaleese smiled at him. “I have not seen any more than that. I’m sorry.”

“It’s enough,” Breton replied with a dismissive wave of his hand. It was more than the witches normally gave him, but he wasn’t going to say as much. Half the time, he wasn’t certain if they were making things up just to jerk on his reins. The other half of the time, he was so frightened of their sincerity that he didn’t want them to know how he felt about their existence. “About that foal of mine…”

“I’ve seen little. You’ll need to rein him in, come time, but he’s as he is. I’m sure you understand.”

“Stubborn,” Breton muttered.

“Much like his father.”

“I think you were mentioning something about some Hessis?”

Asaleese laughed. “I knew you’d say that. Father and foal. If I didn’t know better, I’d believed you had sired him, too.”

“I think I could use that drink now,” he muttered, unable to do anything more than wonder if everything would’ve been different if he was capable of siring foals of his own.

“Yes,” Asaleese whispered, answering his unspoken thought before handing him a jug of the mushroom wine. “You would’ve been King instead.”

Breton flinched, took the Hessis from the witch, and willed the drink to take away the sharp edge of his guilt.




~~*~~




Night had fallen over the Rift long before Breton was ready to ride. Perin stood still and calm to his right side. One of the gelding’s elegant ears swiveled forward then back, betraying the animal’s impatience. The witchlights floating overhead reflected on the horse’s glossy black coat. It should have been silent, but the clatter of hooves echoed in the canyon.

At his left side, the King Stallion pranced in place with his tail lashing from side to side. Glassy, black eyes stared to the east at something Breton couldn’t see. Ferethian was a small horse perfect for an equally small man. And in true Rifter fashion, Ferethian didn’t let something as trivial as his lack of height slow him down.

Breton shook his head and let out a low chuckle. “Soon,” he promised the horse. Ferethian cocked an ear at him and stilled. “We must wait for the others.”

He was never certain just what the Rift horses understood, but the stallion quieted and stood so still he resembled a statue carved of onyx rather than a living beast. Breton dared to reach out and pat the black shoulder. 

The horses didn’t seem to think Ferethian’s height a flaw, and no matter how much the Stable Masters protested, Ferethian led the herds and only allowed the Rift King on his back. Breton shook his head and ran his fingers through the stallion’s silky mane.

“Sorry, Breton. The quartermasters are at wit’s end trying to get everyone supplied,” Artin called out, leading a pair of geldings out of the tunnel that led through the cliffs to the royal stables. Close at his heels, Artin’s brother Voren led two more horses. The horses were packed light so that all of them could be ridden at a moment’s notice. The stable master led two more horses forward. One was Breton’s spare, Gorakas, and the second of was one of Kalen’s mares. The golden chestnut gleamed beneath the witchlights and reminded him of spun metal that burned with the radiance of the sun.

She was one of the few non-black Rift horses.

“I’ve learned in my years to listen when the horses have something to say. She refuses to be left behind, and I won’t have a horse suicide in my stables,” Thores said. 

Breton nodded. Things like that happened in the Rift, and he wasn’t about to argue with the man who knew the horses the best of all. Ferethian even let her carry Kalen, a privilege offered to few other horses.

One day, he’d have to ask Kalen why he’d named the mare Honey. Few wilds let themselves be tamed, and those were the only horses that didn’t have names bestowed upon them based on the names of their sire, their dam, and the season of their birth.

“Mount up,” Breton ordered. Ferethian’s bridle was packed away in the bags on his back. Thores unclipped the reins from the spare horses and packed them away in case they were needed.

“Good luck,” Thores said.

The witchlights hovered in front of Breton and lit the way for the horses. Ferethian led with the pack horses following. Breton didn’t look back and turned Perin up the steep trail that would eventually climb the side of the canyons and out into the mountains of the above world. He tried not to think of the sword-shaped lump in his packs, and hoped that none of the others noticed it. While he’d slipped one of Kalen’s replicas in place of the real Gorishitorik, he wasn’t going to leave the Rift King’s true sword so far from the man meant to wield it.

He swallowed back his apprehension and forced it out of his mind. “Let’s go,” he said.

“This is something the ancestors would have done,” Artin said. The younger man twisted around in the saddle to look back at Blind Mare Run. The breeze was hot and dry, but gentle, as they crossed the stone bridge that spanned the Life Giver. Breton stared down at the still waters of the river. Their witchlights reflected on the surface with the same twinkling beauty of the stars in the clear night sky.

“I don’t think something like this has happened before,” Voren said.

Breton shook his head. Ferethian hurried up the trail and stopped to stare down at them. Both of the horse’s black ears were laid back against his skull. The witchlight hovered over the stallion’s head in recognition that the real leader of their expedition had four legs instead of two and didn’t speak the Rift tongue at all.

“We better hurry, else we’ll be left behind,” Breton said. Perin was eager to follow the Rift King’s horse, sliding into a ground-eating trot without much encouragement. So low on the trails, the path was easy and smooth. It’d been long cleared of debris and while sand did blow down from above, it dusted over the ground instead of burying it altogether.

“Are you certain it is wise to bring him out of the Rift?” Artin brought his horse up next to Breton’s.  Voren flanked him on the other side. Both were nearing their fourth decade and they’d been Guardians almost as long as they had been able to hold their swords. Breton neared his fifth decade, and he couldn’t remember when he hadn’t been a Guardian.

“Do you think he’d be left behind when his master isn’t here?” Breton laughed. “He’d rip the stables apart trying to get out.”

“They’re made out of stone, Breton,” Artin replied.

“He’d find a way. He’s just like his master.”

“Violent,” Voren muttered just loud enough for Breton to hear.

“I was more thinking stubborn. It isn’t Kalen’s fault that everyone keeps trying to kill him. You’d figure they’d learn by now. Arik taught him, after all.”

“Too well,” Artin said. “Don’t you ever wonder why, Breton? Why him? Why not someone else? Why didn’t he wait for someone to take their chance? Wouldn’t it be better if…”

Breton fixed his eyes on Perin’s ears. How many times had he heard someone begin to ask that question without having the courage to finish? How many times had he wondered the same thing himself?

Death came to everyone, but the Rift King couldn’t hang up his sword and walk away. It was something he was, and it was something he’d always be, until the last breath fled from his body. Breton couldn’t offer any relief from that reality.

Kalen was the Rift King, and Breton was his Guardian. Gone were the days where Kalen had been just a lost youngling running from his past. Gone were the days where Breton had someone he could consider a son.

He almost envied the above worlders for their mating rituals. They knew who their sires were.

“Sometimes I wonder the same. Perhaps it is better that the role was foisted on someone who didn’t want it. It did Arik no favors when he killed Sorakis. Perhaps he wished to erase a past of bloodshed without knowing how many others would die because of it,” Breton said.

“He couldn’t have known.” Voren shifted in the saddle and shook his head. The beads woven into his braids gleamed in the light. Breton’s lip twitched up in a sad smile. The way Kalen styled his hair was one more thing the Rift King couldn’t let go of. One of the first things the young man had done once within the Rift was shear off most of his hair, leaving his two long braids as a last vestige of his home and heritage. 

It was something that was becoming a part of their heritage. Breton didn’t wear the braids, but the colored beads marking his ancestry were in a pouch at his hip. Day by day, more took to wearing their colors in their hair. If Breton were to wear his beads, it would be when the Rift King tied them into place with the deft fingers of his lone hand.

“It doesn’t matter now,” Breton said. “What matters is finding him. Our first stop will be where he was last seen. Maybe we’ll find something there.”

“If the nibblers haven’t finished with him by now,” Voren replied.

“I wasn’t thinking about bones and bodies. He lives. Of that much, I’m certain.”

“But for how long?” Artin asked.

Breton wrinkled his nose. “Good question. Wish I knew. Then we wouldn’t be on the trails at night testing our luck in the worst possible ways.”

“There is no better horse than Ferethian,” Voren said.

“And no better Rider than his master,” Artik added.

Breton wasn’t comforted by it, despite the two speaking the truth. A horse and his Rider were the best when together, not when they were so far apart.




~~*~~




Ferethian stopped in front of the entrance to a niche and refused to move. Breton eyed the opening, wrinkled his nose, and pressed his lips together in a thin line. Cracked boulders formed a slit leading into the darkness beyond. Artin and Voren tried to cajole the stallion, but Ferethian stayed as still and quiet as the cliffs that surrounded them. Not even the wind dared to blow, as though afraid to wipe away whatever trace that might have remained after a month.

Breton dismounted and unclipped Perin’s reins and threw them over his shoulder. “Ferethian.”

The stallion cocked an ear toward him. When Breton didn’t try to urge the horse away from the niche, the black head turned to face him. “Was Kalen here?”

Ferethian stared at the entrance to the niche and waited.

“I can’t fit in there,” Artin said.

“Don’t look at me. It’d take a child to…” Voren trailed off and stared at the Rift King’s horse and then at the niche again. “Oh.”

“‘Oh,’ indeed,” Breton replied. “Open it up.”

“‘Open it up’, he says,” Voren mumbled. “Because it is so easy to break through rock.” 

That didn’t stop the Guardian from lifting his hands and drawing patterns in the air with his right index finger. There weren’t words to the witch’s incantation. A faint globe of light trailed after Voren’s hands. It didn’t float or follow a soul like a true witchlight, but it was enough to illuminate the entrance.

Once, the opening in the cliff might have been large enough for mounted men, but stones had fallen from the cavern’s ceiling and piled up at the mouth. “If we tie ropes around these rocks and use the horses, we might be able to get in,” Voren muttered.

Breton frowned at the scars on the wall. There was no lichen, and dust didn’t cake the gouges.

“This is recent,” Artin said, echoing Breton’s thoughts. “It might still be unstable, Breton.”

“Open it up,” Breton replied. Ferethian bobbed his head and snorted in agreement. Breton reached over and thumped the stallion’s shoulder. “Good work.”

“You’re going to get us killed before we even get out of the Rift,” Voren said, digging through his packs and pulling out several lengths of rope. “Why are we listening to Ferethian?”

Breton laughed. Ferethian put his ears back and stared at the niche. “His nose is better than ours.”

“He isn’t a nibbler. They can smell a corpse for miles.”

“Then it is a good thing there aren’t any skins around here, isn’t it? No skins, no serpents. There aren’t even any tracks. Stop complaining and let’s get this opened up,” Breton said. They fashioned the load-bearing harness to Perin, and even Kalen’s mare helped pull the weight.

Breton checked the lines several times before he backed out of the way and nodded to the other Guardians. Clicking their tongues, Artin and Voren coaxed the horses up the trail.

He held his breath. At first, the stone refused to budge. With a high-pitched grind, it slid forward. The horses laid their ears back and Artin and Voren clapped their hands over their ears to block out the noise. Breton stayed still and watched the opening. Dust and small stones fell from the ceiling, but it didn’t cave in. “That’ll do.”

The lines went slack. They untied the horses, restoring the packs to rights before approaching the widened opening. Their horses wouldn’t fit, but the gap was large enough that even Breton could fit inside.

Ferethian pawed at the stones blocking his way. Huffing and snorting, the stallion puzzled out the entry to the niche. “Fine, fine, I’ll unsaddle you. You might fit then,” Breton grumbled, removing the saddlebags one by one. Ferethian stared at him. The stallion bared his teeth when Artin and Voren approached, but permitted Breton to loosen the cinch and pull off the saddle. Freed of his burden, the stallion squeezed through the hole and disappeared.

“Stubborn horse,” Voren said with a hint of laughter in his voice.

Breton followed the stallion into the niche. The witchlight illuminated the cavern within.

An odor hung in the air. Breton sneezed several times. It reminded him of ash and grease. The stone was blackened at his feet. In the center of the cavern, which was barely large enough for several horses and their riders, the floor looked as though it had melted and solidified. Waves of rock circled where bubbles had been frozen into the stone.

“What in the deeps happened in here?” Artin gagged and covered his nose with his sleeve. “What is that smell?”

Breton pressed his lips together and took a tentative step forward. He tapped the floor with the tip of his toe. It was solid. “I don’t know. Doesn’t smell like a body.”

“Smells worse than a body,” Voren said.

“There’s a pack over there!” Artin scrambled across the cavern and skidded to a halt next to an outcropping of stone. It was one of the few places in the room that hadn’t been touched by the destruction.

Breton avoided where the stone had boiled and joined the other Guardian. His heart took residence somewhere in his boots. The pack was dyed with bands of silver and gold on the black leather. It hadn’t been disturbed. Strands of black, white, and yellow beads fringed the flap.

The Rift King’s colors. The Rift King’s pack.

It was as he expected; there was no need for anything other than a small pack for a day’s walk to escape the suffocating confines of Blind Mare Run. “Empty it,” Breton ordered.

It was hard to keep his voice even. Kalen was alive. He knew that. But, he still didn’t know what had happened to the young man and why—or how—he’d gone so far so fast.

The answer was there in the pack and in the stone around them, but Breton didn’t want to acknowledge the truth. To do so would be to acknowledge that the Rift King was just as the songs of the ancients proclaimed.

He shook his head to drive away the thought. Until he had proof, he wouldn’t believe it. He couldn’t believe that a man—his foal—could be reduced to something other than human, turned into something capable of destroying stone and metal, and vanishing without any other trace.

Artin treated the bag as though it were made of fragile glass instead of leather. It was as Breton expected: A change of clothes, food that was long past edible, and a half-filled water skin. The largest pile was of weapons. Breton had to admire how the Rift King had managed to fit so many throwing knives, daggers, and leather strips for wraps.

“Breton, look at this,” Voren called from across the room. Breton turned to face Artin’s brother.

At first, Breton didn’t recognize what the Guardian held up. Strips of decayed leather hung from a round shaft of metal that was pocked and blackened. It wasn’t until the pommel stone glinted that he identified it as a sword, or what was left of one.

The sapphire, cut to be the same shape and size as Gorishitorik’s stone, had somehow survived whatever had destroyed the blade. It was a duplicate of the ancient sword, crafted because Kalen had refused to take something as precious as the First King’s sword out on the trails where it might get lost or broken. Once, serpents and horses had decorated the guard, but all that remained was a serpent’s tail. A shard of the one proud blade was held in Voren’s other hand.

“What happened here?” Breton breathed out the question, unable to slow the frantic beat of his heart.

“I don’t know if I want to know,” Artin replied.


Chapter Three







“Hellfires, hellfires, hellfires, hellfires!” The rough and uneven stones jabbed into Kalen’s spine and bit at the exposed skin of his neck. His arm was pinned to his side, one leg was dangling beneath him, and his right knee braced against the other side of the well was all that kept him from plummeting into the water below. The shaft was barely big enough for him. While it had saved him from falling more than a few lengths, it hadn’t spared him from getting stuck.

“I’m going to guess you’re still alive down there,” someone said from above in a wry tone. “I hadn’t meant to startle you.”

~Rude,~ a masculine voice muttered. Once again, Kalen got the distinct impression he was overhearing something he shouldn’t have.

At least the bloodthirsty presence was gone. He didn’t need—or want—someone else adding to his rather strong desire to hit something or someone.

Preferably the smug man above.

“I can tell.” Kalen ground out the words through clenched teeth to keep them from chattering together. The stones were frigid, wet, and slimy. His leg quivered from the effort of keeping him from falling deeper into the well. The uneven placement of the stones was all that stopped him from sliding right down to the bottom.

“Can you climb out?” Derac asked.

Kalen swallowed back the urge to snap at the Kelshite. “Maybe with a rope.”

“Does your Yadesh have one?” Marist’s voice was muffled. There was a pause.

“Yes.” The man’s mocking voice carried undertones of laughter.

Kalen stiffened. The Yadesh he knew of, all too well. It was one of the constants in the missives from the Kelshite King. If a Knight was mentioned, so was his—or her—Yadesh. They were the heart and the soul of the Kelshite law, and one of the last people he wanted to meet. It was beyond him why the Yadesh, equal to a human in all things except their appearance, served as mounts for the Knights.

He cursed his foul luck under his breath.

~My apologies,~ the masculine voice whispered in Kalen’s thoughts. This time, it was meant for him. It was stronger, more vibrant, and carried with it a feeling of disgust. That disgust wasn’t directed at him, but rather at one of the men above. 

Kalen held his breath. The image of a man appeared in front of his eyes, overlapping his vision, blocking out most of the dim light filtering down from above. With the man’s face came the knowledge of a name: Garint. Garint leaned against the well and stared down, a smirk on his lips hidden beneath a thick and bushy mustache and beard. In lantern’s illumination, he had the pale hair of many Kelshites.

The image disappeared. Kalen shifted, careful to keep his leg jammed against the stones so he wouldn’t fall. Inch by painful inch, he wiggled his arm free. The stone scraped him, and the warmth of his blood on his skin didn’t last long.

~I will make him hurry,~ the voice promised. The guilt from the creature was strong enough that Kalen flinched and his throat tightened in sympathy.

Uncertain of how to reply, Kalen settled with a short shake of his head. Ignoring Garint’s existence would be enough for him, assuming he got out of the well in one piece. 

If the temptation to throw the man down the well to teach him a thing or two about manners didn’t get the better of him.

Kalen let out a low snort and considered his predicament. With the leg that dangled beneath him, he searched for a hold that he could grip with his toes. With boots on, it wouldn’t have been possible. The stones were slick and forced him to scrape at it with his toenails before he could find purchase. Bracing his weight on the tips of his toes, he shoved himself upright, and found a new place to brace. Searching the wall with his hand, he found a stone that was larger than the rest. With the edge of his sleeve, he wiped away the muck, and took hold of it.

The rope dropped from above hit him on the head, bounced off his stomach, and fell into the darkness.

“Can you reach it?” Derac asked.

Kalen secured his toes on a larger stone and braced himself in the well before letting go of the rock with his hand. The rope was crafted of rough hemp that bit at his skin. Taking hold of part of the length between his teeth, he pulled it up and draped it over his leg. 

Tying a knot with one hand was difficult. Tying one with numbed and bleeding fingers bordered on the impossible. On the trails, he would’ve looped the rope around his hips and created a harness. Without the safety of the ground beneath his feet, he didn’t quite dare to try that. He settled on looping it around his arm several times and knotting the rope around his leg. If he fell, he’d dangle upside down, but he might not fall.

He hoped.

Kalen gave the rope a firm jerk. When it didn’t fall into the well, he drew several deep breaths to control the uneasy and wary feeling that built in his chest. “Ready!”

~I won’t let you fall,~ the voice said. ~I’m not like Garint.~

The sense of truth behind the words reminded him of the feminine voice he’d heard in the forest. It wasn’t just men holding the rope. The Yadesh represented everything he’d wanted to forget about Kelsh. A rope tied him to the beast, forcing him to trust in it. He shivered and hoped it wouldn’t drop him to his death. 

Kalen shivered from more than the cold. He would’ve given all of the Rift for his horse to be securing him, for his horse to be the one waiting for him at the top and not the bond beast of some knight.

The rope pulled him up. Despite his knowledge that someone would either have to cut the rope or untie it from the Yadesh’s saddle, Kalen couldn’t quite manage to trust them to do all of the work. His back scraped up the stones, and he used his feet to push himself upward.

A hand grabbed the back of his collar, hauling him out of the well onto solid ground. Before Kalen could do more than flop onto his back, Derac untied the rope from around his leg and freed him from it.

“Are you well?”

Kalen had to remind himself several times that it wasn’t their fault he didn’t react well to people startling him from behind. Gutting them—even if the dagger hadn’t been lost in the fall—wasn’t the right response. “I’ll survive, I assure you.”

It was tempting to voice his desire to run Garint through and be done with it. Kalen didn’t even try to rise, but instead studied the man standing across the clearing with the Yadesh. In some ways, the creature resembled a horse, but a pair of curved and pronged antlers that rose from the elongated head.

The more that Kalen studied the Yadesh, the more it looked as though the beast had started out as a horse, but some foul magic had twisted it and added the characteristics of a deer. Deer rarely found their way into the Rift, and the ones that did usually fell to their deaths. But he’d seen enough of them to recognize the slender shape of the legs, the cloven hooves, and the thinner muzzle in the Yadesh.

The Knight was equally perverse, clad in tunic and hose dyed to a shade almost identical to his mount. But on him, the garb and the color were tainted, and Kalen’s fingers itched to rip it off of him. Red would have been a more suitable color. It hid the stains of blood, and drew the eye.

Derac held out a hand to help Kalen to his feet. Kalen considered rejecting the offer, but he reached up and let the other man haul him to his feet. Garint left the side of the Yadesh and approached with a small pouch in his hand.

“I’m sorry for startling you, boy. Do you like sweets?” Garint’s voice dripped with patronization. 

“How old are you, sir?” Kalen asked, offering his brightest smile. At his side, Derac froze and horror glazed his pale eyes.

Garint replied, “I’m twenty-four. How old are you?”

“Have you considered removing that small animal you have attached to your face? It adds several decades to your years.” It was immature, it was childish, but Kalen couldn’t stop himself from doing it. “Is it the way of the Kelshites to speak down to your elders?”

The moment of silence was broken by a strangled laugh. Kalen glanced out of the corner of his eye at the group of Kelshites he’d traveled with through the forest.

“Don’t laugh, Jarit!” Marist hissed and jabbed one of his companions in the ribs. It was one of the silent men who hadn’t been able to look Kalen in the eye. Jarit coughed.

“I am a Knight,” Garint said, each word ground out between clenched teeth.

“I pity the king you serve and the Yadesh forced to carry you.” Keeping his expression neutral, Kalen met the man’s eyes and ignored the pain in his neck from staring up at someone so close to him. “I was under the mistaken impression that Knights were men of honor.”

Kalen turned to Derac and watched Garint out of the corner of his eye. Garint’s Yadesh stepped forward and draped his head over the Knight’s shoulder. Garint clenched his hands into fists.

“My apologies, Derac,” Kalen said. He even meant it. “We have much to discuss, I expect. If it isn’t too much, perhaps we could after a change of clothes and a cup of tea?”

“An excellent suggestion,” Derac murmured. “Allow me to offer you a late meal for the trouble.”

It was much easier to like Derac and his friends when presented with a more dangerous, if inept, serpent clad in a human’s skin. Kalen nodded. “I accept.”

“Then please follow me, Your Majesty.” Derac glanced at Garint. 

“What do you mean by that, Derac?” the Knight asked.

~You pushed the Rift King down a well,~ Garint’s Yadesh said. Kalen was aware that he’d been allowed to hear the rebuke.

~How unbecoming,~ the feminine voice added.

Kalen somehow managed to keep from laughing at the stunned expression on the Knight’s face.




~~*~~




“You shouldn’t have made an enemy out of Garint,” Derac said in a hushed voice.

Tea, Kalen decided, was truly a gift from some God. Its warmth seeped through him. It was bitter, but just the right amount. It didn’t numb his tongue or deaden his ability to taste everything like the swill they tried to pass off as tea within the Rift did.

“I’ll make sure to be careful,” he replied in a normal voice and didn’t care if the others in the room listened. Kalen took another sip of the tea. It was hard to force himself to care. He was warm, dry, and mostly clean.

And he had his favorite drink, served hot, served fresh, and served just right. There was an entire pot of it, and Derac showed no signs of wanting any of it.

Kalen could almost forget about how every muscle in his body was trying to voice a complaint. He almost felt bad about the clothes; they would be stained with his blood from his injuries and likely ruined by dawn.

The clothes they’d given him were too large, but that didn’t surprise him much. Even the stable hands were taller than him. It was remarkable enough that they didn’t fall off his slim frame outright. His old garb wasn’t even fit for rags, and Kalen had readily agreed to have them burned, if only to keep the stench from polluting the inn.

“There aren’t any inns in the Rift,” he commented. The large room shared by all the guests wasn’t quite empty, but the other folk had taken seats on the far side of the room, including the rest of Derac’s companions and Garint.

“There isn’t? What about travelers?”

Kalen laughed. “Travelers visiting the Rift? The last time I saw a merchant brave the trails was three or four summers ago. He made it in. Didn’t make it out. Didn’t listen.”

“What happened to him?”

“Scoured,” he replied. “Didn’t even leave enough for the nibblers. We tried to warn him. Didn’t find us as hospitable as he’d like.”

“At the risk of sounding ignorant, dare I ask what being scoured is?”

“A funny thing, ignorance. You’re only ignorant if you don’t ask when you have a question. You won’t appreciate the dangers of a scouring until you’ve lived through one. If you live through it, that is. In short, the Danarites can’t seem to keep the sand in their desert where it belongs, so it comes falling down on us. Get caught out in a good blow and you’re scoured. Sand and wind can tear the flesh right off your bones if you aren’t careful.” Kalen poured himself another cup of tea and tried not to think too long on how many good people he’d seen die over the years from the scourings.

The Kelshites wouldn’t believe him if he told them of the serpents of wind that descended from black skies to devour anything in their path. He hadn’t, when he’d been warned of the phenomena. The Danarites’ sand didn’t belong in the Rift, and the Rift saw fit to return it where it belonged, uncaring of those in its way when it happened.

“No offense, but the Rift sounds like a place I’d rather not go.”

“You’re wise,” Kalen replied.

“I trust you understand our position,” Derac said, glancing over his shoulder at the cluster of men across the room who stared at them. “If anyone finds out that we did not provide escort for the Rift King and something were to happen to you while in Kelsh, it would cause quite the incident.”

“I’ll be direct. You have two Knights at that table over there. Why are you the one talking to me about this?” Kalen set down the tea cup and drummed his fingers against the table. Each tap hurt where he’d scraped the skin off within the well.

“How did you know Garint wasn’t the only Knight?”

Kalen let out a low snort and stared at Marist. The young man stared into his bowl of stew with rapt interest. “Who else could recognize my sigil for what it is? What do you call them here? Ah, commoners? I don’t think so. I suspect your King would be quite happy if the Rift didn’t exist. For some reason, I doubt he would permit one of his personal retainers to go running out in the woods so far from his throne. That leaves a young Knight. A young Knight, I might add, who is clever enough to know when to speak up and follow his instinct. I wonder if I could talk him into coming back to the Rift with me. I know a few who’d find him rather fascinating.”

He didn’t dare let the man know about the voices he’d heard in his head. There were enough people who questioned his sanity for completely different reasons.

“That does make sense. We are at an impasse, then. It is our law that people of import are brought to Elenrune for interview with the King. You don’t want this,” Derac said.

“You’re a smart fellow. Are you certain I can’t bribe you away from Kelsh? I have no reason or desire to meet your King. I’m certain he’ll express his foul temper in yet another missive that wastes my time. Perhaps it might improve his temperament if he didn’t have to write so often. You can pass that to him, if you’d like.”

“I have a proposal,” Derac said.

Kalen stilled his fingers and met the man’s eyes. “I’m listening.”

“Come with us as far as Elenrune. If we haven’t convinced you to meet with the King by then, I will escort you back to the border myself.”

“This doesn’t benefit me or the Rift,” Kalen replied.

“Marist, Garint, come here!” Derac waved his hand to the two men. Garint’s expression darkened. Marist looked up from his bowl and hurried over. By the time that Garint made his way to the table, the man had managed to force a smile. “I’m not a Knight. You’re the only ones who can bargain with him.”

Garint picked the chair the farthest from Kalen and dropped into it with a scowl. Marist sat next to Derac.

“Law says you must come,” Garint said.

“I’m not bound to your laws, Knight, and it would do you well to remember that,” Kalen said. “I might choose to obey them in respect of your King, but for no other reason.”

~Don’t push,~ the male Yadesh said. ~We need his help.~

Kalen struggled to keep his expression neutral. The Yadesh had let him hear that. While the creature didn’t quite beg, it was close enough he wanted to wince. He’d been taught that they were noble beasts full of dignity and pride.

Garint’s was nothing more than a beast of burden unable to stray from the path it’d been told to follow. The Knight’s expression darkened further. “It might be in our mutual benefit if we could—at length—discuss new trade routes and options. Your people bring goods to Land’s End on a frequent basis. Gems, herbs, bones, things of that nature. They’re always in demand here. The King would be pleased to expand the business between the Kingdoms. Your people would have access to greater wealth and more supplies. Ours would get the goods that can be acquired from nowhere else,” Garint replied.

“That is nothing that couldn’t be discussed by missive. It’s been suggested several times over the years, but your King hasn’t seen fit to take it seriously. Is that going to change by journeying to Elenrune and speaking with him directly? Unlikely.”

Garint’s scowl faded into a smile that sent chills racing up and down Kalen’s spine. “I’ve heard that you are rather notorious for not selecting a Queen, Your Majesty. Perhaps I might be able to interest you in Kelsh’s Princess? She’s quite the beauty, and I have it on good authority that the King may consider extending her hand to the right suitor.”

Kalen made a dismissive, waving gesture. When he rested his palm down on the table, he drummed his fingers and toyed with the wooden handle of his dinner knife. “He’s been trying that for years. Missive.”

“Perhaps you might be interested in discussing a breeding program of horses,” Marist said. “The Rift has horses that men around the world desire, and you don’t sell them. Would you consider allowing us to breed some of our broodmares with your stallions to begin a new line altogether?”

“I don’t see that happening. That is one thing your King asks for often, and the answer is always the same. My predecessor said no, and I too say no.”

Garint leaned over the table and met his eyes. When the man spoke, it was in a conspiratorial whisper. “Perhaps the abolishment of the Council of Six might interest you. Without the Council of Six, wouldn’t your people be more free to pursue that which they desire?”

Kalen lifted his cup to his lips and took a sip. No one knew quite how old the Council was. Not even the archive had the first records announcing its creation. That treatise was what kept him chained to his desk more often than not, and had forced them to have a rather elaborate system of who handled the missives and work when he wasn’t at his desk.

It was a treatise that kept the six largest Kingdoms from slaughtering each other for the sake of power and conquest. It was the treatise proclaiming the Rift as the neutral mediator destined to watch in silence and speak only when the Six couldn’t agree.

It’d been well over a hundred years since the Six had met, let alone needed the guidance of the Rift.

“And this is your King’s wish?”

“It is,” Garint replied.

Kalen wanted to laugh. His throat tickled with the need to, but he swallowed it back and allowed a faint smile to touch his lips. “And he would not send a missive for something of such importance.”

“You can understand our position, I trust,” Garint replied.

If it was written, the other Kingdoms would have just cause to war against Kelsh. Without the treatise, Kelsh could openly war against Danar without fear of rebuttal.

If Kelsh were to win, it was only a matter of time before they grew too drunk on their own power and force their ideals on the smaller Kingdoms.

He didn’t want to think too hard on what would happen if Danar won that war. There were worse things than men, and the Priests of Danar knew how to summon them. Those were missives from his Akakashani spies that he handled himself and didn’t even let the Guardians read.

“I understand your position,” Kalen said. “And if you hadn’t discovered me, would you have sent a messenger to bring such news to my city?”

“We would have. His Majesty has been in discussions with the rest of the Knights to learn who might be the best to brave your trails and speak with you within Blind Mare Run. It is fortuitous that the rumors are false that you never come out of your Rift.”

“Men don’t like to be caged, and I am not different. It is refreshing to see the realms of the Kings with whom I write with frequently. I trust you understand that,” Kalen said.

“I understand. You can trust that no one else will find out of your presence here,” Garint said. The man’s smile broadened.

The back of Kalen’s neck tingled with the same instinctual warning like when he was being hunted, as though the words were a carefully laid trap, and he was about to walk right into it.

“I will go with you as far as Elenrune. I will decide then if I will meet with your King,” Kalen said. Garint nodded his satisfaction.

Kalen stared at each of the men around him until they looked away. Under the cover of his too-large sleeve, he took up the knife.

No matter how many ways he spun the tale and considered every potential conclusion, it ended the same way. If the Kelshite King had his way, Kalen wouldn’t return to the Rift. Then, the Rift would Ride. 

If he were lucky, Kalen would live long enough to see it happen.




~~*~~




Several long hours after leaving the niche where they’d found Kalen’s pack, Breton was tired, sweaty, and ready for a break. When they came across the shadowy entrance of another niche, he reined Perin in and listened.

He heard the swarm of serpents long before he saw them. The rasp of scales was loud enough to drown out even the restless wind. Their high-pitched hisses chilled him. Alone, a nibbler wasn’t a threat. They could be eaten, they were one of the few things in the Rift that wasn’t venomous, and they were tiny. Their dull, gray forms were shorter than his forearm and thinner than his smallest finger.

But, in a swarm, they drove men to madness and even spurred the most steadfast of horses into bolting.

Breton dismounted and the other two Guardians followed his lead. Thrusting Perin’s reins into Artin’s hands, he stepped toward the narrow opening of the niche.

From within came the low, pained groan of a dying man. When Ferethian refused to step closer, the witchlight followed him and illuminated the niche.

The steady, white glow drove the serpents back. Their hisses deepened in tone. They slithered over one another in their haste to flee the light.

“That won’t hold them back long,” Artin warned.

The nibblers’ victim lay in the entrance of the niche, both arms stretched out toward the trail. Dark, bloodshot eyes stared up at him. 

The figure groaned again, bloodied, bitten fingers clawing at the stone and sand. Breton shuddered. The man’s garb was all but gone, ripped away in the serpents’ frenzy. Strips of flesh hung from exposed bone. Blood stained the ground and what remained of the man’s skin.

“Curse you,” the man rasped in the Danarite tongue. “Curse you and your wretched king.”

“What is he saying?” Voren asked.

“Don’t know,” Artin replied.

“He’s a Danarite,” Breton said. He frowned and knelt down in front of the dying man. Then, in Danarite, he asked, “Why have you come here?”

“Why?” The Danarite coughed up blood. The nibblers hissed and writhed on the edge of the light, but didn’t approach.

Yet.

Breton watched the circle of light and the shadowy shapes of the serpents beyond the man dying before him.

“We’ll destroy you and take your king.” The Danarite coughed again and tried to spit blood at Breton’s boots. “When we do, our Lady Selestrune will hold dominion. You’ll perish.”

“Talkative for a corpse,” Artin growled. “What’s he saying now?”

“Some drivel about that Goddess of theirs and conquering. About the same as their typical missive. Seems they’re after Kalen,” Breton said.

“Who isn’t?” Artin asked. “Let the nibblers take him before they come for us too.”

“Wise,” Breton agreed. Ignoring the man’s efforts to spit on him a second time, he stood and backed out of the entrance.

“I’ll show you.” The Danarite choked out the words and struggled to rise. Breton didn’t turn around. “Our power. Her power. Behold, curse you. Behold!”

The horses whinnied in alarm. Breton jerked towards the animals. The Rift Horses remained still, but their ears were back. They stood tense and ready to bolt.

The Danarite horse they’d found down the trail, which he presumed belonged to the dying in the cave, struggled against Voren’s hold on the reins. It reared with a high-pitched scream.

Even Ferethian stood with his ears cocked back and his small frame quivering.

“You can’t run,” the Danarite said.

“Shut up and die already,” Breton replied.

The man’s last sound was a gurgled shriek. Breton jerked around. The body convulsed. Bone twisted and cracked. On the stones, the spilled blood boiled and smoked.

Within the depths of the cavern, the shadows reached out with malevolent intent.

The nibblers’ hisses fell silent.

“What’s going on in there?” Artin asked.

“I’m not going in there to find out.” Voren backed away from the niche. With most of the horses following behind him, they disappeared into the night.

Breton held his ground and watched. The witchlight darted back to Ferethian and hovered, leaving Breton in the shadow of the cliffs.

Something hit the ground at Breton’s feet. His heart pounded in his throat and its drum echoed in his ears. An acrid odor hit his nose. It was the stench of smoke, decay, and filth. Breton’s stomach heaved and he swallowed several times to clear his throat.

The horses whinnied another warning. Teeth grabbed hold of the back of his collar and pulled. Breton fell back several steps. A sharp pain raced up his leg. Ferethian draped his head over Breton’s shoulder and squealed in challenge. The witchlight hovered overhead long enough to illuminate the writhing forms of nibblers. Their gray scales were blackened and the stone around them boiled.

All of them were dead.

Stone crunched beneath a heavy weight and the trail trembled beneath Breton’s feet. Ferethian backed up the trail. Breton stumbled, but the stallion steadied him.

~Fool,~ a powerful presence trampled through Breton’s mind and drove away his ability to think. 

A creature stepped out of the shadows. It stood on two stocky legs that were tipped in long, curved claws. A pair of slender, muscular arms dangled from its sides. The scales rippled and flexed as it reached out with its black talons. Breton sucked in a breath and held it. The creature didn’t have much of a neck. Instead its shoulders connected to a squared head set with beady eyes. Its maw opened to reveal jagged, black teeth.

The lashing motion of its tail was accompanied by the rasp of scale on scale.

Images flashed in front of Breton’s eyes and each one was accompanied by a hatred so deep that he had to fight against the urge to unsheathe his sword and strike out at someone. At anyone.

The Danarite stood in front of a roaring bonfire, while ancient words of a language long lost spilled from his lips. The red robes of the Priest glowed. From the flames stepped a creature of darkness that consumed the light. The image faded and was replaced by the memory of the man sleeping on his bedroom within the niche.

An eerie sound filled Breton’s head and ears. It was a hiss, but one so high-pitched that it lanced through his head and made his ears ring.

The nibblers came at the call, and one by one, they descended upon the helpless Danarite.

Breton shuddered, but the presence wasn’t finished with him yet.

He couldn’t tell if the proud creature was a deer or a horse. A pair of large, feathered wings stretched out, revealing a leathery membrane beneath. Sunlight reflected from the golden scales covering its lithe body. Tufts of silver, gold, and white fur stuck out between the scales. Its hocks were feathered, and the hairs glinted with the same luster of metal. Instead of a nose, it had a curved beak. Crimson sunbursts, each with a central stone of blue, patterned its hide.

Its eyes were the color of ice, and as vibrant as the winter sky.

They were the same color as Kalen’s eyes.

Ferethian’s challenging scream roused Breton. The stallion was no longer with him. The Rift King’s horse had been driven back, but whether by the putrid stench of the creature that towered over him or for some other reason, Breton wasn’t certain. He froze. The thing stood so tall over him that all he could make out was a block, square jaw and uneven rows of black-coated and gleaming teeth. Saliva dripped from the open maw and dissolved through the stone at its feet.

“Move, Breton!” Artin let out several curses. 

~Eldest,~ the being demanded. Breton wanted to run, to dive out of its way, but his body refused to obey.

The image of the glowing and beautiful form once again drove away Breton’s every thought. The word was a command, a yearning, and a need.

It was a cry for freedom.

The creature lowered its head and breathed into Breton’s face. Spittle hit his cheek and it burned. Smoke rose from the wound and stung his eyes. Its tongue was thick, but the very tip was thin, narrow, and fluttered from side to side as it tasted the air, just like a serpent’s.

~Hunger,~ it said.

Breton staggered back a pace and gasped for air. The first thought he could muster was so unreasonable and foolish that he laughed.

“So eat.” Breton doubted he’d be much more than an appetizer for the creature. Even if he drew his sword, he suspected it’d be destroyed just as Kalen’s had been.

Had Kalen somehow faced off against the creature? How had he escaped?

Breton shivered. There was nowhere to run. If he stepped back any farther, he’d fall from the ledge. It didn’t matter if he ran up or down the trail. The creature would catch him.

It moved closer and dipped its head down so that Breton stared into its tiny, beady black eyes.

~Eldest,~ it repeated.

“Breton!” Artin’s voice cracked from fear.

Breton’s awareness of the Rift King grew, until even the beast before him was unable to erase it for all of its power. It pulled him to the east. It called to him.

The presence rummaged through Breton’s mind. Memories roused, as strong and vibrant as the day of their experience. There was a pattern to it, and Breton held his breath.

The creature examined his every thought of the Rift King, past and present. It searched for something, and discarded the memories of Arik without hesitation.

Emotions battered at him as though he were no more than grains of sand caught in the wind. It settled on triumph and longing, affection and respect.

~Beloved,~ the creature’s voice no longer thundered through Breton’s skull.

It opened its maw and the narrow tip of its tongue burned through his tunic and dug into his shoulder and chest. The scream was torn from Breton’s throat. Its arms reached out and grasped Breton. Fire burned through his veins. His body fell limp and he dangled in the creature’s grip. It let out a high-pitched keen.

It let him go. Breton collapsed to the ground and struggled to break free of the paralysis that gripped him. He was faintly aware of the screaming horses. Artin and  Voren were shouting. The creature’s talons dug deep gouges into the stone. Its saliva boiled and hissed and left deep, smoking holes. It stepped over him. Its taloned foot kicked Breton in the side, tossing him away from the ledge toward the entrance of the niche. Breton groaned and rolled to a halt, lying on his back.

The Danarite’s horse screamed. Flesh ripped and the cry fell silent. The animal hit the ground hard so close to Breton that a few strands of the creature’s brown tail fell across his face.

The heat of the sunrise warmed him, but Breton couldn’t see its light. Ferethian let out another challenging scream. Breton let out the breath he was holding. Kalen’s precious stallion had survived.

That was enough.




~~*~~




“Do you think it’ll come back?” Artin asked in a whisper.

Breton shivered. The Rift didn’t get cold, but no matter how long he stood in the sun, it didn’t warm him. The worst of the chill centered on where the creature had dug its tongue into his chest and shoulder. Voren pressed a bandage against him.

“Good question,” Breton replied, unable to force his hoarse voice above a whisper. While he didn’t remember screaming—or much of anything after he’d been dropped by the thing the Danarite had summoned—his throat burned and ached. He struggled to rise. “It’s near noon. We need to get moving.”

Both Artin and Voren were already sweating, and it was going to get hotter a lot faster if they tarried much longer. While the horses could cope, they’d need water, and none of them were willing to enter the niche to find out if there was any within.

Not that Breton could walk that far even if he wanted to. The thought of trying was enough to nauseate him.

“At least let me bandage that properly. We’re already going to face the business end of His Majesty’s sword when he finds out we let you ride like that,” Voren said.

Laughing hurt, but Voren looked relieved, so Breton ignored the pain and forced himself to grin. It didn’t matter which Guardian got injured, the Rift King always reacted the same. They’d all endured Kalen’s wrath at one time or another, and getting whacked with the flat of a blade didn’t hurt that much. Arik hadn’t cared enough about any of them to grant them even that. The lucky or well-liked got tended by the healers.

The others had been left to die.

“How’s the water supply?” Breton asked, glancing toward the niche. The sun illuminated the Danarite’s corpse. There wasn’t much left of it. What the creature hadn’t crushed was blackened. He shuddered. 

Perin let out a low whinny and stretched out his black head toward Breton.  Voren shooed the gelding away with a hand. The horse snorted and stomped at the ground with a hoof.

“Stand,” Breton ordered. Perin obeyed, but both ears turned back. The gelding snorted. When the black horse lifted a hoof, Breton cleared his throat. The hoof was lowered, but it was scraped against the stone in defiance.

“At least your horse listens,” Voren muttered. “We’ll be fine here for a while longer, with or without water from the niche.”

“Has it stopped bleeding yet?” Artin asked.

Breton braced himself. The pressure eased. He let out a sigh of relief when it didn’t feel as though the other Guardian had ripped off another layer of his skin when removing the bandage. “Looks like it. Blazing sun above, look at it, Artin.”

Breton didn’t like the way that Artin leaned over and let out a low, impressed whistle. “I’ll be cursed by the ancestors. It’s perfect.”

“What’s perfect?” Breton growled out through clenched teeth. The first—and last—time he had tried to look, he had fainted. The throbbing in his chest hadn’t ceased, and his breath caught in his throat with each stab of pain coursing through his whole body.

“It marked you, Breton. May the ancestors curse me if I lie, it marked you,” Artin said. “Why? How? That was a Danarite. That was a Danarite’s creature. It looks just like the King’s sigil.”

“Hail down below,” someone called out from up the trail.

Breton tried to twist around to see who approached, but Voren stepped in his way. The Guardian let out a pleased laugh. “Maiten! When’d you crawl out of the hole you’ve been hiding in?”

“I came as quick as I could. What in the thrice-cursed name of the ancestors is going on?”

“You felt it, then?” Artin asked.

“A month ago? Yeah, I felt it. Whatever it was I didn’t like it, so I turned Horasian around and half-killed us getting here.”

Breton thought better of waving at the red-headed Guardian when the man rode down to join them. “Maiten.”

“Your foal is going to beat you to the brink of death when he sees that.” Maiten crouched down in front of Breton and poked his shoulder with a fingertip. Breton jerked and let out a strangled gasp. “What were you thinking?”

Artin laughed. “He wasn’t. But good thing he didn’t, else I think we’d be like that fool.”

Maiten glanced over at the Danarite’s corpse. “Is that a person?”

“Danarite. Conjured some creature. Took out a swarm of nibblers before it turned on Breton,” Artin said.

“Hellfires,” the red-haired man said.

“Now you’re sounding like Kalen. Hellfires this, hellfires that,” Breton groused.

“I’d just hope they hadn’t gotten this far yet.”

“What are you on about, Maiten? What do you mean you hoped they hadn’t gotten this far?” Voren asked.

“The Wanderers have taken to calling them skreed. Big, black, lots of teeth. They’ll kill anything without even bothering to eat it. Ran into a caravan that’d been attacked by one. Got to it the morning after and the survivor told me what’d happen.”

Voren let out a low grunt. “And someone survived?”

“Didn’t. Poor sod bled out while trying to warn me off, but the skreed was gone. Fortunately.” Maiten shrugged, glancing up the trail before staring at Breton’s chest. “The bodies all had those same black marks, though. What caused it?”

“It licked me,” Breton said. It was hard to force his attention on the three Guardians who stared at him. Without the constant pain of the bandage pressed against his shoulder and chest, he struggled to keep alert. The numbness had spread over his body and dulled the aches.

“We should take him back to Blind Mare Run,” Maiten said.

Breton sat up. “Kelsh!”

“However much I hate agreeing with Breton when he’s like that, he’s right. We’re going to Kelsh,” Voren said.

“What’s going on?”

“King’s gone. No one knows where he’s at, and no one knows what’s happened to him,” Voren replied. “Our group is headed to Kelsh, and the others are riding out to the other kingdoms now. They can’t be far. We’ve been here since dawn, when that thing—a skreed, you called it?—took off and disappeared down the cliffs.”

“He’s going to thrash us all for this, you know that, right? I’ll go with you, then, if only to keep the old man in the saddle,” Maiten said. “I’ve been to Kelsh a few times. Maybe I can talk some sense into him when we find him.”

“Think you can ride, Breton?” Voren asked.

“Do I look dead to you?” It took both Artin and Voren to get him to his feet.

The Guardians were polite enough to look away when Breton ordered Perin to lie down so he could get in the saddle.




~~*~~




“Maiten? How is it that you missed a small army riding down the trail?” Breton didn’t quite gawk, but he had to clench his teeth together to keep his mouth from dropping open. There were at least a hundred of them. They rode in tight, neat rows leaving just enough room for a single horse to pass between them and the cliffs.

“They weren’t here this morning, I promise you,” Maiten replied.

Artin let out a low sigh. “Are we really going to have to fight them all off?”

Breton almost laughed. There was only one good thing about the situation; the skreed hadn’t hit his sword arm. That didn’t help him hold the reins. His left hand was numb, stiff, and refused to grip anything at all. He lowered his right hand to the hilt of his sword and guided the gelding with his legs. “I heard someone in Land’s End once say that a Rifter’s horse was worth ten men, and that its Rider was worth ten more.”

“That’s generous,” Voren said. “Since you’re doing a pretty good imitation of His Majesty today, I’ll take five of yours. ”

Breton snorted and let them have their laugh.

While the trail was wide enough for all of them to ride side by side, they partnered up and stayed as far from the edge as possible. The spare horses backed down the train at a spoken command. Ferethian refused to move from Breton’s side, forcing Maiten to ride in front of him.

“Looks like your Danarite friend wasn’t alone. What do you think, Breton? Cut them down or rope them?” Maiten didn’t even try to hide the glee in his voice.

“We can’t do both?” Artin asked.

“Aren’t we all just a lively lot today,” Breton muttered, staring up at the men approaching them. Maiten was right; no Rifter would be so bold—or stupid—to ride like that in the middle reaches. One bad gust could—and sometimes did—send a horse and rider right off the edge to their deaths. “Do what you want.”

“Rope ‘em,” Artin and Voren said.

“Try not to get yourselves killed. Replacing you would be inconvenient.”

“That’s the Breton we know and love,” Artin said.

Voren snickered. “Now we know where Kalen gets it from.”

Maiten let out a sigh of his own. “I wanted to cut a few of them.”

“I suspect you’ll get your chance. Did you want my other five, so Perin has to do all of the work? What do you have against them anyway?” Breton asked.

“I’m paying them back in advance for the thrashing we’re getting later. Why lose the chance when they’re being so cooperative and fighting us on the trail? I suppose I could take a few swings at them for those Wanderers, too.”

It was Breton’s turn to sigh. “They haven’t done anything. It’s possible the man we found was a renegade.”

“They will. You don’t bring in nice horses like that to a place like this unless you mean to make trouble,” Maiten replied.

“He has you there, Breton,” Artin said.

“Do what you want.” Breton leaned back and relaxed. Perin put his ears back and pawed at the stone. Maiten drew his sword while Artin rummaged through one of the packs for a length of rope. They crafted a lasso to each end. Their horses stood so close that the Guardian’s legs were pressed tight between them.

“Shall we clean up the ones they miss?” Maiten asked.

Breton nodded, sat straight, and drew his sword. Perin’s ears pricked forward. “I’m hoping they don’t miss any.”

“At least we won’t be the ones who have to deal with the missives when that force disappears.”

“They won’t even acknowledge it.”

“Can we go, Breton?” Voren asked.

“Have at them,” he replied.

The brothers rode forward. Maiten waited until the brothers were almost to the column before following, leaving Breton to deal with the rest of the horses and bring up the rear. Rolling his shoulders and wincing at the pain the motion caused, he waited for his turn and wondered just how many that Artin and Voren would miss.

The brothers made it halfway through the line when Maiten brought his horse to a halt several horse lengths before the lead riders. “How are the trails ahead?” the red-haired man asked in the trade tongue.

The Danarites muttered among themselves until one of the men nudged his horse forward. “Fine. Below?”

 “Clear. ” Maiten made a show of standing in the stirrups and staring over the ledge without getting anywhere near it. “Pleasant weather today. Where you folks headed?”

The Danarite blinked several times, looked at the ledge, back at Maiten, then at the ledge again. “Down. City. Where?”

Heat surged through the wound on Breton’s chest and shoulder. It burned away the chill that had settled over him and replaced it with a warmth that drove away the pain. Perin froze beneath him.

Something crawled beneath his skin, writhing and worming its way over his chest and shoulder. It traced the same pattern that the skreed had carved into him. A suffocating pressure gripped his throat and cut off his breath.

“Follow the trail to the end,” Maiten replied, pointing toward Breton.

“You no longer useful,” the Danarite said.

The man fell back and lifted his hand to reveal red fabric beneath the tan sleeve. The shade was the same as the dead man within the niche. Breton tried to cry out a warning, but the sound didn’t emerge from his throat.

The thing writhing beneath his skin stilled, and his body was no longer his to control. When he would’ve dropped the sword from numb fingers, he gripped it firm. His heels tapped Perin and the gelding was eager to obey. He felt the strain of his muscles, the motion of his horse beneath him, and the leather of the hilt beneath his fingers.

A pleasant cool seeped through his every bone and worked its way into his head. With it came the presence of something rummaging through his thoughts. Breton’s stare fixed on the Danarite.

~Watch,~ the presence within instructed, and he was forced to obey.

In front of the man’s hand, a pulsating sphere of shadow hung in the air. It was a small thing, much like a witchlight. The shadows of the horses, of the men, and even of the rocks around them extended and converged on the orb.

“Behold!” the Danarite shouted. Maiten lifted his sword to strike.

A flurry of images blinded Breton to the trail and the men before him. Emotions accompanied them, but it was too tangled of a mess for him to comprehend, shifting with the same deftness as a man spoke words. Each breath he drew was steady and controlled. Breton’s memories rose to the surface, ones of him learning to ride, learning to fight, and too many of protecting the Rift Kings of the past and the present. 

Those memories the presence considered. Breton’s weight shifted in the saddle. With another touch of his heel, Perin shifted into a trot. The gelding quivered in anticipation.

“Stop him, Maiten!” Voren cantered toward him with the lasso swinging overhead. With a challenging cry, the Guardian roped a horse around the neck and yanked the loop tight. A moment later, the young man’s horse rammed into the Danarite’s smaller beast and sent it hurtling toward the ledge.

At the other end of the trail, Artin matched his brother’s tactic. If he’d been in control of his body, Breton would’ve winced. It was effective, it was brutal, and the screams of terrified men and horses ended with sickening crunches that echoed throughout the Rift.

“Fool!” the Danarite screamed in his native language. “You can’t stop it now.”

Madness, Breton decided, was a trait of the Danarite people.

All he could sense from the presence within his head was agreement.

With a crackle, the orb pulsed and expanded. It settled on the ground, and the stone hissed and bubbled. Maiten’s horse let out a scream and scrambled back. The black sphere continued to grow, flashes of light bolting across the surface. The Danarite laughed.

The trail beneath Perin’s hooves trembled and the stone gave a low groan that resonated deep within his chest. Breton drew in a sharp breath. The presence freed him of its grip in time for him to shout, “Collapse!”

Perin whinnied. The gelding rammed his shoulder and flank into the cliff. Pain lanced up Breton’s leg as it became pinned between the cliff and his horse’s body. Ferethian stood in front of them, legs braced and ears back, shuffling as far from the ledge as possible. Ahead, the other Rift horses charged the cliff and braced against it.

The Rift trembled, and the stone shook beneath him. With a final crack that echoed through the middle reaches, the trail broke away and fell. The horses and men that hadn’t been roped off plummeted with the chunks of rock thundering down the cliffs.

Not even the stone dared to collapse beneath the thing summoned by the Danarite. The red-robed man let out a shrill, crazed laugh. “She smiles upon us!”

A dark-scaled creature burst out of the sphere and let out a scream. 

The presence within reasserted its control over him. Images and cold, bitter emotion flowed through him, but he couldn’t understand what was being shown to him.

The creature before them twisted its head, staring at him with its tiny black eyes. It opened its mouth and black mist spewed out of it. The stone bubbled and melted away. Another wave of emotion and images flooded Breton’s thoughts. It sought to suffocate him and burn away his thoughts, but the presence within stood firm.

The Danarite laughed again and spoke in Danarite. “Kill them all!”

Another roar sounded, and Breton shuddered. His eyes met the creature’s one final time and remembered what Maiten had said.

Death stood before them, and its name was skreed.




~~*~~




Breton tried not to move or breathe. The skreed stood in front of its summoner and tore furrows in the stone with its claws. Without any sign of fear, the Danarite stood beside the creature and gestured at the trail below.

“Do any of you speak the true tongue?” the man asked in Danarite. The skreed let out a keen and spit out a jet of black fluid at the edge of the trail. A section of the stone broke away from the ledge. The crash thundered through the canyons.

“Yes,” Breton replied in Danarite, but even though it was his voice, it wasn’t him who spoke. At the Danarite’s side, the skreed jerked its blocky head around to stare at him. The black scales glistened as though wet.

“Where is your King?”

~How?~ the presence within demanded. Memories of conversing in Danarite roused.

Breton tried to draw a breath so he could speak, and the thing within permitted him to do so. “The Rift King is not here.”

“He is here! The Rift King can’t break the Covenant. He is here! Speak, or I’ll have you all killed.”

A handful of the Danarite’s companions remained, and they struggled to keep their horses from bolting. The skreed let out a low tone that reminded Breton of a large bell. In one leap, it closed the distance between it and the horses. The trail shook with the impact of the creature’s landing, and Breton feared that more of the ledge would break away.

Its curved talons were built for one thing: destruction. With the first swipe, it carved long lines through the head of one of the screaming, struggling horses. It lurched forward and opened its maw. The man’s shrill scream was cut short. The skreed shook its head, spit out the upper half of the corpse, and tossed it over the edge. 

Lifting its head to the sky, the skreed let out a low wail. Emotion and images hammered at Breton, and from them he could hear the faint echo of a word:

Hunger.

~Hunger,~ the presence within agreed. It wasn’t the sensation of an empty stomach or a throat parched for water, but something that transcended both in the same way that the great, confining walls of the Rift overwhelmed a mere pebble. 

Maybe it was the heat of the afternoon sun, maybe it was the frustration of being some unseen, unknown thing’s toy, but Breton couldn’t control his urge to mutter, “Eat, then.”

The stone groaned beneath the skreed when it twisted around to face Breton. All that he could feel from the presence within was satisfaction.

“What are you doing?” Maiten hissed at him. “We need to get out of here.”

“We aren’t leaving Artin,” Voren snapped.

“He’s safer than we are,” Maiten replied.

“It’s fine,” Breton’s voice said, but once again, it was the presence within who spoke.

“Have you lost your mind, Breton? You know what that thing can do. That other one just about carved its way through your chest,” Voren said.

“Watch,” the presence said in Breton’s voice.

The few remaining, mounted Danarites turned their horses and fled up the trail. With a hooting call, the skreed leapt after them. Breton winced. It landed on the back of the slowest horse, and the impact of it snapped bone, driving the animal to the ground. The Danarite struggled to crawl away.

Instead of biting down like Breton expected, the skreed opened its maw and let out a long, low, and harrowing cry. Black mist spilled out and coated the man.

Breton wanted to look away, but couldn’t. A shudder coursed through him. ~Watch,~ the presence ordered.

Screaming curses, the man scrambled to his feet and ran up the trail. The skreed let him go, letting out bursts of dark fog from its maw. It took one step forward, lifted its head to the sky once more, and let out another cry.

The sound took Breton by surprise. It wasn’t the deep and angry cry from before, but the trilling song of a bird accompanied by the melody of the restless wind through the canyons. He held his breath and listened.

With a single hop, the skreed reached the fleeing man. Lowering its head, it shoved the man with its nose.

The song ended. Maiten made a strangled gasping noise. “What was that?”

“I think its feeding,” Voren whispered.

A shudder coursed through Breton, starting with the back of his neck and working its way down to his toes. The Danarite froze at the creature’s touch. The dripping teeth weren’t exposed, but the maw didn’t open to devour the man. The dark mist spread and it was stained with the red of blood.

The scream didn’t last long before dying away into a gargle. Streams of red flowed from the man’s mouth, nose, and ears, and dissolved into vapor before striking the ground. The skreed straightened, opened its maw, and breathed deep.

It sucked the blood-enriched mist into itself and swallowed. A dry, shriveled corpse thumped to the ground.

It let out its strange, trilling song once again before facing the priest.

“Kill them!”

The skreed fell silent and bobbed its head. One of its forearms pawed at the air, just like a rearing horse. It hopped forward, paused, bounced in place, and took a great leap. A network of cracks formed in the stone at the Priest’s feet.

“What are you waiting for? Finish them, you worthless thing.”

The skreed’s maw opened, and black mist once again poured out.

“What are you doing? Kill them! I, the child of Selestrune, demand it!” The priest pointed at them with a trembling arm. “I am your master!”

“Hunger,” the skreed rasped, struggling to force the sound out of its blocky, stiff maw. Its tongue darted out and brushed the priest’s cheek. 

Breton sucked his breath in through his teeth. Not only did the creature speak, it spoke with his voice.

The skreed let out another cloud of mist, and the red-robed man stared up at in slack-jawed disbelief. Breton gagged, but once again, he wasn’t allowed to look away. The only mercy was that they didn’t have to hear the man’s screams as he was dissolved and consumed by the very creature he’d summoned. Letting out another hooted call, it lunged up the trail and out of sight.

“Artin!” Voren choked out.

Breton kneed Perin forward to catch Voren’s arm with his left hand. His grip was strong and tight. “He’ll be fine.”

Both of the other Guardians gawked at him. Maiten was the first to recover. “How do you know that?”

“Things like that happen in the Rift,” he replied. The presence within repeated the phrase as though committing it to memory before vanishing as though it’d never been there at all.


Chapter Four







Kalen paced the confines of his room. The moonlight streaming through the window lit his path as he weaved around the table and chairs and dodged the bed taking up most of the space. The seductive call of the soft blanket and fluffed pillows lured him from his mission, but he resisted. Barely.

His aching muscles desired it, but he couldn’t rest. Not until he knew more about the Kelshites.

First impressions deceived, and he saw both sides of the same coin among those he accompanied. In Derac, there was a twisted sense of honor Kalen could respect. In Garint, he found nothing good.

But it wasn’t Derac who held the power. That belonged to Garint and to Marist. Marist wasn’t cunning enough to use it.

While Kalen had lost his dagger, the knife he’d swiped during the meal would suffice. It was solid in his hand, and its blade was sharp enough to cut a groove in the leg of the bed. Leaving the fork behind had been a mistake, but he suspected one of the Kelshites would’ve noticed if all of his utensils had disappeared during the meal. One was easy enough to hide when he’d made a point of spilling his tea and feigning exhaustion.

Not that he needed to try very hard to look as tired as he felt.

Kalen slipped the knife into his pocket and shuffled to the door. With his ear pressed against the polished wood, he could hear the faint snores of the guard on the other side. Slow, rhythmic, and steady; the same as it’d been an hour ago.

Pacing the room one final time, he peered out the window at the side of the inn. All was dark, and all was quiet. He returned to the door.

The snoring continued.

Kalen closed his fingers around the metal knob and twisted. It opened with a creak. He froze, but the snoring continued. Sprawled outside of the door was Marist. The young man’s head rested on a bunched up cloak.

He stepped over the sleeping Knight and closed the door. The snoring drowned out the creak of the wood and the squeak of the hinges. Thick candles perched on sconces illuminated the hall. He slid his feet over the smooth hardwood in an effort to make as little noise as possible.

He paused at each door between his room and the stairs to listen. No light streamed from beneath, nor did he hear the murmur of voices.

Kalen wrinkled his nose and moved on. He eased down each stair and winced each time the wood groaned beneath his weight. The staircase descended two floors before opening to the common room, which was abandoned and dark. The front door was open and let in a cool breeze. While his scabbing wounds pained him, it didn’t compare to the stiffness cramping his muscles from the cold.

Outside, the hard-packed road was empty, and the lamp that had lit the way for them was extinguished, leaving nothing but the moonlight to serve as his guide. The ground was damp and numbed his toes the moment his feet touched it. Clenching his teeth together, he shuffled around the building. Two boys whispered to one another while rolling dice beneath the steady light of a lantern hung in the entry of the stables.

“Hear something?” one of the boys asked.

Kalen froze with one foot lifted off of the ground. Neither boy moved from their place in the doorway.

“Ain’t nothin’,” the other replied. “Don’t be tryin’ to switch up them dice.”

With their argument breaking the quiet of the night, Kalen slipped around the building. If he had anything to do about it, a Kelshite would never stand guard duty within the Rift. Serpents—or worse—would take them all before they’d notice anything amiss.

He couldn’t stop from frowning. Had their fear of him been a ruse? Were they truly so foolish as to believe he would honor his word just because he’d given it? While he intended to go with them as far as Elenrune—until he had a reason to change his mind—the Kelshites were too trusting. Too lenient.

While wet and cold, the grass was soft beneath his feet as Kalen crossed the yard to the well. He hid in its shadow and took several deep breaths. A light flickered from between the trees of the forest and a murmur of voices reached him. The long shadows of trees darkened the clearing, and Kalen hid within them. He ignored the burn of exerted muscles and the tearing of scabs. He braced against one of the broadest trees and gripped the knife in his pocket.

“We can’t do this,” an unfamiliar voice said. “If we’re caught, we’ll be hanged.”

“That is the least of my concerns,” Garint replied. “We’ve a chance, and we have it now. They’ll do worse than hang us if we fail. You aren’t backing out after all of this, are you?”

“It’s too soon,” the other replied.

Kalen risked glancing around the trunk of the tree. The light bounced and weaved between the trees. It drew closer. Garint held a lantern in his hand and prowled through the forest. One of Derac’s companions trailed behind the Knight.

Both of the men were armed, and Garint’s right hand rested on the hilt of his sword. The Knight’s stance was tense and calculating.

“Failure is not an option, Jarit. They’ll be here tomorrow. We can’t let this opportunity pass us by.” Garint lowered his voice and continued in a low murmur that Kalen couldn’t understand. Then, “Are we agreed?”

Garint set the lantern on the ground. Jarit hesitated, lowered his head, and finally nodded.

The steel of Garint’s sword whispered the promise of death and delivered it in one, smooth strike. Jarit stumbled back and collapsed to the ground. Garint thrust the blade through the fallen man several times before wiping the edge off on the man’s clothes.

Kalen jerked around the trunk of the tree and held his breath. The light remained steady. The rustle of feet through the leaves and the dragging of the body faded to nothing. With the muscles in his jaw twitching, he risked glancing around the trunk.

Only the lantern remained. Twisting back around, he dashed across the clearing to the safety of the inn. He wiped his feet clean against the mat in the entry before returning to his room. The young Knight still slumbered, and all was as he’d left it.

From his window, he watched Garint circle around the building sometime later. The man smiled and whistled a faint, discordant tune.




~~*~~




Kalen stared at Garint’s sleeping face. A small smile touched the Knight’s lips. Kalen leaned down and breathed deep. The scent of the forest and of fish clung to the man. He’d never tried to mark a man before, and he wasn’t even sure if the trick the witches had taught him would work, but he couldn’t deal with Garint. Not yet.

He brushed his lips against the man’s brow. Kalen’s lips tingled as he breathed the words of promise against Garint’s skin. There would be no escape when he decided it was time to hunt.

If the trick worked, and if he could remember just how to use the mark to find Garint again, when he needed to. He wasn’t certain if the Guardians could see it, as the witches had implied was possible.

~Hunt,~ the presence within murmured. The lust for blood was still there, writhing just beneath his skin, but it was controlled and contained, waiting for the perfect moment to strike. 

Kalen eased away from the bed. A candle would’ve made his task simpler, but he didn’t dare wake the sleeping man with its light. The moonlight would have to suffice. First, he checked the man’s clothes discarded across the room. The pockets were empty. The sword, which hung from the back of the chair, was crafted of simple, hardened leather, and good steel meant to be functional rather than beautiful. The inside of its sheath was padded so that the blade made little noise as it was drawn.

He turned to the man’s boots and his pack. While he couldn’t kill the man—yet—Kalen wasn’t above using his knife to loosen the oiled stitching holding the leather together. He checked the insides and the heels for anything hidden. Nothing. With that task done, Kalen systematically emptied the pack and set out all of the contents on the floor. At the very bottom, nestled between a pair of pants and a thin shirt, was a velvet pouch. Three small envelopes of waxed parchment fell to the floor. Each one was sealed with a sticky wax.

They contained pale powders. Kalen touched the tip of a finger to his tongue and dipped his finger within the first pouch. No scent. He tasted it.

Vellest didn’t have a scent or a taste, but its effects struck fast and hard. A shiver raced through him and his hand trembled. The amount on his finger wasn’t quite enough to kill someone, especially not him. Tossed within a well or used within a kitchen, the entire envelope was more than enough to wipe out a small town. He took a large pinch of the poison out of the envelope and swallowed it.

Kalen sighed his relief when the pain faded to nothing. Sometimes, there were perks to his high resistance to poisons, although it took far too much of the powder to have any impact on him at all. 

He didn’t need to taste the other two to know what was within them. Feregeth had a sickly, sweet scent, and was the easiest of the Three Sisters to identify. Its powder was a little darker than the other two, and it was prone to clumping, even when kept dried. He wasn’t quite sure how Garint had managed it, but it remained as a true powder. The final packet contained a powder identical to the vellest, even to his experienced eye. Prasoris.

Without bothering to sample the other two, he hurried across the room where a mug stood beside a ceramic pitcher of water. Picking it up, he returned to where he left the powders and dumped them all within. Using his finger, he mixed them up as thoroughly as possible. He filled the envelopes once more, sealed them, and returned them to the pouch. 

After he restored the pack to rights and put it back where he’d found it, Kalen poured a small amount of water into the cup and swirled it around until all of the powder dissolved. Shaking his head at the waste, he poured the clear water back into the pitcher. Using his sleeve, he wiped the inside of the cup dry and clean.

Kalen scowled and almost wished the poisoned water would kill the man. By the time Garint woke, the Three Sisters wouldn’t be capable of killing a fly, let alone a man—or an entire town of men, women, and children. But, until he found out the truth, he couldn’t touch the cursed Knight.

It wouldn’t just violate the Covenant keeping peace between the kingdoms, it’d trigger an instant war between the Rift and Kelsh. A war Danar, Mithrias, and even the Clans would be all too happy to participate in. The opportunity would only encourage the rest of the kingdoms to find some excuse to fight each other, after hundreds of years of wary, uneasy peace.

Kalen stared at Garint. What use did Garint have for the Three Sisters? How did he acquire them? Kalen had long since banned the sale of the poisons to Kelsh, though there were other kingdoms he offered it to in small supply. Even then, the amount was enough to kill one or two men, not wipe out entire towns or cities. One packet of any of the three dumped into a water supply would ensure a lot of deaths. Kalen wrinkled his nose and resisted the urge to snort his disgust.

Someone had probably risked hunting for the plants in the fringes of the Deeps and gotten very lucky and very, very wealthy as a result. But who had been supplied?

With even more questions than before he’d come to Garint’s room, Kalen cracked open the door and peered out into the hall. It was dark, empty, and silent save for the snores of men and women asleep in their beds. Kalen padded back to his room and was careful not to trip over Marist’s sleeping form. The Knight didn’t rouse.

With vellest, he didn’t need to rest. He couldn’t, even if he wanted to. He sat down and drummed his fingers on his leg. Someone who would run through his own partner was more than capable of putting the Three Sisters to lethal use. For all he disliked the Kelshite King, he couldn’t imagine the man using one of the Knights for such unethical work.

~Betrayed,~ the inner voice said in Kalen’s thoughts. The word was accompanied with the image of Jarit’s stunned face as he was run through. Unlike the Yadesh, the presence within him was harsher, and every word it spoke was accompanied by images and emotions, as if the word itself was difficult for it to master, but sharing its very self was easier and more comfortable.

It was enough to distract Kalen from the problem of Garist and the murdered Kelshite.

“What are you?” he asked in a whisper, staring at the door in case Marist woke from the sound of his voice.

~The First,~ it replied. Pride suffused the words. The memory of sunlight and warmth flowed into him, and it was harnessed to contentment. Longing followed soon after, as the memory darkened and refocused on the Rift. But, it wasn’t the Rift from the trails or even from the mountain peaks where the land vanished away to nothing.

It was from the sky.

By the time Kalen remembered to breathe, the presence was gone.




~~*~~




What little remained of the dead horses littered the trail and their blood stained the stone brown. They’d gotten farther than Breton anticipated. The first hints of sunset colored the horizon a bloody red. Their riders hadn’t fared much better. Their remains were little more than empty, dried out husks.

“How pleasant,” Maiten said.

From around the bend ahead, Artin appeared astride his horse. The Guardian was coated in a layer of yellow sand and dust. “You missed the excitement.”

“Bless the ancestors,” Voren whispered before grinning at his brother. “Where’d it go? It didn’t get a bite out of you, did it?” 

“I’m fine. It disappeared. Cursed thing devoured them, took a good look at me, then vanished like some mirage. What in the deeps is going on?”

“I don’t know, but I don’t like it,” Maiten said as he swung from the back of his horse. “Did you find the niche? It’s right up ahead. We can talk more when we get there.”

Breton nodded his agreement. His chest and shoulder throbbed, but the presence within had vanished. With the disappearance of the skreed, he’d improved enough that he could use his left hand again, although it still hurt.

“Nightfall’s soon enough. I don’t like wasting time, but with Breton hurt and the niche nearby, I don’t think we have much choice,” Voren said.

Ferethian brushed his nose against Breton’s arm and let out a snort. The black stallion’s hoof clopped several times against the stone. Breton reached out and took hold of the horse’s bridle and drew the proud, elegant head close to him. There was too much truth to the other Guardian’s words, but he took comfort in the little stallion siding with him. Ferethian lipped at his sleeve.

True to Maiten’s claim, the niche wasn’t far ahead. It was little more than a dark crack in the stone, but it opened up into a massive, sand-strewn cavern complete with a spring that trickled down from the rocks overhead and gathered into a pool. In the center of the cave, a pit had been dug out for a fire, and the blackened remnants of an old fire were still within it.

“Almost like home,” Maiten said in a wry tone.

“If only all niches were like this,” Voren replied.

“Where are the serpents?” Breton asked, squinting for any signs of slither trails through the sand.

“We’ve had enough trouble, don’t you think? Don’t ask for more of it,” Artin snapped.

“Enough,” Maiten said. “We don’t need to start fighting with each other. Let’s get the horses stripped down.”

Artin dismounted and stomped into the cavern, leading his horse behind him. Voren followed, casting an apologetic glance over his shoulder.

Maiten sighed. “Don’t worry about them. Fear does strange things to men. They’ll get over it.”

Breton nodded.

A gleam lit Maiten’s eyes, and it was reflected in the man’s sly grin. “Take heart, old man. If it’d been Arik, they’d be halfway back to Blind Mare Run instead of pressing on. Then you’d be on your own. Let’s get the horses settled, and I’ll check on that wound of yours. For some reason, I don’t think you’ll let them anywhere near you right now.”

“It doesn’t hurt that much,” Breton replied. It ached, but it didn’t hurt, not really. He had endured much worse over the years.

“That’s what I’m worried about.”

“Don’t you start too,” he growled. “I’m not going back.”

“With that foal of yours out there? Wouldn’t dream of suggesting it. I might be worried, but I’m not stupid. Serpents might change their skins overnight, but you’re like the stones. Wind might wear you down with time, but we’d be a meal for nibblers long before that happened. They’re fools to think otherwise.”

“You’ve a mean tongue, Maiten.” Breton glanced at the cliff and twisted around to look down the trail. The stone looked solid and he didn’t see any cracks, but he couldn’t ignore the memory of the ledge breaking away. “Let’s keep the horses out of the niche.”

“Good thinking.” Maiten fell silent a moment and joined him in inspecting the cliff. “Who knows if that slide damaged the caverns around these parts.”

Breton let out a relieved sigh when his friend didn’t press the subject of Artin, Voren, and the aspect of returning to Blind Mare Run.

They unsaddled the horses in silence. Breton was removing the packs from the chestnut’s back when the echo of hoofbeats warned them of approaching riders.

“What in the deeps happened back there? Good to see you back, Maiten!” a voice called out.

“Good to see you, Ason,” Maiten called out. “There was some trouble.”

“Everyone’s still alive, I hope?”

“Mostly. Can’t say the same for the Danarites, though. How many of you?”

“Twenty-six, plus the horses. Can we join you for the night?”

“Be welcomed,” Maiten replied. “Artin and Voren are inside.”

Within moments, the trail was full of black-clad Guardians, all talking and staring at Breton with undisguised curiosity. Maiten joined him under the pretense of loosening Honey’s cinch and whispered to him, “You look about as lively as a corpse.”

“I guessed as much.” Breton shook his head and took his time piling their packs near the entrance. When he was certain the packs wouldn’t get blown off the ledge during the night, he started brushing down each of the horses in turn. Once done, he led them into the cavern and watered them before letting them loose to join the growing herd of horses gathered near the niche’s opening.

By the time he’d finished, full night had fallen and the flickering light of a campfire illuminated the entrance to the niche. The stench of burning dung balls was partnered with the equally pungent odor of steeping fungus. Coils of smoke wafted upward and disappeared into dark holes in the ceiling.

The Guardians stood around the fire and their conversations hushed when Breton approached.

“We wish to vote,” Artin blurted out.

Breton stopped in mid stride and stared at them. Everyone stared back, silent and still. The muscles of his neck and back tensed and a headache formed behind his eyes. “Is that so?”

“Maiten will take your place. You will slow us down. You are among those with the most years as a Guardian. Should you die, it will be the rest of us who will be punished for allowing you to take such a risk. You’re too valuable,” Voren said.

“Then vote,” Breton said, struggling to keep his tone calm and even.

“You agree to the vote, then?” Surprise lightened Artin’s tone. For a moment, deep furrows marked the man’s brow before they faded away.

“It is your right,” he replied. At that, Breton fell silent and waited, not trusting himself to speak or move, lest he fail to maintain his neutral mask. He wanted to frown. He wanted to demand answers. A hundred thoughts flashed through his mind, and each one was more angry and violent than the last.

Breton wanted to throttle the lot of them, and it was hard to keep from balling his fingers into fists.

Maiten moved to stand beside him. Not even the shadows could hide the paling of the red-haired man’s face. Neither one of them had a choice. Until the vote was cast, they would stand together in silence, their individual worth weighed against each other.

“Raise your left hand if Maiten should replace Breton in the group heading to Kelsh. Raise your right if the plan should remain unchanged.”

Breton felt the tightness across his brow and struggled to replace his neutral mask. Kalen would’ve spoken the oath, reciting each ritualistic word so that there was no doubt and no question that everyone knew the rules and the consequences of breaking the result of the vote.

One by one, left hands were lifted high. Breton glanced at each face, but no one looked him in the eyes. At his side, Maiten lifted his right hand. Off to the side, silently shunned from the rest, Ason lifted his right hand.

“The majority speaks. By the vote, you will return to Blind Mare Run at dawn.”

Without a word, Breton strode by the silent crowd and dropped his pack. He rolled his shoulders and stretched his arms out.

He welcomed the pain it caused. It kept him from reaching for his sword and contained his rage deep within, where it belonged.




~~*~~




Sleep eluded Breton. He did not mind. The snores of the other Guardians rumbled through the cavern with an eerie similarity to the groan of shifting stone. It wasn’t their noise stirring the uneasy feeling in his chest, but something else—something that drew his gaze to the east and denied him any peace.

Muttering curses, he escaped the folds of his bedroll, and shook the sand out of it. No one had dared sleep too close to him, so he disturbed no one as he restored his packs to rights. He got to his feet, shrugged the leather strap over his right shoulder, and wove his way around the sleeping forms.

Maiten leaned against the entrance to the niche, one brow arched high when he approached. 

“I’m going,” Breton growled out through his clenched teeth, unable to look his friend in the eyes.

“Don’t look like that, old man. I wasn’t fool enough to vote against you. If it’d been Arik…”

Breton lifted his left hand and his friend fell silent. “If it’d been Arik, I’d be halfway back to the city by now. I know. You’ve said as much before.”

“They’re fools. All of them. I’ll saddle the horses. Wake Artin, wake Voren, and we’ll ride, just like we’d planned,” Maiten said.

Breton almost laughed. “No. They’ll talk. It was their doing anyway.”

“Not if we take them with us.”

“I’ll go alone. If you go with me, you’ll be as much a code breaker as I am.”

The red-haired man choked back a laugh. “If that thing they pulled was a true oath, I’ll cut off my horse’s tail and eat it. I’ll worry about it later. Someone has to keep you alive. I’d rather break that so-called oath than answer to the Rift King when he asks why I let you go off on your own.”

“Curse them and their kin,” Breton muttered.

“Don’t be hard on them. They’re worried about you,” Maiten soothed. “The upper reaches are dangerous enough.”

“I know that. Anyway, you can’t leave them unguarded. The middle reaches are almost as dangerous. Especially when we don’t know if that skreed will come back.” Breton didn’t want to think too hard on why he was so certain the creature wouldn’t return, but he wasn’t about to share that feeling with Maiten.

They’d think him insane if he dared speak of what he’d felt, heard, and seen when the skreed had attacked.

“Ason didn’t vote against you. Wake him and let him watch. I’m going with you. I didn’t get a chance to check your wound. Is it hurting you?”

“A little, but I can ride. Your decision is your decision, and I’ve no right to take it from you. I’ll wake Ason, and hope you’re right that he’ll agree. How long for you to ready the horses?”

“Perin’s already saddled. I took the liberty of lightening the packs. If Ferethian doesn’t fight me, it won’t be long.”

“You disgust me,” Breton said with a shake of his head.

Whether by accident or design, Ason slept near the entrance of the niche. The Guardian bolted upright when Breton touched his shoulder. “Shh,” he hissed.

Ason’s eyes narrowed and jerked his head in a nod. After a long moment of terse silence he asked in a whisper, “What is going on?”

“We’re going. Take watch?”

The Guardian stifled a yawn and nodded. “On it.”

Breton got to his feet and left the man stretching and rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. Whether the others pretended not to notice or were genuinely asleep, he didn’t want to find out. He slipped out of the niche without anyone stopping him.

“Ferethian’s as eager to go as you are,” Maiten whispered. “I’ll create a witchlight as soon as we’re off and up the train a ways.”

Breton shook his head and jerked his hand at the full moon overhead. “Don’t waste it. We might need it later. Why tell them where we’re at when there’ll be plenty of light to see by?”

“Whatever you want,” Maiten replied.

“Safe travels,” Ason murmured from the entry of the niche. The man yawned again. “Give the King my regards. We won’t find him in Mithrias, I suspect.”

They all glanced toward the east and muttered as one, “East.”

Ason stepped out of the cavern and halted at Breton’s side. “Artin and Voren will be displeased. I’ll slow them and say you headed down and Kalen’s horses followed you. In turn, Maiten followed to make sure you made it back and to fetch new supplies.

Breton clasped the other Guardian’s shoulder. “Thank you.”

“The night is wasting,” Maiten said. “If we’re to stay ahead, we need to hurry.”

“Ride light, ride hard, ride safe,” Ason said.

“Loads already lightened. Stay safe in Mithrias. Give the women my fondest regards.”

At that, Ason let out a low laugh. A smirk crossed the man’s lips. “I’ll do my best, though I fear there is but one of me and many of them.”

Breton mounted. Perin’s ears perked forward, and the gelding pulled at the bit. Ferethian pranced in place, lifting his hooves high and placing them down on the stone with gentle clicks.

“To Kelsh,” Maiten said. With a tap of his heels against his gelding’s side, the Guardian cantered up the trail. Breton watched the man go, and his mouth twisted into a grin.

“To Kelsh,” he echoed.

Perin lunged forward at the lightest touch of his heels, and they charged upward with the light of the moon guiding them.


Chapter Five







Kalen let the long sleeve of his shirt mask his shaking hand. It didn’t hide his weakness from the horse he rode, but the animal was too docile to do more than hang its head and flop its ears in misery. The beast wasn’t smart enough to get upset over his poor posture and the constant quiver of his hand on the reins. 

The Kelshites didn’t seem to notice his slouching or that he let the horse follow after its herd mates.

Thunder rumbled, and the rain threatened to drown them both. Kalen hunched his shoulders and shivered as the water worked its way through his clothes, soaking him from head to toe. 

Garint, by unspoken agreement, led the group. The Yadesh kept lifting his hooves high and kept his ears cocked back, but Kalen wasn’t certain if it was out of dislike for the rain and muck or his Knight. Marist’s Yadesh was a smaller beast and little separated the creature from a horse with the exception of her golden, cloven hooves. She plowed through the muck with a purposeful stride, uncaring of who got splashed in the process.

When the creature didn’t think Kalen was looking, she stared at him with a golden eye. He suspected that the Yadesh wanted to speak, but she didn’t. Kalen’s ears buzzed as though swarms of flies hovered around his head, and sometimes he even caught a word here and there of whispered conversations he wasn’t supposed to hear. 

Not even the vellest eased the throb in his skull.

Derac pulled his little brown mare up alongside Kalen’s mount. “Have you been to Kelsh before?”

“Long ago,” he replied. Despite riding the taller horse, Kalen had to look up at the man.

“Rifters don’t come often. I’ve seen two. Don’t reckon I’ll ever forget that man.” An undertone of fear in the man’s words caught Kalen’s attention.

“Oh?”

“Dark-haired, dark-skinned. Looked fit enough to break a horse with his hands. His horse was easily taller than Silver there. Lot meaner, too. Haven’t seen anyone so big in my life.” Derac shook his head and rain whipped off of the man’s drenched locks. “I admit, I was convinced all Rifters would be tall after meeting him.”

“I can promise you that I am the shortest adult within the Rift by a notable margin,” Kalen replied, faking a laugh for the Kelshite’s benefit. The throbbing in his head worsened. “But, there are few men that tall.”

“I learned to ride horses because of that man,” Derac said. “Because of that man and because of that horse.”

“Perin,” he said.

“Perin?”

“The horse,” Kalen said, straightening in the saddle and fixing his posture.

Derac stared at him, but Kalen focused his attention on the horse he rode. He tapped the animal’s flanks with his bare feet and shifted his weight. Both ears pricked up and the horse obediently shifted his stride to a prancing trot.

“Perin,” Derac echoed. “That horse must be long dead by now.”

“Alive and well the last time I saw him,” Kalen said. Mud splashed against the bottoms of his feet and coated his legs.

“Horses don’t live that long. I saw that horse over twenty years ago.”

Kalen laughed. “Things like that happen in the Rift.”

“And the Rifter?”

At that, Kalen fell silent and glanced at each of the Kelshites in turn. Most rode with their heads ducked down and huddled in their cloaks. Garint sat straight and stared ahead, setting a hard pace.

Kalen fidgeted and glared at the Knight’s back. None of the other Kelshites had questioned the excuse that Jarit had gone on ahead to arrange for a healer. It’d be hours, if not days, before any of them realized the man had been murdered. He frowned and shook his head. “He’s fine. It’d take a lot more than the Rift to kill him.”

“So you do know him then,” Derac murmured. The man had a thoughtful expression.

“Of course I know him. It is rare that someone who isn’t a Guardian leaves the Rift. The way is dangerous. I would hope I’d know the Guardians. They’re the elite among us Rifters,” Kalen replied.

“But you aren’t a Guardian.”

Kalen didn’t quite laugh, but made an acknowledging grunt. “Would’ve been.”

Or at least that was Arik’s excuse for dragging him out of bed before dawn each morning to spar. 

Derac muttered in so low a tone Kalen almost didn’t hear it, “How egoistical.”

“It must be a pleasant thing to have a king who is born into the duty, as though the weight of his blood is enough to give him the heart and the skills to rule well.” Kalen didn’t mask his smile and hoped the man heard the venom in his words. Marist’s Yadesh turned her head to stare at him with one large, golden eye. 

“Isn’t that how all kings are made?” Derac asked.

Settling for silence, Kalen shrugged and focused his attention on his horse’s ears.

“What are you talking about?” Marist asked. The road was just wide enough for the Knight’s Yadesh to fall in beside Kalen’s horse. The mare continued to watch him a bright eye.

“You’d be surprised what I understand. You’d be even more surprised at what I perceive,” Derac replied. “Let me ask you one last question.”

“What is it?”

“What is a Kelshite man doing on the Rift’s throne?”

Kalen twisted around on the saddle to stare at the man, forgetting he wasn’t on Ferethian, bootless, and that he wasn’t used to the broad girth of his horse. With a yelp, he tumbled over the side of the dappled gray and landed in the mud.

In his thoughts, Kalen heard the feminine laughter of the Yadesh. Her nose brushed against his neck before her teeth seized his collar and lifted him to his feet.




~~*~~




Mud coated Kalen like a second skin. The rain had stopped, as though punishing him for falling off of the horse. If the fall had injured him, the vellest masked the pain of it. He rode in silence and scowled whenever Derac glanced his way.

It must’ve been his eyes. People always doubted he was a Rifter whenever they saw his eyes. It wasn’t his fault they were the pale blue of the winter sky. If he’d been born with brown eyes, no one would’ve been the wiser.

But he had no way of denying the statement, not without the Yadesh knowing the truth of it. So, he remained silent and hoped his glare was perceived as a deep insult over the accusation of being born outside of the Rift.

Even if it was true.

“We’ll be in Harrold’s Crossing soon,” Marist said. 

Garint slowed his Yadesh and they plodded along the road at a sedate walk. Kalen tensed, and his horse’s ears went back. The scent of smoke tickled his nose.

“Something wrong?” Derac asked.

“No,” Garint replied. The man’s Yadesh turned to block the road. “Everything is just as it should be.”

The First’s hatred roused and threatened to consume Kalen. ~Betrayed.~ The creature didn’t implant images in his thought, but revealed the pale auras of men hiding behind trees. The trees glowed with an aura as well, but it was dark and green and didn’t possess the fiery nimbus of the humans waiting to ambush them.

“What’s going on?” Derac demanded.

“Ambush,” Kalen muttered. His hand dropped to grab his sword before he remembered it wasn’t there. “Hellfires.”

“Take them,” Garint ordered in Danarite. The Knight drew his sword in one smooth motion. Instead of moving forward like Kalen expected, the man kicked his feet free of the stirrups and plunged the weapon into his mount’s side and across its foreleg. The Yadesh let out a pained squeal and fell. Garint jumped clear of the thrashing beast.

Kalen dove off of the horse’s back moments before the first twang of a bow broke the stunned silence. A horse screamed. Derac’s mount reared with a feathered shaft protruding from the side of its neck. The bright aura surrounding the animal flared red then faded to nothing.

The horse collapsed, convulsed, and fell still.

Another horse squealed before it was silenced. Without waiting to see if the ambushers would fire off another volley, Kalen ran for the cover of the trees. The forms of several men emerged from hiding. Instead of the tunic and trousers the Kelshites wore, the dark-skinned men wore robes that were torn off at the knee. Each one wore a different color that reminded him of the hues of the sunset. A stylized sunburst was emblazoned on their shoulder.

One reached for the hilt of a weapon protruding from his crimson robes. Kalen lunged forward and drove his shoulder into the man’s groin. The Danarite let out a strangled gasp. Curling his fingers around the dagger, Kalen jerked it free of the sheath and buried it into the man’s chest. With a jerk and a gurgled cry, the man fell.

“Take him, fools!” Garint bellowed from the road. The enraged scream of the Knight’s Yadesh answered the man’s command.

~Betrayed,~ the First whispered in Kalen’s thoughts. For the first time, no emotions or images accompanied the word.

Yanking the dagger free of the Danarite’s chest, Kalen twisted around to face the other men. He let out a startled yelp as two figures threw themselves at him. The robes of the slain man tangled around his feet and he fell. The weight of the first man hit him full in the chest and shoved him into the mud. Kalen twisted the dagger and tried to plunge it into his assailant. The dagger was ripped from Kalen’s grip and tossed aside. A hand seized his throat, cut off his breath, and held him in place. Dark skin clashed against the orange cloth the man wore. A thick black beard masked the figure’s mouth.

“Do what you want with the others,” Garint said in Danarite. The Knight stepped into view, blood dripping from his drawn sword. Garint’s boot caught Kalen in the ribs. In Kelshite the man said, “You’ve no idea how much I’ve been looking forward to this, Rift King. You would’ve done well to stay in your wretched little canyons. But, you’ve made me a very, very wealthy man indeed.”

“Betrayer,” Kalen rasped. He was rewarded with another kick to the ribs.

“Silence him,” Garint growled.

One of the Danarites tore a length from the dead man’s robes and shoved it in Kalen’s mouth. Someone snatched his hair and jerked him upright. The gag was tied into place. Kalen kept his breaths slow and even and fought to control the rapid beating of his heart. Even if he struggled, breaking free was unlikely at best.

He longed for the cliffs and its twisting trails, the terrain he knew. That was the land he could fight on equal footing, even against men bigger and stronger than he.

Kalen wished he could speak, if only to mutter curses at the forest, which had conspired against him. The Danarites dragged him through the trees and took no chances despite his cooperation. One held his arm behind his back and pinned his wrist halfway up his spine. The vellest numbed him to most of the pain, but his muscles strained in protest. Another kept a firm grip on the back of his neck. It wasn’t quite strong enough to cut off his breath, but it was close.

The road was strewn with the bodies of dead horses. The Yadesh lay among them, their coats stained with mud and blood. Marist lay beside his beast, one hand stretched out to her muzzle. Blood streaked across her nose where the young man’s fingers had managed to brush against her. She was still alive, barely.

The Knight’s eyes were open, but could no longer see.

Across the road, Derac struggled in the grip of two more robed Danarites. The other Kelshites were dead, their bodies left to rot where they’d fallen. 

“What about their horse demons?” the Danarite behind Kalen asked.

“Leave them. They’ll die soon enough,” Garint replied. Ignoring the bodies of his fallen comrades, the man knelt beside the dead horses and started searching through the saddlebags. “Can’t curse you if they die when you aren’t there. Take their swords. It’s good steel.”

Kalen’s brows furrowed. Horse demons? Curses?

Of the Kelshite group, only the Yadesh still lived. Did the Danarites really think of the animals as hellspawn from the Deeps? He’d seen some of the things living in the Deeps, and the Yadesh weren’t nearly as frightening.

A red-robed man stepped out from the trees and snapped his fingers. One of the younger Danarites, clad in pale yellow robes, hurried to obey. “So Soiris is dead. Who killed him?”

The grip on Kalen’s neck tightened. “This one did,” the man behind him replied.

“A child? A suitable sacrifice, I suppose. Soiris deserved his fate if he let such a youth slay him.”

Kalen narrowed his eyes. How had the Danarite known he had killed someone? It hadn’t been long since he’d been captured, and the red robes were bright enough color that the shadows couldn’t have hidden the color.

“He is the one you’ve sought, Lord Priest,” Garint replied.

A lump formed in Kalen’s throat and he couldn’t swallow it back. He knew about the existence of the Danarite Lord Priests and the things they could conjure, but little more than that. Was the red robe the mark of a Lord Priest? Had the man he’d stabbed been one as well?

“Him?” The Lord Priest laughed and crossed the road. The tips of the man’s fingers were cold against Kalen’s jaw. The Lord Priest twisted his head to the left and then to the right. Kalen made no sound. “This is a Rifter?”

“Not just a Rifter,” Garint said in a sniveling, honey-sweet tone. “He is their King. I’ve his sigil and his brooch, both bearing the Rift King’s mark on them. You wanted knowledge of the Rift King. I’ve delivered, Lord Priest. I’ve brought him to you.”

“What of your man? Why is he not here?”

Garint straightened at the change in subject. “Dead. He suffered from doubt and I didn’t dare compromise my mission.”

“I see. What other proof do you have that this mere child is the Rift King? The Rift King doesn’t leave his precious canyons, not for any reason. Do you expect me to believe this?” The Danarite released Kalen’s chin and lifted up one of the braids. The man’s red-gloved fingers stroked the three beads that were tied to the very end of it. “Silver, gold, and black.”

“The Rift King’s colors,” Garint said. “Just like the sigil and the brooch.”

“And why does the other man live?”

“Derac is a noble’s son, Lord Priest, and one of importance. If we kill him, they’ll have just cause. By ransoming him, it looks as if bandits were responsible. They won’t be the wiser for it until we’re long out of Kelsh. The others had no value.”

Derac ceased struggling, his eyes cold and hard.

“You’ve put some thought into this. Very well. I’ll consider your suggestion. We’re done here. Leave the bodies,” the Lord Priest ordered. At the snap of the man’s fingers, several tunic-clad Danarites emerged from the forest leading horses behind them. 

Kalen was tossed across the withers of one of the larger beasts and tied there. The Danarites forced Derac to walk, but not even the crack of the whip on the man’s back extinguished the light of hatred smoldering in the Kelshite’s eyes.




~~*~~




The hilt of the jeweled dagger caught the fading daylight. The pommel stone cracked down on the back of Kalen’s hand. Bones cracked. His body jerked, and he swallowed back his scream. He forced himself to meet the Lord Priest’s gaze and smiled.

“Why have you come here?”

The Danarite favored that question, and Kalen once again remained silent. If they wanted to learn anything from him, they’d have to peel it from his cold corpse.

Lord Priest Helethor’s expression contorted from rage. “Answer me!”

The next blow landed on Kalen’s knuckle. Through the pain-born fog in his head, he was aware of the Lord Priest shouting and cursing.

Time lost meaning for him. He didn’t remember being hauled to his feet or being forced to walk. Kalen stumbled, and if it weren’t for the tight grip on his hair, he would’ve fallen. Each step woke the stabbing pain of broken bones. His breath rattled in his chest, and no matter how many times he swallowed, the taste of his own blood remained on his tongue.

No matter how hard he tried to lift his feet to take another step forward, his left foot flopped behind and his right foot didn’t fare much better.

He wasn’t certain if it was night or if he’d been blinded.

“You shouldn’t have defied me,” Lord Priest Helethor said in a low, even tone.

The vellest no longer eased his agony, but it kept him conscious and anchored him in the land of the living when he should’ve been dead. Kalen twisted his bloodied lips into a mocking grin.

A fist caught him in the gut and drove the air from his lungs. When he coughed, the heat of his blood flooded his mouth.

“He’ll die if you keep doing that,” Garint commented in an emotionless voice. “Without getting the answers you seek.”

“I know that,” Lord Priest Helethor snapped. “I’ll just extract the answers from his corpse after the sunset rituals. Fool won’t live that long.”

“As you wish,” Garint replied. 

Kalen was dropped. He hit the ground hard. He struggled for breath, and choked on his blood. Of all the places to die, it was in Kelsh at the hands of a Danarite.

He wanted to laugh at the irony, but no sound emerged from his throat. In a way, he was almost relieved. His burden would pass on to someone else.

“I’ll leave you to prepare the body,” the Lord Priest said. Kalen strained to hear the man depart, but his ears didn’t work quite right. The sound of the Danarite’s voice was muffled.

Kalen closed his eyes, but he was denied rest.

“Any last wishes?” Garint asked. The man’s hand fell on Kalen’s shoulder and gripped it hard.

“Sword,” he managed to choke out.

“I can’t give you a sword.” 

“No,” Kalen said and coughed. He spit blood. The breath he managed to draw was shallow, but it was enough to let him speak again. “Finish it. Deny him what he wants.”

Garint’s grip tightened. “Are you certain?”

Kalen tried to clench his hand into a fist, but his broken fingers refused to bend. “Can’t get the secrets of the Rift King if the corpse is not that of the Rift King. Take your sword and take my rank. You wanted power, didn’t you? Take it and guard the secret well.”

“What secret?”

Kalen couldn’t force any more words out. With his heartbeat faltering in his ears, he cursed the vellest and its refusal to relinquish its hold even when his body had long since been broken.

“They’ll be occupied with their rituals for the next hour. Heretics like me aren’t permitted, and they believe they’ve got me reined in. If I remove the gag, Derac, do you so swear to stay quiet?”

There was a long moment of silence. Then, “You killed your own Yadesh. You killed Marist,” Derac hissed out. “What are you doing?”

“I can’t tell you. I can give you a chance, and that is all. Do you understand? I had thought they would delay before killing him. I thought they wouldn’t go to such measures so quickly. I thought they’d keep him alive since they wanted him alive,” Garint replied. “So I give you an option. Escape, die trying, or die. Which do you choose?”

“I can’t trust you,” Derac said.

“I didn’t ask you to trust me. Don’t make the mistake of thinking I’m doing this because I like either one of you. I’m doing this because I hate them more than you. That’s all.”

“Then why side with them?”

“You weren’t the only one betrayed,” Garint said, and his voice was bitter.

“What do you mean?”

“Kelshite King,” Kalen rasped, and hoped they’d understand his meaning. Derac drew a sharp breath.

“You’re as cunning as rumor says, and I regret that we could not have met on better terms,” Garint said. “I can offer you this. I’m not much of a healer. That man you call King doesn’t like when his Knights learn such things, but I might be able to at least slow your death. You can’t go to Harrold’s Crossing. By now, it’s surely fallen. Isn’t it ironic, Derac, that your very uncle has a villa to the west of here? He keeps a healer, and is a favored stop of the Knights on duty.”

“I know of it. But, why? Why change your mind now?”

Kalen didn’t need to see the man’s face to hear the tears in his voice.

“His Majesty commanded I aid them. That I serve them so that in turn, we could destroy them all. But they suspected. They knew, and I think it is because he told them. I swore even as I cut my own Yadesh down that I would ruin them all,” Garint whispered. “Decide.”

~Live,~ the First said, speaking for the first time since he’d been captured.

The command gave him the strength to speak. “We’ll go,” Kalen choked out. “Derac’s hand can finish it.”

The simple act of breathing shouldn’t have been so hard, but Kalen refused to be defeated. Not until his last duty was done.

A Rift King lived by the sword and died by the sword, and he refused to be any different.

“Stubborn to the very end. You’ve my word, and Derac has my sword,” Garint replied. “Are we in agreement, then? Do try to at least live through the night, Rift King. I’d hate to see my effort and my loss of Satrin completely wasted. The longer they chase after you, the more time it is before they chase after me.”

“You son of a whore,” Derac growled.

“I’ll take that to mean you’re in agreement. I don’t know how long this will keep him alive. You’ll need to hurry,” Garint said. “Derac, the horses are tied near the stream that way. Hareth’s horse is among them. Take what you can and be quick and quiet about it.”

“Stubborn fool,” Garint muttered. “If you’d only talked, I wouldn’t have had to do this.”

Kalen let out a short and low bark of laughter, but said nothing.

Garint’s hand on his chest was warm. Then, he felt nothing at all.




~~*~~




Each beat of the horse’s hooves jarred Kalen’s broken bones. His foot throbbed, and sharp pain stabbed at his fingers and wrist. 

The rest of him was numb.

Derac held him in place with one hand. The hilt of Garint’s sword jabbed him in the ribs, but its presence comforted as must as it pained him. It, too, served as a reminder that he lived.

Death should have claimed him in the Danarite’s camp. Whatever sorcery Garint had cast upon him had taken away his awareness of his heartbeat, of his breath, and of all of the things separating the living from the dead, except for the pain.

~Live,~ the First demanded.

Kalen couldn’t laugh at the folly of the word. He couldn’t even manage a smile. Was the presence within distressed at his plight? Was the creature a hallucination that would disappear without a trace when his body finally understood he no longer belonged among the living?

The horse slowed to a smooth walk, and his awareness of his body faded into nothing.

“I find myself questioning why I take you to where you might be saved, when I have Garint’s sword and your blessing to end you here and now,” Derac said. “Are you even able to speak?”

When he didn’t reply, he was dumped from the saddle. The force of the impact was like lightning. As quick as it struck, it faded again. He was dimly aware of the First’s rage boiling within him. Kalen clung to the sensation.

It was another reminder of the life he’d lose soon enough. The irony of it almost made him laugh. He’d spent so long surviving, enduring, and walking the line between life and death, that the reality of his death made him want to experience just one more breath, feel a little more pain, and live a little longer. Kalen blinked, and he could make out the blurred form of a horse’s leg in the darkness.

“It would solve a lot of problems if you died,” Derac said. The glint of steel drew his eye. Kalen managed to lift his head enough to make out the man’s silhouette illuminated by the light of the full moon. Stars twinkled overhead, framed by slender branches decorated with a modest covering of leaves.

“The Rift will Ride,” Kalen managed to whisper. There was a strange echo to his voice. He couldn’t feel himself speaking, but the words he wanted to say emerged regardless.

“Oh, so you can still speak? What in the name of the Lady of Light do you mean by ‘the Rift will Ride’? This isn’t the first time you’ve said it. What will happen if I run you through here and now, just as you ran through Hareth and Uthen?”

“War.”

“The Rifters haven’t come out of their canyons for over a thousand years. Even I know this much. I don’t think I believe you. I’m not even sure if I believe you’re the Rift King, sash and brooch or not,” Derac replied.

Something cold and hard pressed against Kalen’s throat. His awareness of it took him by surprise.

“If you kill me, you’ll find out for yourself,” he said, the strange echo still present. “They’ll come for you first.”

“Why?”

The words were torn from his thoughts and spit from his lips. “Because you will be their King, and you will Ride with them. You will wage war against your own people, and their blood will drip from your stained banner. You will crush them beneath the hooves of your black horse. Then, like Arik before me, like me before you, you will be put to the sword and another will take your place. Your existence within the song of the ancestors will be a blight they will strive to erase.”

The pressure eased against his throat. “And if you live?”

Kalen didn’t have an answer to that. The Guardians always managed to find him, no matter how far he’d ridden in the past. One would appear on his trail and stay a respectable distance behind him, a shadow who watched, listened, and never intervened.

“Well? What happens if you live?”

Kalen couldn’t voice his doubts. Even though he wanted to, he couldn’t force the words out.

“Are you trying to tell me that no matter what happens, this so-called Ride will still happen?”

“How far would you go for your King?”

“You bastard,” Derac said.

“Actually, my mother is a lady, and my father a lord.” The words slipped out before he could stop them, and no matter how much he desired it, he couldn’t take them back.

“It is true, then. You weren’t born in the Rift. Marist told me. The Rift doesn’t have lords or ladies. You were born in Kelsh, just like he thought. You’re one of us, and you’re their King?”

“Hellfires,” he muttered.

“Answer me this. Garint said something about being betrayed by the King. What did he mean? Why did you think it was the King?”

“Are you going to run me through or talk me to death?”

“I’ll decide after you answer.”

“If you’re going to break my foot to get answers, I recommend you start with the right one,” Kalen said. “You’ll have to find the truth of it for yourself. He’s your King. Not mine.”

“But you’re one of us!”

“If you want to learn the truth, finish me off. When the Guardians find you—and they will—ask them. They’ll tell you all you want to know.”

“I’m not a traitor,” Derac snarled.

“You’re not a very good murderer, either. Less talk, more sword.”

“I will pray to the Lady of Light that I don’t regret letting you live.”

Derac grabbed hold of his arm and jerked him upright. It hurt enough that Kalen couldn’t even manage a scream. He was tossed across the horse’s withers and Derac mounted behind him. After positioning him on the saddle so he wasn’t flopped across it, the Kelshite kicked the horse into a gallop. 

Kalen didn’t know who the Lady of Light was, but he wasn’t above praying that she’d either kill him or make the pain stop.

She ignored him.

“Not much longer,” Derac said.

Kalen clenched his teeth together to keep silent. His body trembled, but he couldn’t tell if it was from pain, shock, or the vellest wearing off. He hoped for the latter.

It wasn’t until a bright light roused him that he realized he’d fainted. The horse skidded to a halt and let out a startled whinny. Derac’s hand was tight on his arm, and it drew a pained gasp out of Kalen. Dismounting, his companion led the horse right to the door of a home and pounded on it with the hilt of the sword.

“What’s going on?” the sleepy voice of a man asked. The door opened.

“Get the healer and wake Uncle,” Derac snapped. Kalen tried to get down from the saddle, but Derac’s grip tightened. “There’s trouble.”

Kalen blinked and tried to force his eyes to focus, but all he could make out was blurry shapes and the unsteady glow of a light held in someone’s hands.

“Hurry on in, then. What happened? You’re covered in blood!”

“Most of it isn’t mine,” Derac replied before turning to help Kalen down from the back of the horse. His left foot tangled in the stirrup. He fainted with the sound of his choked-off scream ringing in his ears.




~~*~~




Pain raced up Kalen’s leg and spine before thundering through his skull with such intensity that it dragged him out from the black of blissful unconsciousness. “Hellfires!” Instead of screaming, he cursed.

“I could’ve told you he lived without you injuring his foot further,” a woman’s voice said from somewhere over his head. “Lay him down there. Gently, now!”

Kalen wasn’t certain if he wanted to brave opening his eyes. The only thing that didn’t hurt was his chest. It was so numb he couldn’t feel his breath for all he heard his raspy gasps for air.

“Accident,” was all that Derac said.

“Make yourself useful. Water, as hot as you can get it, and clean linens. Take them from the Lord’s closet if you must, but hurry with them. Elgen, wake Analee and tell her I need her,” the woman said. A finger prodded Kalen in the shoulder and drew a yelp out of him. “As for you, you must not sleep. Do you understand?”

“I’ve been healed before,” Kalen growled in the Rifter tongue. Realizing his mistake, he opened his mouth to repeat himself in Kelshite, but he was silenced by the woman’s probing finger.

“I understand you,” she replied in a thick accent. Without care for his discomfort, her hands worked over his chest. Heat washed over him when she peeled the shirt off of him.

“You know our tongue. I didn’t believe many Kelshites did,” Kalen gasped out between breaths. So long as he kept talking, and she kept talking to him, he could do as she demanded. “You may be wasting your effort.”

“A healer must try to save any in need. That is our way. But, you know this, don’t you? Why is it one so young has been healed so many times?” The woman’s fingers traced the lines of the scars across his ribs. Even when she touched his broken ribs, Kalen remained silent. “But you are not that young. You merely look it.”

“I am thirty, if you must know,” he replied.

“I can’t begin until Derac brings what I asked for. Analee will be most useful as well. I must ask that you open your eyes and keep at least one open. It will make our work easier. At least, then, I might know if you’ve fainted during the treatment.”

His right eye opened with ease, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t force the left to obey his will. A young woman bent over him. The frown he expected wasn’t there. Instead, the faintest of smiles creased her lips. “You’re supposed to be frowning. I thought that was in your oath. You can’t grin at someone’s misfortune.”

“You’re lively for a man whose next breath could be his last.”

“I’ve heard that before too. Do your worst, healer. The sooner this is done with, the better.”

“I’d rather not kill you before I’ve had a chance to heal you,” she replied. The frown he’d been looking for made its appearance. He knew better than to look down at his stomach where her fingers hesitated before trailing down to his left leg. Blood was something that he was accustomed to, but he still wasn’t quite sure what the Danarites had done to him. The memory of exactly what happened after the Lord Priest broke his foot was dim at best.

“These injuries weren’t caused by a fall from a horse. They weren’t caused by a sword,” the healer murmured. 

Without replying, Kalen focused his attention on ceiling. The steady illumination of a lantern reflected on polished wooden beams. Above the beams were the shadows of rafters. It roused old memories that he had succeeded to forget for more years than he cared to think about.

“Talk to me.”

A door creaked open. Kalen strained to make out the pattern of the wood’s grain.

“You called for me?” another woman asked.

“Analee, prepare poultice for me. Bring your flute.”

“At once,” Analee replied.

“I hope that I won’t need to resort to that flute,” the healer said in a wry tone. “You’ll wish you could deafen yourself, should it touch her lips.”

“What’s your name?” Kalen asked.

“Marissa.” She didn’t ask for his name, and he didn’t offer it.

“Your accent is terrible. Who taught you the Rift tongue?” he asked in Kelshite. “That girl—Analee?—won’t need to play her flute. Recite some poetry or sing, and I’d seek a ledge from which to throw myself.”

“I can’t tell if you’re a fool for insulting the one who’ll heal you or a genius for it. Trying to irritate me so I’m done with you as quickly as possible?”

“I’ve brought what you asked for,” Derac said. Kalen tried to glance at the man, but he couldn’t see across the room from where he lay. He’d been placed on a sedan with a low back. Marissa stalked around him, making quiet, disapproving noises in her throat.

“Put it there,” the healer ordered, pointing at a nearby table. Derac obeyed, setting down a steaming pan of water and a pile of linens.

“What is going on?” someone asked from the door. It was a man’s voice, and each word emerged as a thundering rumble that Kalen felt as much as heard.

“Uncle. There’s trouble,” Derac replied.

“That I can judge from the amount of mud and blood staining my floor. Tell me something I don’t know.”

Kalen almost laughed at Derac’s bashful silence. “You’ve a nest of Danarites in your precious land,” he said without masking the venom in his voice. “And at least one of them will bring ruin to you and your house.” Before he could say anything else, Marissa seized his left foot and twisted. “Hellfires, woman!”

“So many broken bones. I am astonished you’re well enough to manage such rudeness to the Lord of this house. What did you do to yourself?” Marissa asked.

“I didn’t do anything. What do you think happened?” Kalen growled out through clenched teeth.

“When I first saw it, I thought a horse had stepped on you, but the breaks are too consistent,” the healer said. Kalen glanced at her face to see her puzzled frown. “All of the bones are broken like this. Clean breaks. Localized.”

Derac spared him from trying to answer the woman. “Torture, Marissa. They tortured him. When he refused to speak, they thought they’d get answers out of him one broken bone at a time.”

“And you brought him right to the villa, so the Danarites could follow you here to us,” the Lord said.

“I had no choice, Uncle. I couldn’t kill him. Not like that. Should I have left him? They wanted him dead or alive. They know where your villa is, anyway. There is a fool of a traitor with them.”

“He speaks the truth,” Kalen said. He switched to the Rift tongue and glanced over at Marissa. “Will sitting up interfere with your work? If you end up killing me, there are things they need to know.”

“It won’t.” With more strength than he thought her capable of, Marissa hauled him upright. He bit his lip to keep from cursing. “Remember. If you faint, you’ll die.”

“I’m aware. Do your part and I’ll do mine,” he replied.

“You’re a Rifter,” the Lord said in a thick accent that reminded him of Marissa’s. “You aren’t a Guardian.”

“I must ask the Guardians what they saw in you to make you an Akakashani, or do all Kelshite Lords make assumptions for things they do not know?” Kalen smiled through the pain. It had been a long time since he’d spoken the more formal version of the Kelshite language, but his tongue remembered the intonations. It felt like he was trying to seduce each syllable. He shuddered.

“How did you know that? Who told you?” Anger deepened the man’s voice.

“Uncle, wait. You don’t understand,” Derac pleaded, hanging onto the Lord’s arm like a child.

“I’m going to begin,” Marissa warned. “By all means, do argue.”

Kalen braced himself. He didn’t have time to draw a breath before she laid her hands upon his left foot and the pain was sucked out of him. Kalen’s muscles relaxed, and he slumped back against the support of the sedan. Lethargy set in as he stared at the Kelshite Lord. He summoned all of his hatred and loathing and let it burn through him. He wondered just how Derac would react if he learned his own uncle was just as much of a traitor as Garint. “Why are you an Akakashani?”

“I don’t see how that is your business.”

“Uncle!”

“I’m not speaking to you this moment, Derac. Be silent!”

The Lord stepped into view and dropped down onto the sedan that was on the other side of the table. Dark hair, still tousled from sleep, hung in front of a pair of blue eyes as pale as Kalen’s. A blue, unbuttoned tunic clung to the man’s shoulders. A short-cropped beard and mustache hid his mouth.

Kalen struggled to clench his fingers into a fist, but the broken bones refused to bend. It was a face he knew too well. He saw it every time he stared into a mirror. While there were wrinkles near the man’s mouth and eyes, Kalen couldn’t deny the truth.

~Kill?~ the First asked. It was both an offer and a question, accompanied with the familiar sense of bloodlust, as well as images of battle and death.

Shaking his head was difficult, but he managed. Marissa clucked her tongue in disapproval. “I said you could argue, young sir. I did not say you could move.”

“Xorisi,” he muttered. If the woman recognized the Mithrian word of apology, she didn’t reply to it.

“A Guardian is not due to come, not for another season. You do not wear the colors, and you came in on a gray horse. Rifter horses are black. Who are you and why have you come out of your Rift?”

Kalen stared into the man’s eyes and wondered if the Lord noticed their resemblance.

“You should’ve killed me when you had the chance, Derac,” Kalen said. Without the pain to sustain him and keep him conscious, he had to focus on each word in order to speak. He muttered a curse.

“You know why I can’t.”

“And I will tell you why you will,” Kalen said in a low, even tone. His gaze flicked to Derac before settling on the Lord once more. “Who would you rather do it? Your uncle, this woman, or you?”

“She’ll heal you,” Derac snapped. “There will be no need for that sword!”

“What are you talking about?” the Lord asked.

“What is your name, Lord of Kelsh? What is your gifted name as Akakashani? Speak,” Kalen demanded.

“I am Lord Bresalan Delrose of Kelsh, and I have been gifted the name of Corasan.” Each word was clipped, as though forced out of the man’s mouth without consent.

Kalen let out a low growl from deep within his throat. For a brief moment, Marissa lifted her hands from him and the pain kept him from responding. His foot no longer hurt with the piercing pain of before. It was almost a relief when it throbbed with the beat of his heart.

Her fingers brushed against his ribs, and Kalen’s breath caught in his throat. He wanted to scream, but he bit down on the side of his mouth to keep the sound contained. He sighed when the pain once again was devoured by the healer’s magic. He cringed at the feeling of his bones shifting just beneath his skin as she stroked her fingers over his ribs. She muttered to herself, and he almost laughed when he recognized what she was saying.

The healer’s code of Kelsh wasn’t much different from the one used within the Rift.

“If Derac will not move his hand, then the task falls to you. Should you care at all for your people, and desire any hope of preventing what may come, you will take up the sword and ensure that it takes my life. When the Rift Rides, then you will know the significance of the words that you wrote with your own hand.”

“I take orders from no one but my King,” Lord Delrose said in a low and even tone.

“The second week of the harvest, the tenth year of the reign of Aelthor, son of Toretec, son of Horinst the Wise, son of Veritin, born of the Silent Queen. The harvest goes as well as ever, though there are vines that need pruning. I fear the trellises will tip, should anymore of these once fine grapes were to perish before they can be picked. Corasan.” The spy’s missive had caught Kalen’s attention when he’d first received it, on the virtue of how easily that the Kelshite Akakashani had transformed the evidence of his treachery into a simple harvest report.

“How do you know of that?” 

Derac opened his mouth to speak, but Lord Delrose’s raised hand silenced the man.

“The reply contained but one thing,” Kalen said. “The parcel sealed clean through with wax unbroken until it reached your hand. There are three people who know what was stated within, and two of them are within this room.”

“Lady of Light. Why are you here?” Lord Delrose leaned forward and covered his face with his hands. “Bring my sword, Derac.”

“Uncle!”

“I will not allow you to cut down the man I am trying to save!”

The scream was torn from Kalen’s throat as Marissa faltered. The strength flowed out of him and his vision darkened. While he was aware of words being spoken, they were so faint he didn’t catch their meaning. Waiting for him in the still and quiet dark of his fading consciousness was the presence within. The First didn’t speak, but no words were needed. It offered power, but Kalen rejected it. It offered strength, but he didn’t claim it. It tempted him with revenge, and he wished he could smile.

There was no sweeter revenge than passing his crown made of dirt, his battered saddle that served as his throne, and his court that was composed of serpents and men as harsh as the land they thrived in to the man he hated the most.


Chapter Six







Something cold and wet dripped down Kalen’s spine. Death wasn’t supposed to be cold or wet. He wasn’t quite sure what to expect, but that wasn’t it. It also wasn’t supposed to hurt. Or was it? Maybe he’d really earned some sort of eternal punishment for how he’d lived his life.

“Hellfires!” The curse burst out of him. Dead folks couldn’t speak, either. That left one other option: He lived.

“That did it,” Marissa said in a pleased tone.

“They aren’t used to cold in the Rift, let alone to ice,” Lord Delrose murmured in reply.

Kalen cursed again and struggled to open his eyes.

“Kalen, Garint’s here,” Derac said.

A shiver coursed through him, and it wasn’t from the water dripping down his back. Lord Delrose had been right. They’d led the Danarites right to the villa. “And?”

The word came out a lot stronger than Kalen had expected. While his left eye still refused to open, he managed to crack open the right enough to peer through his lashes.

At first, he feared himself blind, but the shadows solidified to from the porch outside of the villa. He sat on the stairs. Lord Delrose stood before him with a bucket in his hand.

“We have until an hour after sunrise. Then Garint will lead them directly to us. Directly to you,” Lord Delrose said.

“How long was I out for?” Kalen muttered. Water fell down his brow, along the edge of his nose and dripped from his chin. His teeth chattered from the cold. He ached from head to toe, and the shivers made it worse. A blanket was draped over his shoulders.

“I’m sorry,” Marissa said. Kalen shook his head in reply. The blanket did little to warm or dry him, but he said nothing of it.

“I’d say it is maybe two hours before dawn. Marissa thought it wise to let you rest, but we don’t dare wait any longer,” Lord Delrose said. “I can’t get everyone out of the villa in time. There aren’t enough horses.”

“I’m so glad to see I hadn’t wasted my efforts,” Garint called out. Moments later, the Knight appeared from around the corner of the villa. He led two horses. “I was taking back my horse and thought I’d be kind enough to leave you a warning in exchange. I wish you luck. You’ll need it. Two hours after sunrise, and you’ll be back where you belong. They won’t stop until you’re both dead.”

“You play a dangerous game.” Lord Delrose’s voice was too similar to the lifeless tone Kalen adopted when he didn’t want anyone to know how angry he really was. Kalen wrinkled his nose and frowned.

“How does it feel to be the first council member to last less than three months in service? Enjoy the time you have left.” Garint mocked them with a bow. “I can’t thank you enough for your cooperation, Rift King.”

Lord Delrose reached for his sword, but the gold-clad Kelshite was mounted and gone before the sword was freed from its sheath. “We’re in trouble, aren’t we?”

“You’re giving up already? Just because of that? Do you think so little of yourself—of your people—that you can’t fight at all? Can’t they defend themselves?” Kalen shook his head. “You’re supposed to be complaining why I haven’t given a strategy to you so you could draw lots to see who got the best role.”

“We aren’t barbaric like you Rifters,” the Kelshite Lord growled.

“Barbaric would be poisoning them, but that’s what refined and delicate kingdoms do, isn’t it?”

“What are you implying by that?” Lord Delrose clutched the hilt of his sword and stepped forward. Kalen met the older man’s eyes without flinching. The weapon was thrust back into its sheath.

“My Lord,” Marissa exclaimed. “Please, he is still weak.”

“Weak? Giving up without a fight is weak. Giving up without trying to do anything is weak.” The rest of the words Kalen wanted to say choked him and wouldn’t spill out from between his lips.

He shouldn’t have been surprised. He shouldn’t have hoped for anything else. A man willing to poison his own son couldn’t be relied on. Couldn’t be trusted.

Akakashani or not.

“If you aren’t willing to try to save your own people, crawl into a hole and die so those who are willing to can fight without your cursed corpse getting in the way,” Kalen said, spitting each word out. “You’re not fit to feed to the nibblers.”

“How dare you!”

Kalen didn’t remember getting to his feet—wasn’t even sure how his throbbing left foot supported his weight—but with the aid of the stairs, he stared the man who’d sired him in the eye and growled, “Are you going to try to save your people or not?”

“What do you expect? A Lord I may be, but I’m not Rifter-kin. I’m no mercenary. My people are farmers! Lady of Light spare us all, but I don’t think you could even hold a sword with that hand! We’ve no more than three, maybe four hours. We’re outnumbered and unarmed. It’ll be a slaughter.”

Kalen waited for the First’s anticipation of bloodshed, but its presence was gone as if it’d never existed. “So you’d rather they be slaughtered as they sleep, unknowing of their Lord’s treachery? Maybe you could run Garint down before he gets too far and kill him before he returns to his Danarite friends.”

“I’m not a murderer. Even if he deserves it. What would you have me do, Rift King?” Lord Delrose quivered, and it reminded Kalen of a bowstring on the verge of snapping.

“Marissa.” Kalen let the blanket fall from his shoulders and welcomed the painful chill of the morning air. “You can deceive the sight of another healer, can you not?”

“You need to keep warm and rest,” The woman replied, reaching down to retrieve the blanket.

“Answer.”

Marissa froze. “It is a child’s trick.”

“How many live here?”

“The Lord’s family and thirty-six others, myself included,” she whispered, straightening without picking up the blanket.

“What is the meaning of this?” Lord Delrose demanded. 

Kalen twisted around and glared at the older man. “How long can you hide the lives of that many, Marissa?”

“It’s never been done before! How can I answer that?” Marissa replied.

“I didn’t ask if it’d been done before. Can you do it? How long can you do it for?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never tried. Without a source, not very long.”

“So we break someone’s arm. You’ll have a source, one way or another. How long can you hide that many people?”

“You’re a monster,” Marissa whispered. “How can you ask me to do that?”

“A broken limb or the lives of all of those people, Healer. Choose. There’s always a price to survival. They’re your people, not mine. If you won’t even consider taking such a risk, then you all deserve to rot.” Kalen tried to clench his hand, but his fingers were stiff and didn’t do much more than twitch. It should’ve hurt more, but he didn’t dare worry too much about it. He didn’t have the time. “If you won’t run and you can’t fight, you’re only hope is to hide and wait for them to come.”

Lord Delrose grabbed the front of Kalen’s tunic and yanked him forward. “My family sleeps in this villa. Do you think I take such a decision lightly?”

Kalen didn’t move, meeting his sire’s eyes. “You could escape with them on foot if you hurried. Them, and those farmers who can’t fight.”

“They would follow us.”

At that, Kalen smiled. Lord Delrose released him and stepped back a pace.

“Who do you think they want more? A little Lord who sits on the council, or the Rift King?”

“Why? Why would you do such a thing?”

“Because—”

“Will you stop trying to get yourself killed?” From the darkness, the outline of a horse appeared. The black animal was covered in a lather and breathed hard. If it weren’t for the full moon reflecting in the eyes of its rider, Kalen wouldn’t have noticed Ceres at all. Moments later, another horse stumbled into view.

Lord Delrose drew his sword.

Kalen laughed, and the tension flowed out of his muscles. “Which one of you do I beat first for treating your horses like that?” he asked, ignoring the fact he couldn’t even manage to ball his hand into a fist. 

Both of the Guardians dismounted. With a muttered order, the horses were set loose to walk themselves cool. Neither animal strayed far, roaming in circles without letting their riders out of their sight.

Varest drew his sword and eyed the Lord of Kelsh. “Which one do I gut first, Father?”

“You’re their father?” Lord Delrose asked.

“Save your sword for worthy enemies,” Kalen replied. “We’ll have unwelcome guests not long after dawn.”

“How unwelcome?” Varest asked.

“I don’t want enough left of them to feed to a nibbler. We Ride.” Kalen turned to Marissa. “Heal my hand enough to wield a sword. Lord Delrose, give me one of your horses. In exchange, you will take your family, and your farmers, and head west. Run, and do not look back. Give me a blade, and be gone.”

“I will stay and fight,” Derac said.

“My family and my workers will leave, but I will stay,” Lord Delrose replied.

Kalen clenched his teeth together and shook his head. “You’re a fool walking right into their little trap. If you stay, don’t get in our way.”

~I wish to join you,~ the voice of Garint’s Yadesh whispered in Kalen’s thoughts. He wasn’t the only one to draw a hissed breath.

Hobbling on three legs with blood still oozing from the wound stretching from shoulder to foreleg, the Yadesh stepped out from among the trees. Its head hung low, and it struggled for breath. The golden eyes cast stares the way it’d come, ears turned back.

“That changes things. Heal that miserable creature,” Kalen said. “Of all of us, it has the most right to be here.”

Marissa let out a low noise in her throat. When Kalen turned to face the woman, she wiped away the tears from her eyes with her sleeve.

~My name is Satrin,~ the Yadesh said.

“It talks!” Ceres said, pointing at the Yadesh.

“Don’t be rude,” Kalen said.

“Xorisi, Father.”

“I can heal your hand a little, but you won’t be able to fight. Not like that,” Analee said, emerging from the villa. “That way, you can help with the Yadesh, Lady Marissa.”

“I can work with that.”

“What’s the plan, Father?” Varest asked.

Kalen shrugged. “Not sure. Haven’t gotten that far yet.”

“Not the bait,” Ceres blurted out.

Kalen whistled the melody of a festival song and stared at the shaking form of the Yadesh. He didn’t bother to hide his grin. “I think I may have an idea.”




~~*~~




Kalen stretched his legs out and used the still body of the Yadesh as a footrest. The front steps of the villa gave him the ideal view of the clearing and the forest beyond. The shapes of horses drew closer, reminding him of phantoms wafting through the morning fog.

One by one, he wiggled his toes and luxuriated in the warmth of a pair of boots that almost fit him. It distracted him from the chill in his hand, which rested on the pommel stone of Lord Delrose’s bloodied sword. Holding the weapon upright at least spared him from drumming his fingers.

Analee had been too effective at blocking his pain, and he was too weak and tired to risk another healing session.

Not that he was going to admit that to anyone.

The Lord Priest of Danar, clad in the red robes of his station, rode into the clearing, but well out of Kalen’s reach. “I thought I was going to have to chase you farther than this. You’re looking much better than I expected. Perhaps I had been too hasty forming my opinion about you.” The man’s gaze dropped to the body of the Yadesh and a smile played across his lips. “I see that we, perhaps, share similar interests. I could use someone who is efficient. Would you consider putting aside our differences for an even greater cause?”

“I’m listening,” Kalen replied, speaking in Danarite to match the Lord Priest’s choice of language.

“What’s the cost of your cooperation? Wealth? Power? Slaves? Tell me, and I will make it yours.”

“And these things are yours to give? I am curious as to why you didn’t suggest this from the very beginning. For now, I’ll let it go as a misunderstanding. Wealth and power are things all men want. What is your proposal?”

“I desire the Lord that calls this villa his home. Where is he?”

“That fool and coward? He’s gone.”

“I’m aware of the covenant. I’m aware of your role in the Six Kingdoms. Your flaunting of it pleases me. I can offer you a palace within Danar, slaves that are yours to command, and enough wealth you will want for nothing. You’re not yet bound to a woman, or so I’ve been made to understand? I could acquire for you any woman you want. Speak the word, and she’ll be yours. In exchange, you will give us the power of your people and tell me where that Lord has gone.”

Kalen matched the man’s sly smile. “I hope you didn’t need him alive.”

“I do not.”

“Then perhaps we can discuss your suggestion in more detail. I am afraid that they tried to deceive me, and I grow tired of such things. Look around you. I’ve been made to understand men of your standing possess the Healer’s sight. What do you see? Who do you see alive?”

Lord Priest Helethor lifted a hand. “Check the villa and the surrounding area. Leave no building unchecked. Be quick about it!”

The robed Danarites scrambled down from their horses. Those in tunics gathered the reins of the abandoned animals. One hesitated near the Yadesh.

“This beast is dead.”

“I can see that the horse demon is dead, fool! Tell me something I don’t know, like whether or not there are any Kelshite filth remaining at this villa.”

The man’s robes slapped against Kalen in his haste to dart up the stairs and onto the porch.

“Ah, this one.” Kalen nudged the Yadesh’s body with the toe of his boot, leaving a bloodied print on the golden shoulder. “I finished this creature off with that Lord’s sword. A nice enough blade, but unfit for such a novice’s hand. I trust you don’t mind, Garint. It wouldn’t do if it talked, would it? Even in the Rift, we’ve heard rumors of these foul creature’s cunning.”

Garint stared at him with baleful eyes, but said nothing.

“I will provide you with sufficient reward if you spared me the trouble of eliminating the man myself. I am impressed you avoided its curse. You’ve done me quite the favor, Rift King. At the very least, we must work together so that the faithful can descend into your Rift with more ease. This would let us both become more powerful. There are few feared as much as the dark riders of the trenches. You continue to surprise me.” Lord Priest Helethor paused when the first of the robed men staggered out of the villa. Kalen glanced out of the corner of his eye. The man was young, and his dark skin had an ashen cast to it.

“Well?”

“They’re—they’re all dead, Lord Priest. Slain in their beds. The men, the women, the children. All of them. Even the walls are stained red with their blood. It reeks of death and fear.”

Lord Priest Helethor’s brows arched high. “You’re merciless.”

“For one such as you, I will take that as a great compliment indeed. They refused to cooperate. I trust you understand that.”

“Together, we can do as no others have before. They will turn to the true way, or they’ll die. Those Kelshite filth. Had I known, things would’ve been much different. You speak the true words with grace, unlike our friend here.”

At that, Garint scowled.

“They weren’t very satisfying, I must admit. I hope you can offer me a greater challenge. This worthless blood is an insult to the sword,” Kalen said, flexing his fingers. The pain of it let him keep his smile in place.

“How does annexing the whole of Kelsh sound to you? I’ve heard rumor of your dislike for that heretic. Together, we can bring it beneath the rule of our Lady Selestrune. I could have you crowned as the Kelshite King,” Lord Priest Helethor said, swinging down from the back of his horse. The Danarite stepped closer, but was careful to remain out of the reach of Kalen’s sword.

“If we work together,” the man continued in a whisper, “we can ensure his undoing. We can ensure his death, and the death of all of his council, and all of his Knights. They’ll be defenseless against us.”

“I’d like that very much, I think,” Kalen replied. One by one, the men returned, their breaths heavy from running in their robes.

“They’re all dead. If there were horses here, they were set loose or slain,” one of them gasped out. They fell back into ranks behind their superior and stared at him with expressions no less terrible than Garint’s undisguised hatred.

“What do you think, Garint? You’ve been silent all of this time,” the Lord Priest said.

“He’s a very dangerous man.”

“You’re wiser than you look. Well, Rift King? What is your answer?”

“Wealth, power, women. They’re tempting things, this is true. You present an offer that is very difficult for a sane man to refuse.” Kalen smiled and leaned back against the stair. “Tell me, Lord Priest Helethor—ah, it is Helethor, isn’t it?” The Danarite nodded. “Very good. I wouldn’t want to mistake your name for another’s. As I was saying, it is very difficult for a sane man to refuse.”

The Lord Priest’s smile widened. “Then you’ll do it.”

Kalen longed for a left arm so he could touch his fingers together, brace his elbows against his knees, and stare at the man, just as Breton liked to do. Instead, he settled with crossing his right boot over his left and making himself more comfortable. “I like what I hear. I will tell you my secret, just as you desire.”

“Tell me.” Lord Priest Helethor stepped forward again, eyes bright with greed.

“Not only can I kill people,” Kalen said in Kelshite, lowering his feet from the Yadesh’s back. “I can resurrect them, too. Let me show you.”

Satrin surged up from the ground and let out a challenging call. Arrows rained down from the roof of the villa and from high up in the trees surrounding the clearing. Feathers protruded from the chests of those before him, and many fell without a sound. Lord Priest Helethor let out a scream of rage and pain. The Danarite grabbed the feathered shaft embedded in his arm and jerked it out. “You fool!”

“It is such a shame that no one has ever accused me of being sane,” Kalen said.

The Yadesh charged forward, hooves lifted high and slapping against the ground with the same rumble of thunder. Garint let out a wild cry and stumbled back. “No! It can’t be! It can’t be!”

“Oh, but it can be,” Lord Delrose said, stepping out of the villa with a drawn sword, Derac at his side.

Breaking off the charge, the golden stallion swerved off into the trees and another volley of arrows fell.

When Ceres and Varest charged out into the open astride their large, black horses with war cries on their lips, the survivors scrambled onto their horses and fled through the trees.

Kalen let out a displeased grunt at the departing backs of the two men he wanted dead.

“Do we pursue?” Varest asked.

“Good work,” Kalen said. Standing hurt, but he managed without help even though Lord Delrose and Derac held out their hands to aid him. “Round up the horses. I recommend you leave while you still can. He’ll be back.”

Ceres wheeled his horse and rode out through the trees with the Yadesh trailing behind him.

“What now?” Lord Delrose asked.

“Do what you want.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I don’t see how that is any of your business,” Kalen said. “We leave as soon as the horses are rested, Varest.”

“It’ll be a while, Father. We’ve been riding them hard for a month chasing after you,” Varest said.

Kalen stilled. For all he heard the words, it took him a long moment to comprehend what the Guardian said. He frowned. How had an entire month gone by without his awareness of it? “It isn’t wise to stay here.”

“I know someone who owes me a favor who has a small villa within a day’s ride to the south of here. Will that do?” Lord Delrose asked.

“They can go that far if we don’t push them hard,” Varest said.

“Do what you want,” Kalen said, limping toward the bodies of the fallen Danarites. He rolled a corpse over with the toe of his boot and ignored the jolt of pain that went up his leg. Disbelief was forever etched on the man’s features. “I’ll search them. Go help Ceres.”

“As you wish,” the Guardian said before sighing. 

It wasn’t a simple task with a hand that didn’t bend right, but it bought him time to think without someone hovering over him every time he winced. What had happened in the past month? Why had Ceres and Varest been the ones to find him? How had he gotten to Kelsh?

Just how had he managed to get so far without his boots? Kalen managed a strained laugh and focused on searching the corpses. At least they didn’t ask questions or demand answers.




~~*~~




Ceres rode ahead to make room for Lord Delrose at Kalen’s right side. Glaring didn’t bring the Guardian back, nor did it make his sire vanish, so Kalen tried to pretend that none of them existed.

“How do you like Kelsh?” Lord Delrose asked.

“Cold, wet, miserable, dark, and the hospitality could use a little work,” he replied.

“Summer is not so far away.”

“I’ve no intentions of being here during the summer. I’ve duties to return to.”

“That I can understand. How is your hand faring?”

Kalen grunted. Holding the reins was a battle he didn’t want to admit he was losing. If he hadn’t picked a tired, docile horse, he’d have been bucked off and left in the mud.

“I’ll have Marissa attend to it as soon as she’s rested,” Lord Delrose said.

Clenching his teeth together until his jaw ached did little for his mood, but it did keep him from snapping at the Kelshite outright. “Thank you.”

“I’m amazed,” Varest muttered from his place at Kalen’s left side.

“When do you plan on returning to the Rift?”

“As soon as possible.”

“You could do a great deal of good improving the relationship of our kingdoms if you would consider going to Elenrune.”

“Maybe when I’m dead,” Kalen muttered on a breath. He straightened and looked Lord Delrose in the eye. “I’ve heard this story before. Lord Delrose, the Rift is a neutrality. I aided you for one reason only.”

“And what reason is that?”

“I dislike them more than I dislike you.”

“I find that hard to believe,” Varest whispered in the Rift tongue.

“I heard that,” Kalen hissed at the Guardian.

Varest cleared his throat. “I think I’ll go find out what Ceres is doing.”

“What a good idea,” Kalen said in the driest tone he could manage.

“Aelthor wants to change that. He’s growing quite desperate. I’m certain you could take advantage of that for the benefit of the Rift.”

“If you call sending a missive once a week begging me to accept his daughter ‘desperate’, I suppose he is. I don’t even want to think about his absurd trade proposals.”

Anger numbed him to the pain in his hand, until it was a throb he could manage, if not completely ignore. Kalen shifted in the saddle and controlled the urge to sigh. “You’ve gotten all you’re going to get from me. The Danarites are your problem now, just as you are theirs.”

“They kill our people!”

“No, they kill your people. And you kill theirs. Neither side even remembers just what you’re fighting about. Neither of you will accept mediation, although it has been offered to you many times by the Six Kingdoms, and it’s been offered by myself and every Rift King before me for hundreds of years. We do keep track of these things. Don’t assume we’re not aware of how neither of you care to listen to reason. Now, the other four are so torn on the situation they don’t dare interfere at all. The Rift is neutral. I won’t say it again.”

“Why?”

“That isn’t your concern.”

“Very well. I recognize a lost cause when I see one. Tell me, then, why is it so difficult to make a trade agreement with your people?”

“How do you propose to get wagons and pack animals down trails that my Walkers and Runners struggle on? I’ve had a trail collapse under me and my horse before. Even if the way is survived, most don’t make it out. It is rather tiresome having to clear the trails of the goods they leave behind because they get themselves killed. When Wanderers refuse to venture into the Rift, that alone is a good reason to not establish a trade route. You’re asking to kill your people for profit.”

“There are those willing to take that risk.”

“The nibblers can have them then,” Kalen replied.

“Clearing ahead!” someone called out.

“Ah, excellent. We’re almost there,” Lord Delrose said.

“Good.” Guiding the tired bay with his legs, Kalen shook his hand to free it of the reins. Jolts of pain raced up his arm, and he held his breath to keep from gasping. His fingers twitched, but only his thumb moved at his will. Letting the reins fall to the horse’s neck, he rested his palm on his knee. In a way, he welcomed the pain. It keep his worn body awake and his mind alert.

It let him resist the urge to tumble from the horse’s back and rest on the first patch of moss he could find. Even the mud was starting to look a little too tempting for his comfort.

The clearing was little more than a ring of moss-covered stones surrounding a pool that fed a brook. A trail led from it through a dense stretch of trees. 

“The villa is at the end of that path. The stream runs by the villa, so we can water the horses there,” Lord Delrose said.

The horse sighed when Kalen nudged her forward.

“Is it true that you don’t have a Queen? You’ve two sons.”

“Seventy-eight, actually. Eighty-six daughters, too.”

“S-seventy-eight?” Lord Delrose’s mouth hung open.

“Stop taunting him, Father,” Varest said from ahead, twisting around in the saddle to face them.

The Kelshite Lord swallowed. “How old is your youngest?”

“Ara’s fourteen,” he replied.

“How old were you when you had… her? Is Ara a girl’s name?”

Kalen couldn’t swallow back his laughter. “Ara is a girl. I promise you I didn’t have her. First, I’m not a woman. Second, as you’ve been told, I don’t have a Queen nor have I ever had a Queen.”

“I don’t understand.”

The heat of embarrassment raced from Kalen’s chest to his neck and up to warm his cheeks. Lord Delrose watched him with the expectant stare. “I’m not explaining this to you!”

Ahead, Varest jerked around to face forward. The Guardian doubled over, his shoulders shaking from his laughter.

“I don’t understand. Did I somehow offend?”

Kalen glared at Varest’s back. The man let out a strangled laugh. Even the gelding pranced in place, ears forward and tail bannered.

Varest quieted and reined his horse around to face them. “Delrose, let me explain.”

“Bresalan,” Lord Delrose said.

“Delrose, there is but one requirement to be a Queen of the Rift. Can you guess what it is?”

“And you were telling me not to taunt him,” Kalen muttered in the Rift tongue. He was ignored.

“You have to marry him?” Lord Delrose asked.

“Oh no, nothing so elaborate as that. We give our women an equal chance at him. With those eyes and his looks, we’d be fools not to. Don’t come between a woman and her prey, Delrose.” Varest start to laugh again. 

Kalen’s ears burned. “Enough, Varest.”

“Ah, don’t be so serious, Father. We don’t have this ‘marry’ thing in the Rift, whatever that is.”

“It’s like a court mating without the serpents and the death penalty if you violate the oath,” Kalen said.

“If you say so. Who are we to tell a woman who she lets spear her? If she catches the King, she’s a Queen. That’s it. How many Queens did my sire have, anyway?” Varest asked.

“I stopped counting after the first three hundred or so.”

Snickering, Varest kneed his horse to catch up to his brother. Kalen couldn’t mask his own grin.

“Unbelievable,” Lord Delrose said in a quiet and stunned voice.

Kalen nodded his agreement.

The forest thinned enough to reveal a flower garden crisscrossed with stone walkways. A hedge framed most of it, though it was low enough even Kalen could step over it.

Lord Delrose reined his horse in. “Tell me something, Rift King, if I may be so bold?”

Kalen sat back in the saddle and the horse halted. He let out a silent sigh of relief that he wouldn’t need to hold the reins again. “What now?”

“Why do you trust me?”

“I don’t.”

“So why come with us at all?”

Kalen gestured toward Ceres and Varest. “They wanted to, and their horses are weary.”

“Ah, excellent. Then I trust they won’t mind a prolonged stay. After all, your hand does need to heal, does it not?”

Something about Lord Delrose’s tone sent shivers down his spine. A warning went off in his head. Sucking in a breath, he kicked his feet from the stirrups and dove for the ground. With a grip as hard as steel and equally merciless, Lord Delrose snatched his wrist and yanked him back toward him.

Fire spread up Kalen’s arm and his breath caught in his throat. The blood drained from his face and left him shivering from the shock of the pain.

It wasn’t until a sharp pain stabbed through his shoulder that he realized his arm was twisted behind his back. Lord Delrose’s left arm wrapped around his shoulders and brushed against his throat. Several of Lord Delrose’s men hurried to secure the bridles of the horses.

“I wouldn’t move,” Lord Delrose warned. Kalen hadn’t heard the weapons being drawn, but Ceres and Varest rode with their swords in their hands. The pair of geldings stood as still as their Riders, ears laid back and their muscles shivering beneath their glossy coats.

Kalen panted. Lord Delrose’s fingers tightened on his wrist and pressed against the broken bones in his hand. The gasp came out unbidden and his back arched in the futile effort to relieve the pain. The arm tightened around his shoulders and neck until his head rested against Lord Delrose’s chest.

“Give me one reason why I shouldn’t run you and your lackeys through right now,” Varest said.

“Because I can snap his neck before you could. You’re also outnumbered.”

Men clad in black, green, and brown emerged from the trees surrounding them with their swords drawn. The sun glinted off of metal in the branches above.

“You won’t be harmed, nor will he, but I’m afraid that I can’t let you return to the Rift quite yet. We’ve much to discuss. Which will it be? Will you cooperate, or shall I prove my word true?”

Neither of the Guardians moved. Lord Delrose’s grip tightened. “Do you want a demonstration of how serious I am? I know what happens should I be the one to kill him. I am Akakashani, after all. Neither of you can do a thing to me.”

Ceres let out a low curse.

“That hurts,” Kalen rasped out. The grip on his wrist loosened, but not by much. “That was devious.”

“I’m so glad it meets with your approval,” Lord Delrose replied in a wry tone.

Kalen sighed. Even if he had the strength or will to break free—which he didn’t—his chance of escaping was slim at best. “Stand down.”

“But—” Ceres lowered the sword and opened his mouth to speak.

Kalen interrupted the Guardian with a wordless growl and a shake of his head. “I said stand down.”

“Get off your horses,” Lord Delrose ordered. “Separate them and take their weapons. I suggest you cooperate, sons. Don’t worry. I am a man of my word. Neither of you will be harmed, so long as you don’t try something foolish.

“I hope his father finds you,” Ceres said as he obeyed the order to dismount, handing over his sword.

“Why is that?”

“When he finds out what you’ve done, there won’t be enough left of you to feed to the serpents.”

“I haven’t done anything. Yet. Now move!”


Chapter Seven







Breton leaned over the well and struggled to control his breathing. Water dripped from his hair and fell into his eyes, but did little to cool him. His hand shook as he wiped his face. Letting out a low groan, he leaned against the stone. He huddled in the shade the well offered and counted his breaths until his heart ceased trying to claw its way out of his chest. 

“Better?” Maiten asked.

“Not really,” he replied. This time, speaking didn’t result in a bloodied coughing fit. He sighed and took a small drink. It didn’t completely soothe his sore throat, but it let him swallow without it hurting quite as much.

“I’ll walk the horses. Try not to die on me while I’m gone.”

“I’ll try to avoid it.” Breton shook his head and slid down to the ground.

“That’s the spirit. I don’t want to find out if Kalen is capable of bringing you back from death just so he can kill you himself.”

Breton didn’t bother hiding his grin. The favored threat wasn’t really effective, although it was amusing; Maiten did a remarkable imitation of Kalen’s surliest tone, even pitching his voice to be almost as high as the Rift King’s.

No grown man whose voice had broken could reach such a high tenor. Like Arik before him, Kalen had become timeless, ageless; an adult’s mind, with an adult’s strengths, trapped within a child’s body.

He still wasn’t certain if Arik had been cruel or merciful. What had the Rift King’s predecessor been thinking, forcing the role on someone so young? Fifteen years as the Rift King was enough to harden anyone.

It wouldn’t be long until Kalen had filled the role for most of his life.

Breton sighed.

The horses circled around Maiten, obeying the man’s order to walk. While his companion remained within sight, he was far enough away to grant the illusion of privacy.

Enough of an illusion where Breton could take stock of the mark on his chest and shoulder without the red head staring with undisguised curiosity. Unbuttoning his shirt, he strained to make out the skreed-inflicted wound. While the dark splotches hadn’t faded over the week, the scars where it had touched him gleamed with the same luster of silver and gold. He rolled his left shoulder. It still ached, but it was a dull pain he could almost ignore.

One week, and the bloodied gouges had almost healed. In that week, they’d traversed the upper reaches and emerged from the Rift. The red, hard-packed earth beneath him was cracked and sand-strewn, clashing with the dull gray, lifeless wastes of eastern Danar.

It should’ve taken them two weeks.

Maiten returned as Breton finished buttoning his shirt back up. “How is it?”

Breton sighed again. So much for his privacy. “I look like a living experiment of a deranged metal smith.”

“I’ll make sure I won’t tell Ambric you said that. Do you want to stay here or try for Land’s End tonight?”

“I don’t care either way. The inn would be more comfortable. And a little less desolate.”

Maiten laughed and gestured toward the mountains that loomed on the southern horizon. “It does have a great view of the mountains. That’s something, at least.”

“Can’t see the Rift from here,” Breton replied, digging the heel of his boot into the ground. At least in the Rift, some things were tenacious enough to survive. He hadn’t seen so much as a serpent since they’d started following the clashing sands of Kelsh and Danar.

“Let’s move on then. The horses aren’t too tired and I could use a bed and a nice woman to warm it,” Maiten said.

“Good luck with that one, friend,” Breton replied. Perin came at his whistle. Kalen’s horses ignored him, both of them staring eastward.

“It doesn’t feel like he’s in trouble anymore at least,” Maiten said.

“I know.”

The dread that had threatened to suffocate him had faded several days ago, but the urge to head east remained, as undeniable as his need to breathe.

“If we hurry, we might even make it by night fall. Then we can rest, resupply, and head east.”

Breton forced a smile for Maiten’s sake. “Let’s ride.”

Although the sun was hot on Breton’s back, its heat was kinder than it had been in the early morning. It was less oppressive than within the lower reaches, and Perin moved with a smooth, easy stride, both of his ears pricked forward.

Ferethian and Honey ran circles around them until Maiten yelled at the unrepentant horses. Breton glanced at Maiten and snickered. They were still laughing when the crimson of sunset touched the western horizon.

Maiten’s laughter cut off. Breton tensed, and Perin skidded to a stiff-legged halt. “What is it?”

“I smell smoke.”

Breton lifted his head and sniffed. He couldn’t smell anything other than the horses and the stench of their own sweat. The air was still and dry. “Nothing.”

“That way, I think,” Maiten replied, pointing ahead of them.

“That’s where Land’s End is,” Breton said, squinting at the horizon.

Maiten shifted in the saddle. The man lifted his head and took several deep breaths. “I still smell it. I think we better hurry.”

Perin sighed as though understanding Maiten’s words, and Breton couldn’t resist echoing his horse.

“As if we needed anything else to go wrong,” he muttered.

“Things like that happen in the Rift, old man.”

“We aren’t in the Rift anymore, Maiten.”

“Maybe these outsiders would be more sensible if they were from the Rift.”

“I can’t argue with that. You noticed it, you lead the way.”

Maiten kneed his horse into a canter. Breton followed close behind and hoped that his friend imagined smoke in a place where wood and dung was scarce.




~~*~~




It wasn’t just burning wood or dung causing the smoke, but flesh. Breton lifted his sleeve to his nose and mouth, but it didn’t remove the acrid taste in his mouth or make it any easier to breathe. The horses snorted and slowed to a walk without any cue from them. The last light of sunset was the red of blood.

“So much for Land’s End,” Maiten muttered. “They must’ve planned to get Kalen then head for Kelsh.”

“I think you’re right.”

True night fell over the desert, but it didn’t grow dark; the hazy light of the burning town lit the way for them and cast dancing shadows over them. Breton shivered. “Let’s check for survivors.”

“Are you sure? Whoever did that might still be here.”

“If they are, they know we’re here,” Breton replied.

Maiten cursed. “I hate when you’re right.”

“Your hatred for me must know no boundaries. I can go by myself, if you’re worried.”

“Now you sound like Kalen. What has he been teaching you?”

“Patience,” Breton muttered.

Maiten’s laugh was strained. “He’s going to be angry if we keep interfering.”

“We tossed how many Danarites off of the trail, again? I think we’re a little beyond reproach, especially considering the fact we stole his horses and left the others,” Breton replied. “We aren’t picking sides, anyway. We’re checking for survivors and helping them, nothing more. Kalen would approve of that.”

“Always the voice of reason. If we get killed, I’m blaming you.”

“I’ll remember that if we get killed.”

“Just forget I said that,” Maiten said after a long pause.

“I’ll consider it.”

“Your idea, you lead,” Maiten said.

Breton grumbled. “Thanks.”

Breathing through his mouth didn’t stop him from breathing in the stench of charred flesh. Another shudder coursed through him. It was enough to make him seriously consider converting to Kalen’s stance as a pursuer of all things vegetable.

Human flesh burned within the flames ahead.

Dismounting, Breton walked toward the glow of what had once been the only trading town that connected Danar, the Rift, and Kelsh. The inn was on the edge of town, and all that remained was a smoldering pile of rubble. The skeletal frame of the stables still stood, but did nothing to hide the corpses of the horses lying dead in their stalls.

A tangle of blackened bodies was discarded in the middle of the road leading deeper into the town.

“Ugh.”

“Well said,” Breton agreed. He swallowed back bile. “At least they haven’t gone to rot.”

“I was trying not to think about that. People didn’t do this. They used those skreed again and set the whole place ablaze when they were finished.”

“Any idea how long this has been burning?” Breton turned in a circle, but everything was still and quiet save for the groan of collapsing buildings and the crackle of fire.

“No idea.”

Breton eased his way around the corpses without going near any of the buildings. While most were like the inn, some still burned brightly. His lungs ached from the smoke choking him, but he pressed forward.

“Careful!” Maiten called out from behind him. “I’ll put the horses on guard.”

Breton waved a hand to acknowledge he had heard and kept moving.

There was no respite from the corpses. Many were so charred and mangled that he couldn’t tell if they’d once been men or women, Kelshites or Danarites. The closer to the center of Land’s End he got, the more he wanted to turn around and run away.

Maiten grabbed hold of his elbow in a trembling grip. Breton twisted around and looked toward where his friend pointed. The broken, bloodied bodies of children were piled together in an alley between two crumbling buildings. Unlike the others in the town, they were untouched by the black marks of the skreed, and the fires consuming Land’s End hadn’t reached them.

Breton wrapped his arm around Maiten’s shoulders and pulled the man away from the street. “Come on. There’s nothing we can do for them now,” he whispered. It was hard not to lash out and hit something. “Warmongers.”

When Maiten spoke, it was in a tone as cold and as unforgiving as stone. “I’m wishing for another group of them to run off the trail, but they do not deserve such a quick death.”

“There are too many people here. Land’s End isn’t so large. Where did so many come from? There are hundreds here,” Breton said, herding Maiten toward the center of the town.

“All dead, too,” his friend whispered.

The square proved no better than the streets. The stalls of the market had been piled together into a pyre. It cast dark plumes of smoke toward the sky.

“Let’s get out of here before I’m sick,” Breton muttered.

“Good idea.”

Breton edged around the square to the east-bound road. Unlike the road leading toward the Rift, it was shorter and broader. He hoped it had fewer bodies.

He’d seen enough of them for a lifetime. 

Skirting around a collapsed shop, Breton hurried for the fresher air outside of the town.

Something snatched at his boot. Breton let out a startled yelp and twisted around. With a ring of steel, Maiten drew his sword. Breton stared down at the hand clutching his leg.

The squeal of a horse sounded, accompanied by the thud of hooves. For a moment, Breton mistook the animal for Honey.

It wasn’t until he noticed the awkwardly long legs and bristled mane that he realized they were different beasts for all they shared the same color.

Honey didn’t have antlers.

“What is that thing?” Maiten exclaimed.

“It’s a Yadesh. It belongs to a Knight,” Breton replied, switching to Kelshite. “You’ve never seen one? You’ve been to Kelsh before.”

“Not at a slaughter like this, I haven’t!”

“Y-you must help,” a weak voice called from at Breton’s feet.

The Yadesh stopped several paces away, head lowered with antlers pointed at them. It pawed at the ground with its cloven hooves.

The man’s mangled legs were trapped beneath the bodies of several men and part of a horse. Pale bone stuck out from the Kelshite’s swollen flesh. Breton swallowed back bile.

“Put away your sword, Maiten. We’re from the Rift. You’re that beast’s Knight, aren’t you? I’m not sure I can help you.” Breton forced himself to look at the man’s black-stained face. Why had the skreed left the man alive?

He hadn’t thought it possible. Then again, he’d been left alive, when by all rights, he should’ve been killed.

“Warn them,” the man gasped out and struggled to draw another breath. “Take Dorit and warn them.”

“Warn who of what?” Breton knelt down. Something wet and warm seeped through the knees of his trousers.

The man coughed blood and shuddered. With its head still hanging low, the Yadesh moaned.

Appearing out of the smoke, Ferethian charged forward and let out a challenging squeal. Despite the difference in size, the Yadesh retreated back a pace, ears cocked back and antlers held at the ready.

“Brought their own. Killed. Set monsters loose. Elenrune.” Each word was clipped and clear, and Breton held his breath to make certain he heard it. The Knight’s face twisted in pain and concentration. “Warn them.”

“Hellfires. More skreed,” Maiten said. Ferethian let out another squeal.

“Curse your ancestors, Ferethian! Stand down!” The stallion ceased moving, but let out a whinny. “Be quiet! He isn’t going to do anything.”

The stallion fell silent and Breton turned back to the Knight. “Who did it?”

“Blood Priests,” the man sighed out. The life fled from him on those words and his body relaxed and fell still.

The Yadesh lifted its head to the smoke-shrouded sky and keened.

Breton reached out and closed the man’s eyes. Ferethian let out a low, mournful sound and draped his head over the Yadesh’s golden shoulders.

One by one, their horses emerged from the darkness to huddle around the Yadesh. It continued to keen. The harrowing call was unanswered by the Knight who would never awaken.

“Terrible,” Maiten said, his voice thick with tears.

Horses and Yadesh couldn’t cry.

Breton listened to the Yadesh’s dirge and wept.




~~*~~




Breton paced around the camp. Maiten, the horses, and the Yadesh still slept, oblivious to the shuffle of his boots through the sand dusting the hard-packed dirt.

He paused to stare at the dead Knight’s bondmate, who was nestled in the center of the little herd. Ferethian stood watch over them several paces away, one leg slack and head drooped in slumber. The haze of smoke hung over them and stung in his eyes. He’d been the last to fall asleep and the first to rise.

None of them had rested until the Yadesh had fallen asleep. They hadn’t gotten far from Land’s End; the horses refused to leave the Yadesh, and the Yadesh refused to leave its Knight.

Breton scowled at his tunic. Not even the black material was able to hide the stains of blood and soot from carrying the man’s broken body out of the town.

He circled his sleeping companions and paused at the disturbed sand marking the Knight’s final resting place. The Yadesh had been the one to start digging the hole. Then the horses had joined in. Breton and Maiten had been the ones to finish the work.

It had seemed like pointless, tiring effort to him, but the Yadesh had refused to calm until the body had been completely covered with dirt and sand.

Would they even be able to grant the man’s final wish, his Moritisori? Breton swallowed back a lump in his throat. It reminded him too much of their own horses, so attached to their Riders that they followed them even in death.

The warm breath of a horse blew against the back of his neck. Breton lifted his hand and a soft, small muzzle lipped at his fingers.

“What will you do if this happens to Kalen?” Breton whispered. Ferethian sighed and rested his head on Breton’s shoulder. “I should make you promise to keep me company. You’re the only one who knows the real him.”

The real Kalen. The Kalen who didn’t dare expose the truth of his existence to anyone but him and the few horses whom he acknowledged as his. 

Ferethian sighed again.

“At least you should see your Rider soon. We’re getting closer.” A week ago, Kalen’s presence had been distant, but it was stronger. Another week, maybe two, and he would be able to do his duty.

The stallion’s head jerked up. Illuminated by the early morning light, a small and cloaked figure stepped forward on shaking legs. A dagger was thrust out, but the tip shook in an unsteady grip. “Don’t move or I’ll stab you!” It wasn’t a shout. It was a little girl’s voice, and it trembled with her fear. She spoke in Danarite, but he didn’t recognize the faint accent.

“Wha?” Maiten mumbled. The rustle of blankets and a groan was followed by a tired grunt as his friend man lurched upright.

“I’m not moving,” Breton replied, careful to keep his tone low and soothing. His throat itched with the need to laugh, but he choked it back.

She was smaller than Kalen, and she clutched her dagger with both hands.

“Horse. I need a horse,” she said, twisting around to stare behind her.

Breton jumped forward and plucked the weapon from her grip, tossing it away. He spun her in a circle and sat down hard, pulling her onto his lap. “Maiten!”

“Got it,” was the reply.

“Let me go!” The child kicked and screamed, but her blows didn’t hurt. He wrapped both of his arms around her, pinning her arms. The screams turned into heavy sobs. “Let me go, let me go, let me go!”

“What do these Danarites think they’re doing? This is one ugly little dagger.” Maiten turned to show him the blade. The hilt was covered in leather and linen wraps, but points of metal stuck out, and it was stained with blood.

The girl bit his arm. Breton winced as her teeth grazed him, and he shifted his grip to rest his elbow under her chin . “Why do you need a horse, little one?”

“I’m not little! Let me go.”

Maiten choked back a laugh. Breton captured her hands in his. She was so small in his grip that it reminded him of Kalen when they’d first met.

Kalen, however, hadn’t struggled quite so desperately. He’d also been older. She was larger than the three or four year olds he knew, but her voice and the way she spoke reminded him of a child of that age.

“He’ll find me!” she wailed.

“Who will find you?”

The girl let out a pitiful moan and sniffled, but didn’t reply.

Breton winced. Kalen, at least, hadn’t screamed or cried. Much. “My name is Breton. What is yours?”

Another sniffle. “Verishi.”

“Little girls shouldn’t point daggers at strangers, Verishi. Someone could get hurt.”

“But it’s okay for little boys to use daggers?” Maiten laughed, speaking in the Rift tongue. Switching to thickly accented Danarite, the Guardian continued, “Breton won’t hurt you. He likes children. Who will find you?”

Verishi stilled in Breton’s grip, scrunched her shoulders and ducked her head. “Lord Priest Yektrik.”

Breton drew his breath through clenched teeth.

A Lord Priest. Blood Priest.

“Why are you running from him?” Breton asked.

The girl’s calm broke, and she sobbed again. Turning her to face him, Breton patted her back and made soothing noises. Maiten helped him to his feet. She weighed even less than he thought she should.

“Shh, it’s fine. We won’t let him find you. Why don’t you ride with me on my big horse? His name’s Perin,” Breton soothed. “Would you like that?”

Verishi jerked her head in a nod.

Breton’s chest ached and his throat burned at how tightly she clung to him.

“That Yadesh isn’t going to be happy.”

The animal stared at them with both ears turned back. Breton met the creature’s golden eyes. “And this is me not caring. She’s just a child, and if he has any of the morals those Knights say they have, then he’ll recognize that and be good and quiet about the matter.”

The Yadesh flinched and bowed his head in acceptance.

“If I recall correctly, Kalen wasn’t much older the day you brought him back with you. You’ve really got to stop stealing children whenever you want. Now look at him. Give her a few years, and you’ll have her just as bad as he is.” Maiten grinned at him. If Verishi cared that they conversed in the Rift tongue, she showed no sign of it.

“I’ll tell Kalen you wanted to abandon a foal,” Breton replied. “Mind saddling the horses?”

“So what are we going to do about the filly?”

“She’ll ride on Perin with me. I’m not leaving her behind so this Yektrik fellow can do to her what he did to those people in Land’s End.”

Maiten huffed. “This is getting complicated. First the Yadesh, now a Danarite runaway.”

“We’re good at attracting trouble. We’ll draw straws to teach her our language.”

“Didn’t you hear my Danarite? It’s wretched. I’ll be happy to teach her a few choice words that I know, though…”

“So you’re the horse’s ass who expanded Kalen’s vocabulary?”

“Well, I did teach him Mithrian.”

“Nevermind! Nevermind! I’ll teach her.”

“Breton. Are we really going to do this? I mean, she’s not even one of us. Why are we kidnapping the little filly again?”

“Can’t teach this old horse new tricks,” Breton muttered with a shake of his head. “Isn’t it obvious? I’m not leaving her with the monsters who did that to Land’s End. What’s another foal? Maybe I’ll start a collection of them. One from every kingdom. Think about it, if we use her as bribery, maybe Kalen will be distracted by her enough to delay killing us.”

“I don’t think he wants another one, Breton. Doesn’t he have enough already?”

“Just saddle the horses, please.”

Maiten snickered, but complied.

“Verishi?”

The girl’s fingers tightened on his tunic. “Mhmm?”

“Why are you running away?”

Verishi sniffled. “He’s mean.”

“What did he do that was mean?” Breton adjusted his grip on her and paced around the camp while Maiten tended to the horses. He patted her back.

“I don’t want to be his wife. He’s mean!”

It took Breton a moment to remember what being wife meant. Stumbling to a halt with his heart pounding in his throat, his breath choked off, he stared at Maiten. Maiten stared back with his mouth hanging open. 

“How old are you, little one?” Breton asked when he could speak without his voice cracking.

“I’m not little. I’m nine. I don’t want to be wed when the moon is dark! I don’t want to. He’s mean.”

Breton forced one foot in front of the other and walked around the camp until the tightness in his throat eased and he could keep his voice soft and kind. If she was nine, he’d chew on Perin’s reins. But, if she was nine, he didn’t want to think of what had reduced her to someone behaving so painfully close to a toddler. “Can you tell me what else he’s done that was mean?”

Verishi lifted her head, loosening her grip on him long enough to point at Land’s End before burying her face against his neck and shoulder again. Her tears were hot against his skin.

“He laughed when I wanted to play. Then he sacrificed them to our Lady Selestrune and made me watch. And he laughed and laughed and laughed. Mean!”

Breton trembled and Maiten rested a hand on his arm. “Easy. We’ll take her to Kalen.”

Verishi quieted, then coughed. “Can we see the horse man?” she asked in a whisper.

“Horse man? Who is the horse man?” Maiten asked. Breton breathed a sigh of relief. He wasn’t certain he could speak without his voice betraying him.

“He lives in the hole in the mountain, Papa Mortan told me so. He said if the Lord Priests were mean, the horse man would save me!” The tears made way for something so close to hope that it drove sharp pain through Breton’s chest.

“Hole in the mountain? The Rift?”

For all Maiten claimed to be wretched at Danarite, Breton was impressed with how quickly the man adapted his accent to match the girl’s.

“Hole in mountain,” Verishi confirmed, tightening her grip on Breton. “Take me to the horse man in the hole in the mountain?”

“Maiten, do you know who the horse man might be?” Breton asked in the Rift tongue. 

“How in the deeps would I know? We’re all horsemen!”

Breton switched back to Danarite and said, “I don’t know who the horse man is, but I know someone who is fond of children and likes horses. See?” Breton turned so Verishi could see Ferethian and the rest of the horses. “That little horse is Ferethian, and he’s one of Kalen’s. That pretty gold mare is Honey. They both acknowledge Kalen as their Rider. Do you want meet him?”

The girl nodded.

“Then it’s settled,” Breton said.

“I hope this isn’t a mistake,” Maiten groused.

“It was a mistake as soon as we took the Yadesh in. We picked this road, what’s one more companion as we see where it goes?”

“What do you want me to do with this dagger?”

“Wrap it up and shove it in a pack. I don’t think we need to let her tear her hands up on that thing. Defending her is our job now.”

“Your lead,” Maiten said.

Breton tossed Verishi up on Perin’s back and stared at the smoking ruins of Land’s End before mounting. “Let’s get out of here before that Yektrik fellow discovers she’s gone.”

Maiten nodded his agreement. Verishi squirmed and pressed as close to him as she could. Breton sighed and wrapped his arm around her. He couldn’t stop from laughing.

Just like Kalen had so many years ago, Verishi fell asleep immediately.


Chapter Eight







A week went by in a blur where all Kalen did was sleep. He was warm, it was quiet, and he was content to hide beneath the thick blankets. The bed served as his sanctuary, and so long as he didn’t leave it, he could ignore everyone’s existence as well the fact that he was an unwilling guest. 

The door creaked open. Kalen grumbled and buried himself deeper into his nest.

“Get up. It’s time to fix that hand of yours,” Marissa said.

“If I lie really still and quiet, will you believe I’m still asleep?”

“No. You’ve recovered enough this won’t kill you. You’ll just wish it did.”

Kalen cringed. A week hadn’t softened the edge in the woman’s voice. A cold sweat beaded on his brow and dripped along his jaw. He shivered despite the warmth of the blankets.

“At least you can faint with no harm done if you can’t handle the pain,” she said in a sweet tone that added to the growing dread in his gut.

“You’re going to break them again, aren’t you?”

Marissa sighed and Kalen heard her feet patter across the hardwood floor of the room that served as his prison. “The nerves in your hand are damaged and I can’t fix them until the bones are set properly. Now that we have an understanding, will you cooperate or will I have to have you restrained?”

“Would you need to be restrained?” Kalen challenged.

“Yes, I would.”

“I’m so glad we have an understanding.”

The pacing halted, followed by the rapping of a booted toe. “I hope you scream the entire time.”

“I’ll strive to avoid giving you that satisfaction.” Kalen wrinkled his nose and pondered if it was possible to burrow so far into the blankets that he ended up under the bed. “Go away so I can get dressed.”

“It’s nothing I haven’t seen before.”

“Be considerate, Marissa. He is our guest,” Lord Delrose said from the door.

It wasn’t possible to retreat any further into the blankets, so Kalen settled with a displeased grumble.

“Then, by all means, ensure he gets dress, my Lord.”

“I shall.”

The door closed, and Kalen was all too aware of the soft steps approaching the bed. He let out a few low curses.

“You’re in a marvelous mood this morning,” Lord Delrose said.

“How about I break a few of your fingers? I hear the sharing of common experiences draws people closer to each other. On second thought, let’s not. That would be unpleasant.” Kalen struggled to untangle himself from the blankets without the use of his hand. He didn’t doubt the woman’s verdict; it didn’t hurt despite the fact that his fingers were bent at impossible angles and that he couldn’t move any of them. “I can get dressed on my own.”

“We’d have to wait for hours as you tried to use that hand.”

“You could just send for Ceres or Varest,” he replied. Hope stirred within him. Even if he could see one of them and confirm that the Kelshites had kept their word, he’d be content enough.

“An excellent effort, but it’d be terribly rude of me if I didn’t return their father to them in perfect health.”

Kalen grunted.

“I keep my word. Your Guardians are safe. Displeased and anxious, but well. Everything they require is being provided for them. Your good behavior will ensure that continues.”

“Bastard.”

“What does that make you, then?”

“Vekakati!” Kalen spat the word out, rolled over, and hoped the man would go away. It didn’t last; the anger flowed out of him faster than it took him to draw his next breath. For all he had claimed Arik’s foals as his own, for all he had tried to be everything Arik hadn’t been, he had hidden behind the label of Vekakati by choice.

Alone. Severed. Without dam or sire, without mother or father, without children.

His was a voice in the song of the ancestors waiting to be erased.

But even his claim of Vekakati couldn’t withstand the truth. It crumbled apart a little more each time Arik’s children named him Father, and it broke beneath the weight of the man who had sired him.

The blankets were yanked off of the bed and Kalen hit the floor on his back, tangled in the covers. He yelped. Another yank jerked him over and he was dumped out of the blankets as though he were the contents of a pack being emptied out on the floor.

“Are you going to cooperate or will we fight and roll around on the floor like children? I’ll win, and you know it.”

Kalen sat up and tried to blink the sleep out of his eyes. He rubbed at his eyes with the crook of his elbow and tried not to look at the black and blue bruises that mottled his hand and forearm. “Do what you want,” he mumbled.

“I thought you’d see things my way. I do wish we could have attended to this sooner.” Lord Delrose took hold of his arm and pulled him upright. Kalen winced and fixed his stare on the far wall to avoid looking the man in the eyes.

By the time he was dressed, Kalen was drenched in sweat. The numbness in his hand was almost a relief compared to the waking aches and pains in the rest of his body. He couldn’t even escape the phantom pains stabbing at his left shoulder.

“Please forgive Marissa. You challenge all we’ve been taught and she is still weary.”

When Kalen didn’t reply, he was herded from the room and into a wood-paneled hall. Many doors lined it in both directions and ended in a set of double doors.

“There is a proper healing room at the end of the hall.”

Marissa stood in front of an opened door and gestured for them to join her. Lord Delrose propelled him forward with a hand against his back.

Kalen was shoved through the door and made it a single step before he was yanked forward by the front of his shirt. His startled cry was muffled by a black tunic smelling of horses. He was clapped on the back and embraced before hands on his shoulders pushed him back. Ceres circled around him before focusing on his broken hand.

“I thought you were keeping us apart,” Kalen said, wincing as Ceres prodded at his forearm.

“This looks terrible,” his Guardian growled.

“I’ve spent an unpleasant amount of time consulting with your Guardians, and thought it wise that one was with you. I’ve been told they’re quite aware if you’re in danger,” Marissa replied.

“And I knew if they sensed danger, it’d lead more of them right to us even quicker,” Lord Delrose said in smug tone. “That, and I didn’t want them tearing apart my villa trying to get to you. For some reason, neither believed we’d keep our word.”

“And if you’re in that much pain, Father, someone has to be around to keep you from killing them,” Ceres said. “Not that I would feel too terribly if such a thing were to happen. But, she can heal your hand and I can’t.”

“Can we just get this over with?” Kalen asked.

“Sit on the table. Ceres, hold him still. This will hurt more than when they were broken in the first place.”

Kalen eyed the polished wooden table warily. Bloodstains marred its surface. Metal rings jutted out from the edge of it with straps dangling from them. Before anyone could offer him help, he took two steps and jumped up and twisted around to land on the table. The backs of his knees bounced hard against the edges of the tabletop.

Ceres settled behind him, and the Guardian’s breath was hot against his ear. “Do you want me to take them?”

Kalen shook his head.

“Lord Delrose, if Ceres is unable to hold him, help. I suspect he’s the type to react poorly to restraints, so I’d rather not use them unless necessary.”

“I wouldn’t try tying him down to anything. We did. Once,” Ceres replied.

A shudder coursed through Kalen at the little memory of it he had. Trails could collapse beneath anyone, and he was no exception, Rift King or not. He still wasn’t sure how he’d survived; no one had told him anything more than how poorly he reacted to restraints.

By the time he’d managed to escape, he had injured several guardians, knocked out one of the healers, and had half-killed himself in the effort. He almost wished he remembered it.

Kalen leaned back against Ceres and forced his muscles to relax one by one. The relief that the Guardians were safe was almost enough to overwhelm his apprehension of what Marissa was about to do to him. Almost.

“All I will be doing today is breaking and setting the bones, splinting, and Healing the nerves. The amount of Healing work that is needed is minimal, so even if you faint, there will be no danger. Until the nerves are restored, I can’t Heal your hand as I did your foot. I can’t tell you how long it will be until your hand can be removed from the splint and cast, but I will do the best that I can. Understand?”

“Thank you,” he said, and meant it.

The healer managed a smile.

“Anything else I should know?” Ceres asked.

“By the time I’m finished today, I expect he’ll have screamed himself hoarse. Do your part and hold him when he thrashes. Try not to be one of those who is convinced that I’m killing the patient when I’m not.”

Kalen closed his eyes and braced for the pain. Marissa’s hand was hot against his forearm. If she touched his hand, he couldn’t feel it.

He heard, rather than felt, the first bone break beneath the pressure of her fingers. He jerked, and Ceres’s arms tightened around him. Kalen clenched his jaw and remained silent and still until the blessed relief of unconsciousness claimed him.




~~*~~




Arik smiled instead of parrying, and Kalen’s blade sliced through flesh and bone without resistance. That smile didn’t fade, not even after the life fled from the Rift King’s dark eyes. The sword fell free from the man’s chest and clattered to the stone.

No matter how hard Kalen pressed his hands against the wound, he couldn’t stop the flow of blood or bring back color to the dark-skinned man’s face. He couldn’t restore the light to Arik’s eyes. Tears blurred his vision.

Arik had only been trying to teach him. They’d only been sparring. Kalen’s breath choked off in his throat, and he shuddered.

The clatter of hooves on stone broke the silence. Farasorian’s nose quivered as the gelding breathed in the dead man’s scent.

“I-I didn’t…” Kalen plucked at Arik’s black tunic. It was sticky under his hands and the once supple material stiffened as the sun baked the blood dry. Arik’s horse let out a long, low sigh and nudged at the body. When Farasorian lifted his head, blood stained the horse’s coat. With another sigh, the gelding stretched out to nuzzle Kalen’s shoulder and throat.

He hadn’t even earned the friendship of a horse yet. He didn’t deserve the sympathy of Arik’s. 

He deserved the trial. He’d broken the Code. 

Arik was dead, and it was his fault.

Many eyes bore into him, and the weight of their accusation settled over his shoulders and chest, threatening to smother him.

Footsteps approached him from behind. Something prickled at the back of Kalen’s neck. Farasorian let out an explosive snort and reared. The gelding’s challenging scream pierced the quiet and echoed off of the canyons that towered over them. Black hooves struck out over Kalen’s head, but didn’t strike him.

The thunder of galloping hooves and an answering scream echoed Farasorian’s. Kalen’s left hand curled around the hilt of Arik’s sword.

A jolt coursed through him, and he tightened his grip on leather wrapping the hilt. His sword.

Farasorian hopped forward on his hooves. Kalen didn’t remember standing; didn’t remember lifting his sword to block the blow aimed at his back.

Sliding a foot back, he braced for impact, but it didn’t come. A shadow fell over him and the black-clad figure before him crumpled to the ground. The Guardian’s skull was pounded to paste beneath the hooves of a horse—a stallion—that Kalen didn’t recognize.

The stallion didn’t cease trampling the man’s head into the stone until the body no longer convulsed and twitched. Kalen shuddered.

“The horses have spoken.” It was Breton’s voice, and Kalen jerked around. Terror silenced him, and grief tightened his throat and chest. As always, the man towered over him.

The sword slipped from Kalen’s numb fingers but Breton’s hands wrapped around his and restored his grip on the blade. “Don’t let go of your sword so easily, son.”

Son. Breton didn’t turn his back from him. Didn’t abandon him. Didn’t leave him alone. Kalen couldn’t obey; his hands shook and he couldn’t tighten his hold. The sword hit the ground with a clatter. Breton knelt beside Arik’s body and unbuckled the man’s belt. It was too big for Kalen and had to be wrapped around his thin frame twice. Breton lifted Ariks’s sword.

The stallion’s hoof slammed against the ground with a clap similar to the breaking of a great and terrible storm. With both ears back and teeth bared, the horse hopped forward a step and slammed both hooves against the stone.

“Take your sword and acknowledge Tavener.” All Kalen could see in Breton’s expression was pity. “The horses have spoken. Ride well, Rift King.”




~~*~~




~Mine,~ the First said. Kalen jerked awake. Or, he thought he did. Darkness greeted him. He tingled from the aftermath of pain, but even that faded until he was left with nothing. 

It was how death was supposed to be, dark and cold.

But, the nagging awareness that not all was right, that all wasn’t as it should be, forced his thoughts from the oblivion he deserved.

He wasn’t alone. Even if the First’s icy presence was a hallucination of his own creation, he wasn’t alone.

From deep within his own consciousness, the First’s anger and frustration burned. ~Remember!~




~~*~~




Kalen reached for the root quill and stared at it. He let out a curse and slammed his right fist against the stone of the desk. Parchments scattered. Glaring at them didn’t restore them to where they belonged.

He’d forgotten—again—that he couldn’t reach for anything with a left hand he no longer had. It ached like it was still there, and nothing relieved him from that pain, not even vellest.

Kalen stared at the flagon filled with poison-laced water. The last dose hadn’t done much more than keep him awake for an extra hour before he’d fallen asleep on his desk.

He would’ve welcomed the convulsions, if it woke him from the nightmare he was living.

No one was willing to tell him what happened; the last thing he remembered was meeting Tavener, then nothing. An entire month was missing from his memories and no one would tell him anything. The next thing he knew, he was a cripple and more people wanted him dead than alive.

Kalen snatched the flagon—with the right hand this time—downed it, left the papers, and strode out of the study. The Guardian posted at the door jerked upright and stared at him in silent questioning. “Tavener,” he grumbled.

A curt nod answered him. Kalen didn’t even know the man’s name. It was just one of many men clad in black who followed him around like a second shadow.

A useless second shadow, at that.

“You’d be rid of me faster if you didn’t follow me around. If you want to be useful, deal with the papers on Arik’s desk. At least it doesn’t take you an hour to write a response legibly,” Kalen growled.

The footsteps of the man behind him slowed then stopped altogether. Kalen didn’t look back.

At least Tavener would be happy to see him. Hopefully, he could make it to the stables without being drenched in another man’s blood—or his own—for a change.




~~*~~




~Remember!~ The First’s voice shattered Kalen’s memory. Relief washed over him. It was a fresh wound, and for all he didn’t try to think too hard on it, those scars hadn’t really faded despite the years.

Those had been the days he hadn’t cared where he lived or died.

Those were the days where he had simply endured.

~Remember,~ the First begged. The word carried with it the weight of sorrow and regret.

~Remember what?~ Kalen asked, and he was pleased at how easy it was to speak without the burden of a body.




~~*~~




The trail crumbled beneath Tavener’s hooves. Kalen dug his heels into his stallion’s sides and jerked the reins towards the cliff.

It was too late. 

The stone cracked and groaned beneath their weight. They plummeted off of the disintegrating ledge.

Tavener’s squeal cut off as the rocks slammed into his stallion’s shoulder and neck. A cry was torn from Kalen’s throat. Something extinguished within him and left a void that his horse had once filled. Grief choked off his breath and his fear fueled the beat of his heart. It thundered through his skull and drowned out the crashing stone around him.

He kicked his feet from the stirrups. Without his left arm, he couldn’t get a purchase on the ledge above him. He hit the slope hard and struggled to control his fall, but was swept away in a wave of stone and dust. He rolled to a halt. Before he could gather his wits, a shadow fell over him and the still warm body of his horse fell on top of him, pinning him to the stones. Tavener didn’t move. Kalen couldn’t. His breaths rattled in his chest and the pain surged through him and set every nerve aflame.

When the dust of the slide settled, he stared up at the sky. His cough was weak and tasted of blood.

A bird flew overhead and cast its shadow over them. As though mocking him with its gift of flight, a golden feather drifted down, landing on his cheek. Kalen couldn’t feel it. His vision darkened.

Even the Rift didn’t care for its King. His laugh came out as a wet cough.

Kalen managed to reach out and grab hold of Tavener’s mane. He didn’t mind it, so long as they went together.

Maybe if there was a next life, they could meet again.

~Live.~




~~*~~




Shock kept Kalen silent. Then, he considered the memory and that one word that had demanded his obedience.

Without it, he wouldn’t have lived. He wouldn’t have struggled.

He would have followed Tavener in death without regret.

~Why?~ he asked the First.

This time, Kalen was aware of the First considering his thoughts and memories in search of an answer.




~~*~~




Kalen couldn’t sleep, but he didn’t want to. Breton hadn’t lied to him—yet. If what the big man from the Rift said was true, it’d be a long time until he would sleep.

Part of him wanted to cry. He was so tired, his hands shook, and he couldn’t hold anything steady, not even his most precious thing.

He waited until Breton’s snores were loud enough to drown out the spring washing down the wall before he emerged from beneath his thin blanket. He hurried across the cave. 

Kalen sighed his relief. 

They were still there, his six little mottled black, silver, and yellow eggs. 

If he let them get cold, they’d die. Breton hadn’t wanted him to take them—had told them they were already dead, that they’d already gotten too cold, but Kalen didn’t believe it. He didn’t want to believe it.

Breton had saved him, and he wanted to save the eggs. It didn’t matter what was inside of them, if they had a chance to live.

The eggs were small enough that they all fit in his cupped hands. He held them against his chest and hoped his fingers wouldn’t betray him in the time it took to cross the cavern. Shuffling back to the fire, he set them down on the sand where it was still warm, and where’d they be safe for the night. When the first light of dawn touched the sky, he’d slip them into a pouch and wear them around his neck, and pretend there wasn’t a lump beneath his shirt.

That was all he could do.




~~*~~




Kalen’s knees slammed against the stone before he realized something large and heavy was draped over his shoulders and coiling around his throat. With a jerk, he twisted, landing on his side with his hands cupping the pouch hanging around his throat.

The newly-hatched serpents within writhed beneath his touch. His fingers snagged on the cord holding it closed, and he tore it free. The babies slithered over his hand to freedom. A convulsion tore through him from the vellest still coursing through his system, and his body jerked on the ground. He caught a glimpse of the tiny black, silver, and golden striped serpents before they disappeared. 

Hooves clattered on stone and Kalen struggled to shout a warning, but his breath was trapped in his throat. His eyes burned with tears. Another convulsion tore through him, and only the weight of the coils held him in place.

Breton had warned him about the poison and the shaking it would bring, that it couldn’t be stopped. He’d been warned that he would pay the price for his father’s treachery for months.

He hadn’t believed it would be so strong. His nerves were on fire and bursts of light danced in front of his eyes.

“Kalen!” The tone of Breton’s voice, its sharp edge and how it cracked under fear, cut through the haze of pain that tried to overwhelm him. Kalen struggled to lift his head, but he was held in place.

Scales brushed against his cheek before draping across his eyes. Something moist and sharp tore into his left shoulder. A chill eased the heat and Kalen fell limp to the stone. The coils of the serpent released him. Gasping for air, he struggled to move, but the cold radiating from his left shoulder spread and left him prisoner in his own body.

He was faintly aware of Breton dragging him across the stone and lifting him up. The man’s hand was hot against his brow.

“What about the babies?” Kalen mumbled the words.

Breton growled, “Worry about yourself.”

Kalen struggled with his uncooperative body until he managed to flop his arm over his eyes to shield them from the sunlight. “I’m sleepy.”

“Little fool! You’re lucky you’re not dead.” Kalen cringed at the hard edge in Breton’s voice. “I told you not to keep those eggs for a reason!”

“But they would’ve died,” he said, unable to stop his tears.

Breton sighed.




~~*~~




Kalen hid behind Breton and stole glances at the black-clad man swinging a sword at the air. While the man wore similar garb to Breton, it wasn’t the same. It was finer, fit snug against the man’s almost gaunt frame, and was accented in silver and gold from something wrapped around the man’s upper right arm.

“Breton?” he asked in a whisper.

“What?”

“Can I borrow your sword?”

“It’s too big for you. If you want a sword, I’ll get one for you later.”

“Please?”

“Only if you ask in the Rift tongue,” Breton replied.

Kalen scowled and tried to remember the word. “Asanas?”

“Please what?” Breton asked, speaking in the fluid language of the Rift people. Kalen marveled at how smooth and gentle the sounds were, so at odds with the landscape around them.

“Please borrow sword?” Kalen struggled with the words and let out a low, frustrated huff. It was wrong. It wasn’t like the flow of the water or the whisper of the wind.

Breton sighed and unbuckled the weapon before speaking in Kelshite, “Try not to hurt yourself.”

Kalen clutched the weapon to his chest and hurried across the open stone to the man who practiced alone.

The words that greeted him were too fast for him to understand, and he refused to back away at the man’s frown. “Do you speak Kelshite, my Lord?”

The man straightened and wiped the sweat from his brow but said nothing.

Kalen tried again, this time in the Clannish tongue. At that, the man’s brows rose. He resisted the urge to stamp his foot in frustration. Finally, in Danarite, he asked, “Practice?”

“Aren’t you a little young to be playing with swords that large?” the man replied in Kelshite.

Kalen scowled. 

The man laughed. “If you’re so determined, then, show me your skills. What is your name?”

“Kalen.”

“The ceaseless wind? A fitting name. I am Arik. That sword’s much too big for you, so why don’t you use Gorishitorik? He’s a fine blade and light in the hand. In exchange, I shall use your sword.”

Kalen thrust out the sheathed weapon. Arik took it from him and the hilt of Gorishitorik was offered to him.

The pommel stone was a brilliant blue that gleamed in the light. The guard was of serpents and horses. Kalen gripped his fingers around the leather-wrapped hilt and stepped back. It was heavy enough that his arm burned from exertion, but he could hold it. Sliding back a pace, he gave the weapon a swing. “This sword good,” he said, trying to speak in the Rift tongue.

Arik laughed, glancing toward Breton. “You’re a terrible teacher.”

Breton didn’t say anything, and Kalen didn’t risk taking his eyes off of Arik. The man grinned.

“Since we’re just practicing, I’ll try not to kill you, boy.” The man spoke slow enough that Kalen could understand the words.

“Same,” Kalen replied.

One blow was all it took to numb his fingers and loosen his grip on Gorishitorik, but Kalen refused to let the sword go. It was a simple swing, but Arik was precise. For all the man didn’t disarm him and send the sword falling to the ground, Kalen feared it was only because Arik let him keep hold on the weapon. He stepped forward and shoved back with all of his strength. Arik stepped back a pace and adjusted his stance.

“Someone taught you before,” the man said in Kelshite.

Kalen’s face heated and for a moment, he didn’t see Arik at all; he saw his father bent over the tea cups with a pouch of powder in hand. Shuddering at the memory, he stomped his foot down on Arik’s and whacked the man’s shin with the flat of Gorishitorik. Arik let out a startled cry. Pivoting around, Kalen ran to the safety of Breton and hid, burying his face against the back of the tall man’s legs.

“Kalen!” Breton exclaimed. The back of his neck was grabbed, and Gorishitorik was snatched out of his hand. “Your Majesty, I apologize.”

“Terrible form, but good tactics. Bring him back in the morning,” Arik replied in Kelshite. Gorishitorik’s sheath was handed over to Breton. “It seems I do need a good, young practice partner after all. How old is your boy, Breton?”

“Twelve, Your Majesty.”

“I’ll be borrowing your sword until tomorrow. Make him swing Gorishitorik until he can’t anymore. Then, get him a proper sword and bring it back to me in the morning. I’ve things to attend to. Come to my study within an hour, Breton. Alone.”

Breton’s fingers grabbed Kalen’s ear and gave a twist. “Little fool.”

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry!”

“Oh, you’ll be sorry by the time I’m done with you,” Breton growled out, giving him a shove toward the caverns that made up the city of Blind Mare Run. Gorishitorik, safe it its sheath, was held out to him. “Carry it.”

Kalen clung to the weapon. “Why did you call him ‘Your Majesty’?”

“Because that man is the Rift King, foal. Be quiet. You’ve caused enough trouble for one day.”




~~*~~




The memory wasn’t Kalen’s, nor did it belong to the creature residing within him. It was Kalen’s study, that much he recognized, but he wasn’t the one sitting behind the desk. He’d never been tall enough to peer over the stacks of parchments and have such a clear view of the piles littering the floor.

~Truth,~ the First whispered to him, and they watched the scene together.

A thump on the stone door caught the attention of the one they were imprisoned within.

“Enter,” Arik said.

Breton stepped into the room with his head bowed. There was nothing of the man’s usual, stern countenance. His Guardian—Arik’s Guardian—stood with the wary stance of someone bent beneath a weight too heavy to bear, waiting for the next blow to fall.

“You’re late.”

Breton flinched and said nothing.

“No matter. Come in and close the door behind you. What delayed you?”

The Guardian was careful to keep his eyes averted. “I did as you bid and worked him until he collapsed.”

“Little more than an hour is all? How disappointing.”

“He recovers still from vellest poisoning, Your Majesty.”

“I must admit, I’m surprised at your initiative. Very unlike you, Breton. This is the first time that you’ve shown such behavior. You’ve left me in quite the difficult situation.” Arik’s fist struck the desk, and Breton flinched again. “First, you delay returning to me for a full month. Then, when you do return, it is another week until you see fit to return to your duties. When you do bother returning to them, you bring an outsider with you!”

Breton said nothing.

Arik stood, and Kalen was aware of the man shaking with rage. “You kidnapped the heir-consort to the Kelshite throne! What were you thinking? I’ve so many missives from the Kelshite King requesting our help finding this child that I can’t deal with them all and I’m the only one who can. Did you think you could trick me, Breton? Did you think I wouldn’t recognize that thing for what it is?”

Breton stood statue still and was just as silent.

“Answer me.”

“I’ve no excuse, Your Majesty.”

“Why is it that the Kelshite King requests of me vellest and my prized Kelshite Akakashani requests its cure? Why is it that you bring to me the very boy who should be sitting on the Kelshite throne upon the eighteenth birthday of the Kelshite Heir? Can you explain this to me, Breton?”

“I found him near death outside of Elenrune, Your Majesty.”

“And this is justification for meddling in the affairs of one of the Six Kingdoms and violating the Covenant in the process?”

When Breton didn’t reply, Arik sank back down and let out a long and low sigh. “What do you propose I do? If I inform them the boy is here, they will come and retrieve him. If they find out he is here and I haven’t told them, it’ll be even more of a violation of the Covenant. It would have been better for us all if you’d let him die, Breton.”

“The Akakashani is the boy’s sire, Your Majesty.”

Arik stilled. “Interesting. This could be of use to me. Is that why you saved him, then? Answer me!”

“I’ve no sons, Your Majesty.”

“So you threw the heir-consort of the Kelshite throne on your horse and brought him to the Rift? Have you gone mad?”

Silence.

“I see it is useless to try to talk sense into you. Very well. Keep your boy. I’ll report that we found a body that matches the description near our border. Is there anything else you’ve neglected to tell me, Breton?”

“He was bitten by a Kingmaker, Your Majesty.”

“He looked quite alive to me.”

Breton shrugged.

“Get out of my sight. I don’t even want to hear your voice, for that matter. Bring him to me in the morning.”

The Guardian fled.


Chapter Nine







“Someone’s coming.” Fear choked off Verishi’s voice to a mere whisper.

It was the first time the girl had said anything since they’d fled from Land’s End three days prior. Breton tensed and tightened his grip around her waist. He spun Perin in a circle, but nothing lurked among the trees except the shadows of the fading day. He panted and wiped the sweat from his brow. “Where?”

“There,” Verishi replied, pointing into the forest.

A dark-skinned man emerged leading a weary horse. Breton tensed and dropped his hand to his sword. Red robes clashed with the gold of the tunic of a second, paler figure who stepped out from among the trees.

There was no mistaking the cut and style of the golden tunic and red robes. Priest and Knight. Danarite and Kelshite.

The beast that the Knight led was not a Yadesh, but a bay.

“At ease,” the golden-clad man said in Kelshite. “We mean you no harm. We wish to speak with you.”

That didn’t stop Breton from curling his fingers around the hilt of his sword. Dorit moved to stand beside Perin. The Yadesh’s ears were pinned back, and the animal let out a snort. “What do you want from us?”

“I saw you through the trees and wished to ask why it is you have a Yadesh among you. You are not of Kelsh.”

Breton drew an inch of steel and narrowed his eyes at the two men. “I don’t see how that is your concern.”

“We have no ill intents. We hope to negotiate for supplies. I fear we’ve had a run in with bandits and lost most of what we had,” the man said, stepping forward. Dark brown splotches stained the Kelshite’s golden tunic and a bandage was wrapped around his upper arm.

Breton risked reaching out to the Yadesh and patted Dorit’s golden neck. A tingle rushed from the tips of his fingers and up his arm.

~He lies,~ a masculine voice whispered in Breton’s mind. He drew a sharp breath and struggled to keep his gaze on the two men before him. Dorit sidled closer to Perin, and the Yadesh’s shoulder pinned Breton’s leg to his gelding’s side.

Verishi trembled in front of him. Letting go of his sword, he lifted the girl up and turned her so she sat sideways in front of him. She buried her face against his chest and let out a whimper.

“We have some spare supplies,” Breton said.

He didn’t like the Danarite’s smile.

“I am Gar. This is my friend, Helet. I was escorting him to the border when we were ambushed. Were you headed for the border as well? Perhaps we could join you,” the Kelshite said.

Dorit’s ears flicked forward before swiveling back again. ~It is true they were ambushed. Not by bandits.~

Breton nodded and tried not to betray his surprise at the creature’s words—or that he could hear Dorit at all. The mark on his chest and shoulder tingled, similar to the feel of Dorit’s coat against his skin.

“We have business elsewhere,” Breton said. Gar stepped into the light. Across the man’s brow was a faint mark in the shape of a coiled serpent. His hand fell to his sword. Maiten mimicked his motion and moved his horse closer to Breton’s.

“That’s his mark. He’s been here,” Maiten whispered. Breton nodded.

“Where is your Yadesh, Knight? Why are you escorting a Danarite Priest alone without your Yadesh?” Breton lifted Verishi and deposited her on the Yadesh’s back. She let out a startled cry and clung to Dorit’s bristled mane.

~I do not feel his Yadesh through him. Be wary,~ Dorit said before backing away.

“He is occupied elsewhere,” the man replied.

“I will deal with them,” the Priest hissed in Danarite. The Kelshite paled and backed away.

The skreed’s mark burned and writhed beneath his skin.

Breton drew his sword. “Stop him!”

Perin lunged forward, hooves pounding at the ground. Breton’s sword glinted in the sunset light, and he struck down at the red-robed man. The skreed materialized from the shadows and its maw opened. His sword bounced off of the creature’s scaled hide. It thrashed and the side of its head collided with Breton’s chest, driving the breath out of his lungs. Perin squealed and jerked away.

“Skreed,” Maiten growled.

“Take them!” the Danarite demanded, pointing at them.

The skreed jumped forward. Perin squealed again and reared. It let out a hooting call and struck out with its stocky forelimbs. One of its claws hooked around Breton’s arm and threw him down from the saddle. The skreed let out another call and slammed its shoulder into Perin. The gelding fell with a heavy thump and lay still.

The breath was driven from Breton’s lungs as the creature stepped on his chest. The curved claws pressed against his shoulders on both sides of his neck.

~Death,~ the creature hissed in his mind. Breton thrashed beneath the skreed’s weight. The scales of its legs cut into his fingers and his blood mixed with the slime that coated the skreed. His fingers burned and heat raced up his arm. 

“Yes! Yes!” Joy infused the Danarite’s words.

“Breton!”

Somewhere far away, Verishi screamed.

“Don’t move Rifter, or your friend dies,” Gar said in Kelshite. Then, in Danarite, “Don’t let it kill him yet.”

“Very well,” Helet replied. “Hold him.”

The Kelshite leaned over Breton and dangled a black cloth over his head. Breton’s eyes widened. Even in the growing darkness, he could make out the careful stitches of golden and silver threads. The slick material was torn and blood darkened some of the threads. In Gar’s other hand was the black, silver, and gold winged serpent brooch.

“You might be proud to know he didn’t even scream when we broke the bones in his feet and wretched little hand,” Gar said.

~Truth,~ the Yadesh whispered to him.

The sigil was thrust into Breton’s face. “I pray that you have a miserable death, just like your little King.”

~Truth.~ Dorit’s voice was heavy with sorrow.

Breton closed his eyes. East. It was still there, that pressure within, calling him to the East. To the Rift King.

But not to Kalen.




~~*~~




Breton lay limp, numb to everything around him. If the skreed still pinned him, he couldn’t feel its claws digging into him. The sigil fluttered over his face with his breath, and he didn’t care that blinded him.

“Breton!” The cloth was snatched from his face. The light from the witchlight hovering over Maiten’s head hurt his eyes. Breton blinked away the spots that bobbed and burst in his vision.

Small fingers brushed against his cheek. Verishi knelt beside him. Long straight strands of golden hair framed her face and pooled around her. Dark blue eyes stared into his. She smiled and pat him on the forehead.

“Sorry, Breton. They took off as soon as that skreed vanished. I couldn’t catch them. Can you move?”

Breton braced his elbows and shoved himself upright. His breath hissed out through his teeth. “Yes.”

He frowned and felt his brows furrow. Verishi smiled at him. Her features were Danarite; her eyes were the right, tilted and almond shape that many of them had, and her skin was the right color. But blonde hair? He reached up and rubbed a lock of her hair between his fingers.

Verishi’s smile widened and she put her little hands over his. “Where are you hurt?”

Her voice sounded much more adult-like than he expected. Unable to figure out what bothered him about her question, he let go of the girl’s hair and took stock of his injuries.

Breton blinked and rolled his shoulders. While it hurt to draw breath, the skreed hadn’t done much to him. The cuts the skreed had inflicted on him were shallow and didn’t bleed as much as he expected. He glanced down. Dark splotches spread from the wounds. Maiten hissed in sympathy. “That looks painful.”

“It’s nothing,” Breton replied. After taking several deep breaths, he got to his feet. He staggered to where Perin lay and knelt next to his large gelding. Maiten joined him and gripped his shoulder. Breton reached out with a trembling hand and brushed his fingers against Perin’s nose. The warmth of the horse’s breath washed over his fingers.

Perin, at least, still lived. Breton leaned forward and rested his head against the gelding’s shoulder.

“That man dressed in yellow is a liar,” Verishi said.

Breton lifted his head to stare at the girl. “What?”

Verishi pointed at the Rift King’s sigil that Maiten still held. “He’s a liar.”

“She’s right, Breton. Look at Honey and Ferethian. I’m sure Kalen’s fine,” Maiten said. Breton did look, if only so he wouldn’t have to continue staring into the clear eyes of the little girl. Kalen’s horses stared to the east. Their ears were pinned back and their tails twitched from impatience.

“Some of what he said was truth. Just look at the sigil,” Breton finally said to break the silence.

“He’s survived worse.”

“Not in enemy territory!”

“He’s always been in enemy territory, Breton, even in the Rift. He can take care of himself.”

Breton felt his brows rise, and he wasn’t able to smooth his expression.

“Most of the time,” Maiten said. “Most of the time he can take care of himself. That trail collapse wasn’t his fault. He certainly couldn’t have predicted the Foristasa flooding. That took us all by surprise! Well, he should have known better when that one cave collapsed…”

“Shut up, Maiten.” Even if Maiten’s words were truth, it didn’t change anything.

Everything was Breton’s fault, and nothing anyone said would change that. If he hadn’t brought the boy back to the Rift with him, someone else would’ve carried Arik’s burden. He would have carried Arik’s burden. Breton rubbed at Perin’s forehead and flicked the gelding’s ears until his horse let out a startled snort. A relieved sigh burst from his chest. “Still!”

The gelding obeyed. Breton stroked his horse’s neck. “Check his legs.”

“On it,” his friend replied. Breton kept a firm hand on Perin’s bridle while Maiten ran his hands down his horse’s legs. “Nothing broken and I don’t feel any swelling. Let him up?”

Breton nodded and got to his feet. After gathering the reins, he ordered the gelding up. Perin shook his head and let out a low whinny. Perin managed to take a few steps when urged, but they were unsteady.

“We can’t go far with him like that. We’re going to have to hope that those two don’t come back thinking us easy prey,” Maiten said.

Breton nodded his agreement and almost hoped Gar and Halit would return. Next time, the Danarite wouldn’t have time to summon the skreed, of that he’d make certain.

There was nothing in the Code that stated he couldn’t break all of their bones in search of answers, either.

Verishi tugged at his sleeve. Breton glanced down at the girl. The hood was back in place over her hair and it hid her face in shadow despite the witchlight’s glow. “What is it?”

“The horses want to go now.”

Breton opened his mouth to reply, but Maiten tapped him on the shoulder. The red-haired man knelt in front of the Danarite girl. “Verishi, Perin is very special to Breton, and Perin’s hurt. Don’t tell Breton I said this, but he’s troubled enough without worrying about his horse, too. Gorakas is a fine young horse, but Breton’s been with Perin since before I was born.”

The temptation to strangle Maiten rose and Breton fought against the desire. The corners of his mouth twitched upward. “Maiten…”

“Did you hear something, Verishi?”

The girl giggled and shook her head.

“Now do you understand why we can’t just leave now? We have to be careful with Perin.”

“Selestrune likes Perin,” she said. “She likes Breton, too. She really likes the horse man.”

“Your Selestrune has good sense,” Maiten replied. “I’m glad someone likes them all, though. They’re good people. Maybe they’re both a little rough sometimes, but that’s part of why I like them.”

“She likes you too”

“It’s nice to be liked by a goddess. Maybe she likes us enough to let us find His Majesty a little faster,” Maiten said.

“Don’t count on it,” Breton muttered. If gods, goddesses, or divines of any sort existed, he was content to leave things just as they were: They didn’t bother him, he didn’t bother them, and they didn’t interfere with the Rift.

Maiten muttered a few words and made some gestures and summoned a second witchlight. Sweat beaded on his friend’s brow. “Why don’t you help us set up the camp tonight, Verishi?” 

“Don’t go far,” Breton said.

“I’ll be careful, don’t worry. I’ll be armed, and should those two be foolish enough to show up again, I won’t bother talking to them this time.”

Breton nodded and turned his attention to the horses. When Verishi was absorbed in digging a pit for the fire, he stared at her. Few reports came from Danar, but their hatred for the Kelshites, many of whom did have blonde hair, was legendary. Why hadn’t she been killed for her hair color? Why did she speak of the Danarite goddess with such enthusiasm after being quiet for most of the journey?

It was like she’d become a different child than the one they’d picked up near Land’s End.

Who was Verishi?

She turned to him as though she could hear his thoughts. In the white glow of the witchlight, the girl smiled.




~~*~~




It was a battle that Breton was losing, but he didn’t care. If he loosened his grip on Ferethian’s reins, Kalen’s horse would disappear. Then both of them would be gone, alive in memory alone. The stallion struggled against his hold, stopping only to throw back his majestic head and let loose a piercing keen that carried with it the weight of grief. The cry was echoed moments later by Honey.

Breton wanted to cry with them. The urge to go east was gone. His awareness of the Rift King had been snuffed out, and the feeling was the same as when Arik had died. It had struck with the force of a Scouring, and it was equally uncaring of what it destroyed.

“Still, Ferethian!” Breton snatched at the bridle and the leather bands slipped through his finger. The stallion reared. Breton twisted out of the way of the striking hooves. Kalen’s horse tried to charge forward. Breton dug his heels in the loamy soil and held on to the reins. He was pulled forward several steps before Ferethian halted and let out another scream.

~Move, Maiten!~ Dorit’s voice thundered through Breton’s skull. His friend let out a startled cry. The Yadesh plowed into Honey’s side and rammed the mare down to the ground. She let out a squeal. With teeth clamped at the nape of Honey’s neck, the Yadesh threw his weight over the chestnut and kept her pinned beneath him.

Maiten ducked beneath Ferethian’s hooves and snatched the stallion’s bridle. “Hellfires!”

Leaving Maiten to hold bridle and reins, Breton wrapped his arms around the lathered stallion’s neck. Ferethian shook in his embrace. He rested his brow against the horse and struggled against the burning in his eyes and the tightness in his throat. “He’s gone.”

“I know, I know. Hellfires!” The curse couldn’t mask the tears in Maiten’s voice.

Breton pulled back enough to catch a glimpse of one of Ferethian’s eyes. The light that had burned so bright within the horse was extinguished, leaving behind nothing but darkness and grief. He hesitated and breathed in the horse’s scent and committed it to his memory, then he stepped away.

“Let him go,” he whispered.

“Breton, no! He’ll…” Maiten stared at him with wide eyes, his face ashen.

“I know.”

“Wait!” Verishi cried out. The girl ran over, clutching the jeweled dagger in one hand. With the other, she snatched at Ferethian’s tail. The edge sliced through the hairs. She held the strands close to her chest and backed away. Tears glistened in her eyes.

“Let him go, Maiten.” Breton marveled at how calm his voice sounded.

Maiten hung his head and removed the stallion’s bridle. Ferethian was gone the moment that than the last strap fell away, vanishing into the gloom of the early morning. Breton’s legs collapsed beneath his own weight, and he couldn’t force his hands to cease shaking.

Ferethian’s bridle was draped over his shoulder. “I’ll see what I can do for Honey.”

~I will help her,~ the Yadesh said. ~I had to choose. I’m sorry.~

“Things like that happen in the Rift,” Maiten acknowledged.

“I can follow him now,” Verishi said, holding up the hank of Ferethian’s tail.

Breton swallowed, and it took all of his will to shake his head. Beneath Dorit, Honey trembled, but she was silent and didn’t fight against the Yadesh’s hold.

“We let him go for a reason, Verishi,” Maiten said, his Danarite thickly accented.

“I don’t understand.”

“He’ll run, searching for what is gone, until he can’t run anymore,” Breton said. He wiped at his eyes to ease their burning, but it didn’t help. Tears dampened his sleeve. “Then he’ll die.”

“Die? B-but why? I don’t understand! Why?”

~She will stay. For now,~ Dorit said. Breton blinked at the Yadesh. The creature’s thoughts were in Danarite, though like Maiten, there was a strange sense of an accent to the creature’s words. 

The Yadesh sighed and eased his weight off of the mare. Maiten grabbed her bridle, but the chestnut didn’t pull away. She didn’t move, as though the very weight of her grief kept her pressed close to the ground.

“I don’t understand!” Verishi wailed.

Breton reached his hand out to the girl. “Come here, Verishi.” The girl obeyed. She thrust out the hank of Ferethian’s tail hairs. His hand shook when he closed his fingers around the smooth strands. “Is there anyone you love that you’d do anything for them?”

The girl jerked her head in a nod.

“He wants to be with his Rider.” Breton tried to continue, but the words wouldn’t come. He bowed his head and stared down at the ground.

“So why don’t we follow him to his Rider?” Verishi asked.

Breton couldn’t say it. If he said it, it meant he believed it. He didn’t want to believe it.

“He’s gone where we can’t follow,” Maiten whispered. 

“I don’t understand.”

“He’s dead, Verishi. Their Rider is dead.”




~~*~~




The night had long since embraced the forest before their horses halted and refused to take another step forward. Breton shifted in the saddle and reached down to stroke Gorask’s neck. The gelding tossed his head, flicked an ear back at him, and sighed.

Breton stared to the east. Maybe Ferethian had the right of it, chasing after the one who couldn’t be followed anymore. The emptiness within didn’t lie; he was severed from the Rift King, and he’d only felt that once before at Arik’s death.

“We need to let the horses rest, Breton,” Maiten said.

“I know.” He slid off Gorask and threw himself into the task of caring for the horses. Honey stared to the east and ignored him. 

“If we make good time tomorrow, we might be close enough to where he should have been at to maybe find out what happened to him,” Maiten said. “I don’t like this. Something isn’t right. There’s never been a record of the Rift King not being chosen immediately after death. Why is there nothing?”

~How would you know that there is a new Rift King? I don’t understand,~ Dorit said.

“I don’t think I’ll ever get used to a horse talking back. We have our hands full enough with them,” Maiten muttered. 

~I, Rifter, am not a horse.~ Dorit snorted and stomped his cloven hoof. ~Explain about your king.~

Breton sighed. A headache was forming behind his eyes. Despite the cool of the evening, sweat dripped down from his brow. “We’re Guardians, Dorit. We’ve always known where our king is. We can tell when he’s in danger, and we can tell when the king has died. That is just a part of our duty. Though sometimes I think the horses are better at knowing just where he is than we are.”

~And now you feel nothing at all?~

“Yes.”

~And there is nothing that can lock away what ties you to your king? There are ways to do so between a Knight and a Yadesh. Painful, but possible. Difficult to do, but it can be done.~ Dorit glanced at him with a too-bright golden eye. ~Could this be what has happened to your king?~

“If it is, whomever did it isn’t going to live to regret it,” Breton growled.

Maiten glanced at him but said nothing.

~I understand.~

“So what do we do now, Breton? We’re in the middle of Kelsh with no direction.”

“We could follow Ferethian, wherever he’s gone.” Verishi suggested, holding up the ragged locks of the stallion’s tail. “She watches over them.” The girl’s blue eyes bore into his and Breton sighed.

“Breton?”

“Very well, Verishi. You said you can follow him. We are people of our word in the Rift. Show us your truth.”

Maiten brought his horse alongside Gorasak and met his eyes with a frown. “Are you certain of this? We’ve no proof that we aren’t just chasing after a mad beast.”

Breton tightened his grip on Gorasak’s reins. “If we chase a corpse, so be it. At least we can see Ferethian off to the ancestors properly instead of leaving him alone in this wretched kingdom that not even the sun can keep warm.”

~Summer won’t be long in coming,~ Dorit said. ~It isn’t that cold.~

“Forgive my surly friend, Dorit. It isn’t every day a man loses a son.”

~Son?~ Horror laced the Yadesh’s silent voice.

“In all things of importance,” Maiten said. “That’s our way. His sire was born of these lands, as was his dam, but his father is Breton. It might be hard for an Outsider to understand. Most of us don’t know for sure who our sires are, but Kalen is one of the exceptions since he was born an Outsider.”

Breton drew his breath in a hiss. “You say too much, Maiten.”

“Does it matter now, Breton? It’s the truth. He is an Outsider. Not all of us have court-mated parents like you do. And those of us who do know our sires aren’t nearly so vehement about denying them as Kalen is to his sire and dam!”

Breton muttered curses under his breath and tightened his hand into a fist. “Fine. Say what you want, then.”

~You mean your king is a Kelshite? How is that possible?~

“This secret dies with you, Yadesh,” Breton growled out, still glaring at Maiten. “Yes, he was born a Kelshite. May whatever God you serve spare us all should he live and learn what you’ve done to Ferethian and Honey, if it is true your people can do as you say they can.”

~But why? Why would a Kelshite be the Rift King?~ Dorit asked. ~How is that possible?~

Breton grunted and twisted in the saddle to meet the Yadesh’s eyes. “Because he is what he is. He is what he is because of your people. He is what he is because of his sire—may the ancestors curse his soul—and he is what he is because your fool of a king can’t control his ambitions. You serve a king that’d kill children to accomplish his goals. You won’t find a love of Kelsh among us, Yadesh. Maybe Arik had the right of it. The fate of becoming the Rift King is better than being a pawn of your Kelshite king.”

“And you accuse Kalen of being cryptic at times, Breton. Forgive him, Dorit, this is a difficult subject for us at the best of times. All of the Guardians know of this because we have to protect Kalen from the consequences, should anyone learn of this truth. We’ve enough work Guarding him even before we consider his past. Kalen’s name is Kalen Alkasatoren. In the old tongue, Alka means ‘born.’”

~Satoren? Kalen born Satoren?~ The whites of the Yadesh’s eyes showed. ~It can’t be.~

Breton curled his lip up in a humorless smile. “What can’t be? That the king of the Rifter savages is none other than a man groomed for the Kelshite throne?”

~But he died long ago.~

“I thought you could sense the truth of words, Dorit. He didn’t die. I took him. I took him and made him my son when he was all but killed by the man who sired him and the king who was supposed to protect him,” Breton snarled.

“Easy, Breton. It isn’t Dorit’s fault.”

Breton glared at Maiten and then let his breath out in a sigh. “My apologies.”

~But why would a Rifter steal a Kelshite child? There’s no benefit to it!~

“I’ll tell this, Breton. You’ll lose your temper, start yelling. You’ll make Verishi cry.”

“I won’t cry. He speaks the truth,” the girl said. She swooshed Ferethian’s tail in a circle, the ends of it brushing against Dorit’s withers. “She approves of what has been done.”

“Now who’s being cryptic?” Breton muttered, staring at Verishi. She had the bright-eyed gaze of someone far older than the nine years she was supposed to be. He swallowed back a lump in his throat. It reminded him of Kalen, trapped in a body too young for his thirty years.

“As I was saying,” Maiten said, glaring at Breton. He shrugged his shoulders and let the red-headed Guardian speak. “If Breton hadn’t taken Kalen, he would’ve died. Breton was supposed to be the next Rift King, but Arik changed his mind at some point and died to Kalen’s hand some fifteen years ago. Thus, a Kelshite Outsider became the Rift King. Kalen acknowledged Breton as a father before he became the Rift King, and despite claiming his status as a Vekakati, it’s accepted that Breton is Kalen’s father and Kalen is Breton’s son. He cries Vekakati every time someone gets too close to him, but we’ve gotten used to ignoring him. Then you’ve the herd of foals who call Kalen father. For all Arik sired the lot of them, he’s been a good father for them all. From his stellar upbringing by Breton, of course. There’s your story.”

~I can’t say I’m having an easy time accepting this, but I do not believe you lie. I do not understand what this Vekakati is, though. Explain.~

Breton shook his head. “Vekakati means without family. We have no reason to lie to you, Dorit.”

~I…I understand that. But I also do not think it would bode well for the Rift King to sit on the Kelshite throne.~

“I thought you’d see it our way,” Maiten said with a laugh. “But that said, he’d make a far better king than the horse’s ass that currently sits on your throne.”

“Don’t insult the horses,” Breton muttered.

“Do you want me to lead you to him now?” Verishi asked, holding up the black locks of long hair from Ferethian’s tail.

~Yes, Verishi. Guide us,~ Dorit said.

Breton breathed out a relieved sigh. The girl draped the hairs over one of her legs. She pulled out a single hair and held it up, staring at it intently. The words she muttered hung in the air, and Breton’s skin tingled. A shiver coursed through him. The strand lifted up from her hand, enveloped in a golden light. The dry heat of the desert wafted over him, and the scent of sand teased Breton’s nose. The hair slithered through the air and floated ahead of them, illuminating the way. 

“She is pleased with us and will guide us!” Verishi said, clapping her hands together before gathering up the remaining hairs of Ferethian’s tail into a bunch and clutching them to her chest.

“That’s disturbing,” Maiten said. Breton nodded his agreement, but nudged Gorasak’s sides, following after Dorit and Verishi.


Chapter Ten







Kalen awoke to the jolting trot of a horse. The cold chilled the sweat drenching him. A strong pressure wrapped around him like the weight of stone and dirt. He jerked and opened his eyes to darkness. The memory of Tavener’s death was fresh, and it opened the wounds he had tried to forget.

A cry died on his lips. He couldn’t draw breath and his heart beat a rapid, uneven tempo that echoed in his throat and ears.

The place deep within his chest, where Tavener’s presence had once resided, where Ferethian and Honey had since filled, was once again empty, leaving behind a bone-deep cold. He couldn’t even sense the malevolence of the First writhing in the back of his head.

The horse slowed to a halt.

“Easy,” Lord Delrose said. “You’re safe.”

Kalen blinked until his eyes adjusted to the dark of the forest. What he had mistaken for a horse solidified into the golden form of a Yadesh. The antlers of Garint’s Yadesh gleamed in the moonlight. “What?”

Kalen struggled to lash out, but his sire held him in a firm grip. Satrin turned his head to stare at him with a golden eye, but the whisper in his mind he expected didn’t come. The Yadesh cocked both ears back and turned its gaze to the man behind him. A flush spread across his face. They were too close. It was bad enough he woke on a Yadesh, but even worse that he rode with his sire.

“Satrin apologizes for waking you.”

Kalen furrowed his brow and stared at the Yadesh, but if the creature did speak, he didn’t hear anything. Sitting straighter hurt, but it put a little distance between him and his sire. His arm was pinned to his chest in a thick cast. Every movement triggered a tingling in his fingers and stabbing pain up his arm. “Where are we?”

“Heading somewhere safe.”

“Where are Ceres and Varest?” The Guardians were far enough away where he couldn’t feel their presences shadowing him. He tensed. If either one of them were hurt, he’d make someone regret it. It didn’t matter if he endured a few broken bones. It wasn’t their fault he existed. 

“They’re safe. I expect they’ll be following along in a few days time whether or not I want them to. They’re persistent, those sons of yours. Satrin says if we hurry, we’ll be to our destination before sunrise.”

Kalen stared at the Yadesh again. Why wasn’t the creature speaking to him? Was it for the same reason he didn’t feel the First? Doubt kept him silent.

For all he felt nothing of the horses, surely Ferethian and Honey were safe; not even those seeking to become the Rift King wanted to hurt them. They were too valuable. Breton wouldn’t allow anyone to risk them.

Kalen’s chest tightened at the thought of the tall Guardian. Where was Breton? Did he remain within Blind Mare Run doing his duty? Of everyone, Breton was the one that Kalen wanted at his side.

Breton was the only one who remembered he wasn’t just the Rift King.

He almost hoped for the voices in his head to drive away the loneliness. Laughter tried to bubble out of his throat, but he swallowed it back. How had he gotten so used to the silent voices talking to him? 

“I’m relieved that you’re awake. I wish to bargain with you,” his sire said. The Yadesh took off at a trot. Each beat of Satrin’s gait jarred his arm. Flashes of light danced in front of Kalen’s eyes.

“I’m listening,” he hissed out through clenched teeth. 

“You want to return to the Rift. With the Danarites out there after you—and at least one rogue Knight—Land’s End isn’t a safe route to get you there. If I were to take you back that way, I could very likely be handing you over to them as a gift. If you go on your own, you’re in no condition to fight anyone off. Even keeping you asleep so long isn’t enough to let you fully recover from the type of strain your body has been under. If Marissa had her way, you’d be asleep for another five days.”

“I’ve been asleep for five days?”

“You needed it.”

“Curse it all. Just like Yuris.”

“Yuris?”

“She’s the healer I put in charge of the Guardians.”

“Not your healer, then? You’ve been Healed many times before, or so says Marissa. I saw some of the scars.”

“Rockslide,” Kalen replied. He welcomed the pain of the Yadesh’s jarring trot. Every memory he had struggled to forget flitted through his thoughts one after another, and the questions they brought back to the surface remained unanswered.

He tried to swallow back his worry, but it stuck in his throat. Ferethian had saved him from the void left after Tavener’s death. Now that sense of security was gone, leaving behind nothing but emptiness that threatened to choke off his breath.

“A rockslide?”

The memory of it made Kalen wince, but speaking the words was better than silence. “I was riding Tavener on the trails when it collapsed. Tavener died. I didn’t. Most of the scars are from then.”

“With so many scars from it, how did you survive?”

“Fa-Breton found me, from what I’ve been told. I don’t remember much about it.” The words were precariously close to a lie. Satrin flicked his ears back.

What he did remember unsettled him as much as riding a Yadesh in front of his sire. A still, quiet, and desperate voice that begged him to live, to survive. That voice had been echoed by Breton, and had chained him to life even though he had wanted to chase after Tavener in death.

“Some of those scars are from swords,” his sire replied.

“I’m the Rift King. Are you surprised?” Kalen wrinkled his nose. The hazy memory of dreaming of Arik taunted him. Had it been a true reflection of the past, or some twisted fever dream? There was some truth to it—the Kelshite King had gotten the vellest from somewhere. But, there was only one Kelshite Akakashani.

There was only one person who could’ve requested vellest’s cure.

The need for the truth held him still and drove away the instinct to escape and find his own way. What was the truth?

“So you are. How long have you been the Rift King?”

“Mmm. Fifteen years or so.”

“F-fifteen years? But then…”

“What? You sound like you swallowed something you didn’t like,” Kalen replied. The mockery he’d meant to fling at his sire emerged soft and tired.

“You killed Arik when you were fifteen, then.”

“He was but the first of many. It is ironic, isn’t it? The Rift King lives and dies by the sword in a place where murder is the worst transgression. Code-breakers are cast into the deeps to die long, slow deaths. I don’t let those who try live that long. I’d remember that.”

Silence answered his words. Kalen shrugged his shoulders and winced at the pain that radiated up from the tips of his fingers. “When they aren’t trying to kill me with swords, they try to use words instead, perhaps hoping to bore me to death. I don’t envy those dealing with my study right now.”

“What’s wrong with your study?”

Kalen’s laugh sounded strained even to his ears. “How many people do you know who can speak, read, and write in languages used in backwater places like Silvernas? They don’t even know the trade tongue, they’re so reclusive. Someone is surely pouring over translated texts trying to piece together replies in languages few know, assuming they haven’t sent word to those who do speak those languages.”

“And you know these languages?”

“Of course.”

“You were always too clever for your own good,” his sire muttered.

“I heard that.”

“You’re calmer than I expected.”

Kalen stiffened and muttered curses under his breath. “I just haven’t figured out how to get free of this sling so I can beat you to death with this cast.”

“I wouldn’t do that. It’ll hurt.”

“Already does. What’s a little more?”

“You’re quite stubborn. At least try to cooperate with me a little. I’ll make certain you’re returned to the Rift.”

“If you’re concerned with getting me back to the Rift, why did you separate me from Ceres and Varest?”

“I can’t trust them to protect you.”

“You can’t trust them to protect me? I can—”

“If you could take care of yourself, you wouldn’t have come to my doorstep so close to death.”

Kalen snapped his teeth together and swallowed the words on the tip of his tongue.

“The choice is yours, son. The Rift, playing by my rules, or I’ll drag you straight to Elenrune and hand you right over to the King. Which is, just so you know, exactly what I should be doing, but I’m not. You’re in no condition to fight me, and I’ll take advantage of that. Your mother would be quite pleased with the second arrangement. So, what will you do now?”

Kalen fixed his stare on the Yadesh’s ears and focused all of his attention on his hand. One by one, he forced them to bend and let the pain drive away all thought.

“Take your time and think about it. You have until sunrise.”




~~*~~




The first light of dawn touched the eastern sky, but the light streaming through the canopy did little to warm him. The last of the stars faded, and Kalen couldn’t stop from sighing. “Why does Aelthor want to break the covenant?”

His sire shifted in the saddle behind him. The muscles in Kalen’s legs tensed and he strained to move his fingers. Kalen wrinkled his nose at the muddy ground. Satrin twisted his head around to stare at him and the Yadesh’s antlers gleamed from the drizzle misting down from the canopy.

“So you’re considering my request, then?”

“Just answer the question.”

“At first, I think he wanted to put an end to the dispute with Danar. It’s been a battle he’s been fighting as long as he’s been king, and it’s worn him down.”

“Danar and Kelsh not trying to erase each other from the map at every opportunity would make it easier for me,” Kalen muttered. “I can accept that reasoning. What changed?”

“What do you mean?”

Kalen shifted in the saddle and twisted around to glare at his sire. His brow tightened with the promise of a headache. “Are you really that dense?”

“You’re one to talk,” his sire muttered so soft Kalen strained to catch the words. Lord Delrose cleared his throat, then spoke in a louder voice, “The Queen died. That left him caring for his children on his own. He still believes that the Danarites were somehow responsible for her dying while giving birth. That was when he started looking for ways to get rid of Danar’s threat one way or another. He tried diplomacy, but that failed. He proposed war to settle it, but the rest of the Six blocked that effort. When both of his sons refused to take up his ambition, he shipped them off in political marriages and kept them as far away from Kelsh as possible.”

“And that’s about the time he tried to sell the Kelshite princess to the Rift King?” Kalen asked, turning around. Satrin stared at him again with both ears cocked back.

“Yes.”

“Maybe you can explain something to me then,” he said, struggling to keep his tone as neutral as possible.

“What?”

“Why keep pushing the Rift to take his daughter? Arik said no. I’ve said no more times than I want to think about. The answer isn’t going to change. So, why does he continue to ask?”

“Your tenacity in terms of rejecting the princess is admirable. No one else will take her. They’re too afraid of what you’ll do if they say yes and you decide you wanted her after all, I think.”

“I’m not that frightening.”

Both his sire and Satrin snorted. The tension in Kalen’s forehead spread to his eyes. A sneeze caught him by surprise, and it woke a dull pain that spread across both of his cheeks. “Cursed kingdom and its foul weather,” he muttered under his breath.

“If they don’t fear you, they hate you. Aelthor hates you, son. He hates you just as much as he hated your predecessor.”

“The feeling is mutual, I assure you.”

“Why are you cooperating with me?”

The corners of Kalen’s mouth twisted up in a wry grin. “Who said I was cooperating with you, specifically? If you must have an answer, I don’t think you’re stupid enough to try to kill me a second time.”

That earned him another snort from the Yadesh. Even if he could get free from the cast, and even if he did manage to beat his sire to death with it, it wouldn’t change anything. It wouldn’t remove the all-too-real risk of Kelsh and Danar going to war. It wouldn’t ease his worry on what would happen if they warred and one was usurped by the other.

It wouldn’t change the past.

“That’s not quite the answer I was looking for,” his sire said.

“That may be so,” Kalen replied. “I’m more interested in either averting the war altogether or having both conveniently disappear from the map so it won’t become my problem. Since scary little old me can’t make the problem disappear, if a short delay from heading back to the Rift does ensure that war doesn’t break out to begin with, it’s something worth considering.”

Silence answered him. Kalen stared through the trees, but couldn’t make out much through the mists that the morning warmth hadn’t quite managed to burn away. The urge to cough increased with each breath, and he cleared his throat to ease it. “I trust that is a sufficient answer for you?”

“Are you planning on going to Elenrune, then?”

“I’m thinking about it.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s more of an answer than you deserve.” Kalen tried to flex his fingers in the cast and winced at the pain that shot up his arm. “It’s not like you even needed to ask me. I’m a convenient hostage until my hand heals. I’m not quite that stupid to traverse enemy territory when I can’t hold a sword.”

“That wasn’t my plan,” his sire said before letting out a long sigh.

“But convenient, regardless.”

“I’m not your enemy, and Kelsh isn’t enemy territory, Kalen.”

“Everyone’s an enemy, Lord Delorse. That is just a part of who and what I am. Idealistic beliefs like that would’ve left me fodder for the nibblers years ago.”

“Even your Guardians?”

Kalen shrugged his left shoulder and glanced down at the empty sleeve. Had it been luck or intention that he had just enough of an arm left to have a shoulder at all, rather than an empty socket? “The first person to try to kill me was a Guardian.”

“Surely not!”

“Do you know how a Rift horse passes judgment?” he asked.

“No.”

“Tavener crushed that Guardian’s skull until all that remained of his head was a smear on the stones. It isn’t a matter of if they’ll turn on me. It’s a matter of when.”




~~*~~




“We’re almost there,” Lord Delrose said. After almost an hour of silence, the sound of his sire’s voice sent chills crawling over Kalen’s skin. “This is where we’ll walk, else the children will think Satrin is a plaything rather than the dignified Yadesh that he is.”

Satrin halted and both of the golden ears twisted back. His sire dismounted first. Then, with the same grace as a Rift horse, the Yadesh knelt so Kalen could slide off of the broad back. He bowed his head in thanks.

“Children?” he asked.

“Your brothers and sisters, of course.”

“Ah, your family.”

“They’re yours too, Satoren.”

Kalen stilled at the name and frowned. His sire’s blue eyes met his. “I’ve no place or part within your family. Get used to that idea. My name is Kalen. Do I need to spell it for you?”

“Do you really think you’re going to be able to hide the truth? One look at your face and they’ll know who you are. The only thing you inherited from your mother was her ears. You have looked in a mirror, haven’t you?” His sire crossed his arms over his chest and glowered down at him.

Kalen wrinkled his nose. “I am aware. Doesn’t mean I have to like it, though. Live your comfortable, sheltered little lives and spare your family from the reality of who and what I am.”

Lord Delrose let out a long, low sigh. “Who and what are you, then, that you feel like you can’t be a part of our family? You’ve fine young men who call you father. A lot of them, from what I understand.”

“I am, and always will be, the Rift King. There is one thing that all Rift Kings share, Lord Delrose.” He almost laughed. There wasn’t a reason to tell his sire anything. There wasn’t a reason to trust the man.

There also wasn’t a reason not to.

“What do they all share, then? Your cryptic nature is tiresome, son.”

The laugh burst out of him and a cough chased at its heels. He cleared his throat. An itch formed in his nose and throat, and he swallowed back the need to sneeze. “We’re monsters, each and every one of us. Kill or be killed. That’s the game, and each and every man and woman plays their part. There’s only one rule. That’s to leave me alone while in my study. Most people even abide by it. Well, that aren’t Outsiders. They don’t care for the Code. How long do you think it’ll be before your family is attacked again because of my presence?”

“It’s a risk worth taking.”

“Your idealistic way of thinking is going to get your family hurt. Or worse.”

“It wouldn’t hurt you to be a little more idealistic!”

Kalen shook his head. “It isn’t my role to be idealistic. That’s for those who can look at themselves today and consider what they want to be tomorrow. My job is to try to make sure those idealistic fools have that tomorrow. I could change. I could stop looking over my shoulder for the next person wanting my head. I’m too small to make a suitable feast for nibblers.”

Lord Delrose stared at him, shook his head, and let out another sigh. “I’d have better luck conversing with a rock.”

“You would. I don’t know what you’re scheming, and frankly, I don’t care. I’m here long enough to evaluate this situation between Danar and Kelsh. Then I’m going home in the most direct route possible.” A sneeze caught him by surprise, and he sniffled. “Before this wretchedly cold wasteland finishes me off.”

“We’ll do it your way, then. But don’t expect your mother to relent as easily as me. Let’s get this over with. Come along. Step lively, if you can.”

Kalen felt his brows arch high, and he trailed after his sire. He adopted a neutral expression. Satrin plodded along at his side, and the Yadesh’s golden eye focused on him. “Sorry for the trouble,” he muttered to the creature.

A nod answered him, and both of the creature’s ears pricked forward.

The path opened up to a small clearing. A cottage built from rough-hewn logs was surrounded by a railed porch. Dark-haired figures sat on a bench and leaned against the home. Heads turned to stare at his sire.

“Father!” A voice boomed out. “You’re late. We were getting worried.”

“Sorry, Aden. We were a bit delayed.”

“We?”

Kalen froze and tensed. Lord Delrose gestured to him. “This is the Rift King, Kalen.”

“Kalen Alkasatoren,” he said, swallowing back the need to cough. No one broke the silence that fell and he took the time to look over those who descended from the porch and approached across the clearing. While none of them were exact copies of Lord Delrose, the resemblance was undeniable, even among the five girls that followed in the wake of the four men and two younger boys. As they drew closer, it was their eyes caught Kalen’s attention. Unlike his pale blue, theirs were the shade of a sapphire, dark, deep, and lit with the morning light.

“He looks just like you, Father,” the youngest of them said, pointing at Kalen. “Kings are supposed to have two arms. You’ve only got one.”

“Welis!” his sire boomed out.

Kalen’s lip twitched up into a smile. “What if I told you a monster ate it?”

“A monster?” The boy’s eyes widened. “What kind of monster?”

“It’d have to be a pretty big one, don’t you think?” he replied.

“No, it wouldn’t. You’re not much taller than me.”

“You’re being rude, Welis!” one of the taller boys scolded. Welis ducked beneath the hand that reached out to grab him.

Kalen cleared his throat and forced away his smile.

“I see you like children,” his sire muttered.

“I’d have to, to deal with how many I’ve got at home,” he replied, fighting against the urge to laugh. “Introduce us, then.”

“This is Aden, my eldest, and this is Bevin, Rorick, Nolan, and Welis,” his sire said, gesturing to each of the boys in turn, ordering them by their height. “This is Glacia, Aerelle, Krissia, Jezaline,and Prella.”

In turn, the dark-haired girls curtsied.

“Your Majesty,” Glacia murmured. Kalen acknowledged her gesture with a small nod of his head.

“A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

Puzzled glances answered him, and the family stared at him, then at Lord Delrose, then back at him again. Kalen wanted to grin at their expressions, but he swallowed back the desire.

“Where is your mother?”

“In the cottage,” Aden said. “We were evicted about an hour ago. She’s a little displeased with you, Father.”

Lord Delrose flinched, and Kalen bit his lower lip to stop his vindictive grin.

“I will go speak with her, then. Please keep our guest company.”

“Of course, Father.”

With a nod, his sire hurried across the clearing and vanished into the cottage.

“Are you really the Rift King?” one of the men asked, and Kalen turned. He narrowed his eyes a moment and focused on the memory of the introduction and gave a nod.

“Yes, Bevin, I am.” Unlike Aden, Bevin had a slightly softer jawline covered with a light, patchy beard. Bevin’s eyes widened.

“But you belong in the Rift!”

Kalen tried to clench his hand into a fist, but the cast prevented the movement. It didn’t stop the jolts of pain that shot through his arm. “I keep trying to tell Lord Delrose that, but he doesn’t want to listen.”

A brief outburst of laughter answered him. The girls stared at him. He considered them in turn. A faint memory in the back of his mind roused when he looked at Aden, but he had no recollection of the others.

Brothers and sisters, yet strangers.

Lord Delrose emerged from the cottage. Kalen recognized the blue-clad woman following him. His mother. The years hadn’t changed her much, which surprised him almost as much as her pale skin and wide-eyed expression.

Kalen clenched his teeth together and glared at his sire. The man shrugged a shoulder.

“What did you tell her?” he growled out.

“Nothing more than the truth, Rift King.”

Anger flared through him. The pain of flexing his fingers didn’t ease his desire to throttle his sire. Too many eyes stared at them, and without exception, were partnered with suspicious frowns.

Lord Delrose had been right. With his face, hiding the truth was an impossibility.

He sighed and spoke in the Rift tongue, “I should throw you into the deeps for this, Delrose.”

“I suppose you’d be justified in that,” his sire replied, following his lead in language. “Had I known you’d gone there, I would’ve taught them your language.”

She stepped forward, and Kalen tensed, his foot sliding back on the dew-slicked grass. Lord Delrose cleared his throat, and it took every bit of Kalen’s will to relax his stance.

“So it’s true,” his mother said. Unlike his sire, her accent wasn’t as thick.

“It depends on what he told you,” Kalen replied, glancing at his sire out of the corner of his eye.

“You’re the Rift King,” she said, lifting her chin and staring down the length of her nose at him. Her blue eyes glittered with the same hard, unyielding quality of a jewel. “You’re my son.”

Kalen ground his teeth together. Denying it was a pointless endeavor. No two men could look so alike without blood tying them together. And even if he did deny it, he couldn’t blame her for what his sire had done. It wasn’t until his lungs started to burn with the need for air that he realized he was holding his breath.

The sigh came out as a short huff of air. “I am guilty of both charges, I suppose.”

“You suppose?” His mother’s voice rose in pitch until it cracked.

“I warned you,” his sire said. His mother turned away to glare at Lord Delrose.

Kalen cleared his throat and scowled just to keep from grinning.

“If it hadn’t been for your foolishness, I wouldn’t have needed warning in the first place. What have you to say for yourself?” His mother asked, switching back to Kelshite.

“I did bring him to you,” Lord Delrose replied in a weak voice.

“In a cast! I’ve seen corpses with a better complexion. You didn’t tell me our guest was the Rift King! You didn’t tell me that he’s…”

His sire flushed. “Erissa, it isn’t what you think!”

“It isn’t?” His mother didn’t raise her voice, but Kalen winced at the venom in her tone. The two started to talk in a whisper.

Aden cleared his throat. Kalen met his brother’s eyes and arched a brow. “What is it?”

“Who are you?” Aden asked in a whisper.

“If you’re asking that question, you already know the truth of it,” he replied, turning his head to look up into his brother’s eyes.

Surprise silenced the words poised on the tip of his tongue. Instead of the anger and suspicion Kalen expected, there were only tears.




~~*~~




Twelve pairs of eyes stared at him. Kalen straightened, lifted his chin, and refused to look away. His past stared back at him, and he wouldn’t crack under its weight. He focused his gaze on his sire’s face and stared until the familiar heat of anger roused in his chest and spread to warm even his fingers and toes. The memory of quivering muscles and months of restlessness held him firm, upright, and aloof.

It kept his eyes dry.

“Inside,” his mother ordered, gesturing to the cottage. Kalen didn’t move until his sire planted a hand between his shoulders and shoved him forward.

“You don’t keep her waiting when she’s in this sort of mood,” his sire hissed in his ear.

“And whose fault is that?” Kalen asked in a grumble.

“Aden, come. The rest of you, go take care of the horses. Find something useful to do with yourselves,” his mother said.

The others retreated in the same way he did from a hissing serpent: Slow, steady, and as fast as possible without drawing unwanted attention.

“I can help with the horses,” Aden said.

“Go to the kitchen,” Lady Delrose replied.

Kalen hurried to put some distance between him and his sire, muttering curses under his breath. Aden vanished into the cottage, and Kalen followed after him. The entry opened to a sparsely furnished parlor that was strewn with blankets. There was a lone door at the far end of the room. Aden stopped long enough to glance back. His mother gestured with her hand, and Aden opened the door.

The kitchen beyond took up most of the cottage, large enough for a wooden table that could sit the entire Delrose family with room to spare. Long benches flanked both sides of the table. Before Kalen could take a better look around, his sire dropped his hand on his shoulder, and shoved him down. He sat, breath hissing through his teeth at the pain that lanced up his arm to his shoulder.

“What is the meaning of this, Bresalan? You told me the Rifters were important and one of them had gotten hurt. You didn’t tell me he’s the Rift King. It seems you also neglected to mention that he’s our son!”

Taking a seat across the table from him, his sire propped his elbows on the edge and let out a long sigh. “I thought it was the best idea at the time, all things considered. We were in a hurry with the Danarite ambush, and I didn’t want to involve you and the children.”

“You could have told me!”

“What good would it have done?”

“So it’s true,” Aden said. Kalen looked over at his brother. The younger man frowned.

“Isn’t that what I said?” he asked.

“Not explicitly. Why’re you called Kalen?”

“Because that’s my name,” he replied, glaring across the table at his sire.

“Forgive him, Aden,” Lord Delrose said. “I fear he is still quite cross with me.”

“Cross? That’s a gentle way of putting it. Maybe if you had a little more backbone and acted like a man, I wouldn’t have a reason to be cross, now would I?”

“Satoren!” His mother slapped her open palm down on the table top. “That’s quite enough.”

“I think not,” Kalen said. “Explain to them just what you’ve been up to. While you’re at it, why don’t you explain why Derac isn’t here too? I thought he’d be the ideal participant in your little scheme.”

“Derac doesn’t know. I told no one what I intended to do except for Satrin.”

“And here I thought he possessed a little more in terms of common sense. How disappointing. Well, tell them, then. Perhaps once you’re done explaining they might just understand why I’m so cross with you.” Kalen lifted his arm enough that he could duck his head out from under the sling. The cast hit the table with a heavy thud. The tips of his fingers tingled.

“I was warned by a Guardian not long after you reign started that it wasn’t wise to ever cross swords with the Rift King—particularly you. You’ve a snake’s tongue,” his sire said in a dry tone. “Sit down, m’Lady. This isn’t a short tale.”

His mother straightened and stared down at them with pursed lips. “I’ll make some tea.”

Kalen eyed his cast. While most of his thumb was encased, his index finger could move. He hoped it was enough to handle a cup.

“You shouldn’t take it out of the sling,” his sire said.

“Come between me and that tea, Lord Delrose, and I will beat you to death with it.”

“You’re serious, aren’t you?” Aden asked.

“Of course I’m serious,” Kalen replied, turning to his younger brother. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Satoren,” his mother growled out.

“Kalen,” he replied, tapping the tabletop with his one functional finger.

“You can talk while I make the tea, Bresalan. I can hear you just fine from the fire,” Lady Delrose walked to the stone fireplace across the room with a pot in hand. She hung it from a hook before turning to face them, hands placed on her hips. “Explain.”

“Almost twenty years ago, I went into an agreement with the Rift King. He wanted information. I wanted something only he could give me.”

“And you accused me of being cryptic,” Kalen muttered. “If you aren’t going to explain it properly, I’ll do it.”

“Would you stop that?” His sire slammed both hands against the table and rose to his feet.

Kalen narrowed his eyes and didn’t move. “Well?”

“Explain it yourself then, if you think you know it all.” With a scowl, his sire sat back down.

“Lord Delrose is an Akakashani. A spy I inherited from Arik, my predecessor. Contact was established between Delrose and the Rift King, as he said, some twenty years ago. Coincidentally, this was at the same time where His Royal Highness, the King of Kelsh, started looking for ways to expand his kingdom.”

“Is that why you weren’t able to sleep very much? Why you were always finding something to do with yourself and pretending like we didn’t notice? Is that why your hands shook all of the time?” Lady Delrose asked. Kalen glanced over at his mother. Deep lines marked her brow. She lifted a hand to shove a lock of her black hair behind her ear.

“That’s right. It was vellest poisoning.”

“So what happened?” his mother asked in a whisper.

“I’ll take over from here. You’ve made your point, Kalen,” his sire said. “Before I became the Rift King’s Akakashani, King Aelthor talked me into using this vellest to make Satoren immune against poisonings. Vellest wasn’t the only one we used. It was just the one that caused the most problems. It was my job to administer the doses. That kept going until he turned eleven. That’s when Aelthor took over. That’s also the time where he got far sicker than before, and I started to suspect what was going on. I sent word to the Rift King requesting the cure. Except when the cure arrived, Satoren disappeared. I believed you dead until Derac showed up with you.”

“Well, that is what I wanted everyone to believe. Just imagine the panic that’ll happen when people realize that the Heir-Consort of the Kelshite throne became the Rift King.”

“How did you know about that? We didn’t tell you. We didn’t tell anyone!” His sire stared at him with his mouth hanging open.

“Heir-Consort?” Aden asked, eyes widening.

“I’m the Rift King. I’ve probably forgotten more over the years than you know. I certainly can’t mediate if they do call a Council of the Six without knowing their dirty little secrets, now can I?”

The silence was broken only by the sounds of pottery clattering. Kalen glanced toward the window over the washing basin. A dark-haired figure ducked out of view.

“How do you like your tea?” his mother asked.

“In a cup?” Kalen glanced at her. “How else would I like it?”

“I was wondering if you wanted it sweetened.”

Kalen furrowed his brow. A shudder went down his spine. “Plain, please. Thank you.”

“You used to like it sweet,” his mother said in a low voice.

Had he? He couldn’t remember. Shrugging his shoulders he stared at the fire that crackled and popped. Its warmth didn’t quite chase away the bone-deep cold that left his joints aching now that he sat still. “There aren’t many sweet things in the Rift.”

The lines across his mother’s brows eased, and she placed a steaming cup in front of him. Kalen hooked his finger through the handle and managed to smother his triumphant grin as he lifted it to take a sip. The tea’s warmth flooded him, and he let out a sigh.

“How did you become the Rift King?” his mother asked, sitting down next to his sire.

 A sneeze itched his nose. Setting the cup back down, he lifted his arm enough to rub at the end of his nose. He cleared his throat and stared down at the steaming tea. “The same way Arik did before me.”

“That doesn’t tell me anything,” his mother replied.

His sire gestured at him and shook his head. Kalen let a breath out in a huff and ran his finger around the rim of the cup. “I killed him. It was in an accident during sparring practice, but it was my hand that ran him through regardless. Rift Kings live by the sword, and they die by the sword.” He lifted his cast to display it. “This does put me in a rather unfortunate position,” he said in a wry voice. “It’s either a death sentence or imprisonment in the Rift.”

“The death sentence part I understand,” his sire replied. “But why imprisonment?”

Kalen’s laugh burst out of him, and he doubled over in a coughing fit. He gasped for breath and waited until he could speak without wheezing. “Haven’t you figured it out yet? The Guardians aren’t there to protect me.”

“You’re testing my patience. If they aren’t supposed to protect you, what are they there for?”

Lifting his cast, he gestured in a broad, sweeping motion. “To protect others from me, of course.”





Chapter Eleven







Breton shielded his eyes against the rays of the late-day sun. The strand of Ferethian’s tail fluttered through the air, circling around them. Verishi pointed at it and muttered something under her breath.

“We’re not to go farther this day,” she said, her brows furrowing. “But we could ride for hours longer.” Her whine cajoled a laugh out of Maiten and a snort from Dorit, but Breton sighed and couldn’t manage to force a smile.

Patting Gorask’s neck, he swung down from the saddle and turned in a slow circle. Ancient trees ringed the clearing and a stream trickled along its edge. “It’s a good place to rest. We rode all through the night and much of yesterday. I’m exhausted.”

The strand of black hair draped over the back of his left hand and fell limp. The golden light extinguished, but not before the warmth of the desert flooded through him. He lifted the strand of hair and breathed in the scent of horse and sun. It crumbled to dust in his hand and blew away with the breeze.

“Have trust in Her,” Verishi said. “It isn’t our place to question Her.”

“I wasn’t,” Breton said, closing his hand into a fist before turning to tend to the horses.

Even if there was a Danarite goddess, She had no use for them, nor them for Her. But, if Verishi could take them to Ferethian, he wouldn’t question it. Even if finding Ferethian didn’t lead him to Kalen. His eyes burned and he drew several deep breaths.

~I’ve been thinking,~ Dorit murmured in Breton’s mind. Unable to bring himself to look at the Yadesh, he worked at unsaddling Gorask. ~What if another Knight found your king? Garint was with a Danarite, and they had, at one point, held your king. We know that to be the truth. But it’s also true that the Rift King hadn’t died like they’d implied. So who found the Rift King? If it’s true that he was injured to the extent they claimed, he couldn’t survive without help. So, who helped him and why? I can’t imagine your king would be open about revealing himself.~

Maiten drew a sharp breath. “Ceres and Varest.”

Gorask’s saddle fell from Breton’s numb hands. The groan slipped out before he could stop it. “Hellfires! Curse the ancestors! Blast it all to the deeps!”

Maiten leaned against the shoulder of his horse and let out a high-pitched laugh that dissolved into a low giggle. “You said hellfires.”

“Shut it, Maiten!”

“We’re old fools, you know that?” Maiten muttered with a shake of his head.

“I’d forgotten just how much of a start they had on us,” Breton admitted.

~Who are Ceres and Varest?~

“Two of Kalen’s foals, also Guardians,” Breton replied. With a helpless laugh, he stooped down and lifted Gorask’s saddle. “They left right when…”

“Breton!” Maiten glared at him. Breton snapped his teeth together.

“Hellfires.”

“And you accuse me of mouthing off,” Maiten muttered.

“Well you do.”

~Many pardons, Guardians, but what are you talking about?~

Breton coughed and looked anywhere other than at Maiten and the Yadesh. Verishi met his eyes and her smile sent shivers down his spine. She bent down to one of the packs and drew out the wrapped dagger she’d been carrying at Land’s End.

“Verishi, put that away before you get hurt,” he said, stepping over to her. She thrust the weapon towards him, hilt first. Breton took it with a puzzled frown. “What do you want me to do with it? It was fine in the packs.”

“It’s lonely. It wants to be with the pretty sword.”

“It’s just a dagger, Verishi. It doesn’t have feelings,” Maiten said.

“It’s fine. I’ll put it with the swords if it makes her happy,” he said. Setting the blade on Gorask’s saddle, he unbuckled his sword belt and put his weapon down as well. “I need to whet the edges anyway.”

“That’s not the pretty sword!” Verishi stomped a foot and pointed at Perin and the packs he still carried. “That one.”

“Verishi, you’re starting to really, really unnerve me,” Maiten muttered. “There aren’t any other swords.”

“Ah, actually, there is,” Breton admitted.

“There is no way that you, the stiff, uptight, perfectionist Guardian would…” Maiten trailed off and looked at where Verishi pointed. “You didn’t, did you?”

“I didn’t what?” Breton asked, staring at the other Guardian before glancing at Verishi out of the corner of his eye.

He hadn’t shown anyone Gorishitorik. He’d buried the sword in the longer supply packs and masked its presence by stashing it with the spare poles for their horse-hide tents. How had she known it was there?

Maiten rubbed at his brow. “Please tell me you brought one of the replicas.”

“Why would I bring a replica?” Breton asked, staring at the other Guardian.

~Um, pardon my interruption, but what are you talking about?~

“Ceres and Varest left the Rift earlier than the rest of us did,” Breton said. “That’s all you need to know, Dorit.”

The Yadesh snorted. ~And this sword you’re talking about?~

“You wouldn’t have, would you? Really, Breton? Really?”

“Gorishitorik belongs with its wielder,” he replied. “Its wielder isn’t in the Rift, now is he?”

“You stole Gorishitorik? I don’t even believe this.”

“I left one of the replicas in his study. But how did you know, Verishi?”

“She told me.”

“That’s disturbing,” Maiten said.

“Well, there’s no point in hiding it anymore, is there?” Breton went to the packs and unloaded the long sack with the sword and the metal poles in it. He pulled out the cloth-wrapped sheath and set it down beside his own blade and the dagger. “There, Verishi. Are you happy now?”

The girl nodded and smiled at him.

~So what is that sword?~

“The Rift King’s sword, of course,” Breton said. “Since he’s wandering around, I thought he’d want it.”

“I understand, but it’s never left the Rift. How are we going to explain this when we get back to the Rift?”

“Who said anything about explaining it? I don’t see a need to.”

“That sword belongs to the Horse Lord?” Verishi asked.

“Yes,” Breton said.

Her smile brightened her eyes. “She can show you the way to him, then. If it is his and he belongs to it. If that is Her wish. For now, She wishes you to find the Horse Lord’s horse.”

Breton rubbed his temples and shook his head. “I can’t believe we’re taking orders from a nine year old who believes some goddess is talking to her.”

“We are?” Maiten asked. “We’re still going to seek out Ferethian?”

“First we save the horse. Then, we’ll save the man,” he replied, looking down at the wrapped-up weapon. “Or we’ll need to be saved from him if he finds out we let Ferethian die. May the ancestors have mercy on any who get in my way.”

“That’s the Breton we know and love,” Maiten said. Breton glared over at the other Guardian, who grinned at him.

“She wants us to rest. She’ll guide us in the morning,” Verishi said, clapping her hands together. “I’m hungry. Let’s eat. Let’s eat something that tastes good tonight.”

Breton sighed. “My cooking isn’t that bad.”

“Sure, if you like chewing on shoe leather,” Maiten mumbled before picking up the short hunting bow, quiver of arrows, and stalking off towards the woods. “That must be why Kalen’s so short. He had to deal with your cooking for so long you stunted his growth.”




~~*~~




Breton jerked awake to a hooting call. The wet chill of early morning seeped through his blankets. Rolling over, he muttered a few curses and tried to fall back asleep. A ray of light hit his eyes, and he let out a low groan.

Burrowing deeper into the blankets, he cracked open an eye. The trilling song of birds filtered through the fog in his head and chased away the final remnants of sleep. Across the clearing, Verishi sat near the fire. She hummed a melody.

The dagger lay across the girl’s lap. Her hood was thrown back, and her hair glowed in the light. She stroked a hand down the length of the blade, smiling at the shining metal. He kept still and glanced around through half-lidded eyes. The horses and Dorit slept with their heads drooped while Maiten tossed, turned, and mumbled.

“Go to sleep, Verishi. I’ll watch,” Breton said, kicking the blankets aside.

She glanced at him. The sunlight gleamed in her eyes and hid the blue of her eyes. She blinked at him, and the reflection of the sun vanished. Breton rubbed at his eyes.

“She isn’t ready for us to go today. The time for the morning prayers isn’t over.”

“Sorry, Verishi, but I don’t pray,” Breton replied, getting to his feet and stretching. “I’ll go take care of the horses.”

“Your life is a prayer.”

Breton hesitated and shook his head. “I don’t believe in that sort of thing. I’m just a man like any other.”

“But you’re the Horse Lord’s man. You’re not like any other,” the girl whispered. Breton twisted around to face the girl. She continued to stroke the groove etched in the center of the blade. “There is none who can be like you.”

“You’re a strange child, Verishi. Children should play, find trouble, or make it when they can’t find any, and leave that sort of talk for us adults,” he said.

“But you don’t worship Her.”

“You’re right, I don’t.”

“But She likes you.”

Breton shook his head and rummaged through the packs for the curry combs. “You like Kalen and you’ve never even met him. His lack of knowledge of you doesn’t change how you feel, does it?”

“You two are noisy,” Maiten grumbled. “Why are you talking about stuff like that so early in the morning?”

“Because you aren’t on watch.”

“She said she’d watch.”

“She’s a little girl, Maiten. She should be sleeping and growing, not keeping watch,” Breton grumbled.

“You let Kalen keep watch, and he wasn’t that much older than her.”

Breton stiffened and twisted around to glare at the sleepy-eyed Guardian. He clenched his hands into fists.

“Hellfires. Sorry, Breton.”

“The difference is that Kalen couldn’t sleep, and Verishi can,” he replied, forcing his hands to relax. “Unless you want to eat my cooking, get up and stop lazing about.”

“I’m not tired,” Verishi said. “But the time for prayers isn’t over yet.”

“Do what you want, Verishi.”

The girl bobbed her head and went back to humming and toying with the dagger on her lap. With a thoughtful hum of his own, he fetched Gorishitorik and set it down beside her. “There, you said your dagger didn’t like being alone. Watch Gorishitorik while we pack the camp.”

“It’s not a toy,” Maiten muttered.

“Why not? Kalen started playing with it when he was twelve. It’s not like she’s going to be swinging it around. If it makes her happy, I don’t see any harm.”

~Maiten’s right. You’re noisy,~ Dorit grumbled. 

Breton managed a laugh. “Sun’s rising and there’s no reason to layabout. We’ve a horse to chase after.”

“And after that?”

“Do you really have to ask?”




~~*~~




Kalen crept through the cottage, the snores of the sleeping family drowning out the sound of his footsteps. The first light of day streamed through the curtained window and pooled on the floor. The door creaked open. He froze with his breath in his throat, but no one stirred. Coughing into the crook of his arm, he stepped outside. His eyes watered at the light.

Satrin grazed at the bottom of the steps and one golden ear flicked toward him.

“Don’t you ever sleep?” Kalen asked. He took deep breaths and willed the burn in his throat to fade. His next cough came out as a rasp.

The Yadesh shook his head and pawed at the ground with a hoof. Splotches of dried mud caked the animal’s golden flanks.

Wind rustled the leaves of the trees, and when it struck him, the cold and wet chill he expected didn’t come. It carried with it the warmth of the sun. The scent of sand and the dry heat of the desert taunted him. He sneezed, and the musk of the forest flooded his nose.

He sighed.

“At least it’s not so cold today.” The stairs creaked as he descended them. “Where are the combs? You’re filthy. I might not be able to hold a sword, but I’ll feed myself to a nibbler swarm the day I can’t handle a curry comb.”

The Yadesh put his ears back but pointed with his nose. Kalen stretched before walking in that direction. Satrin walked at his side, staring at him with a golden eye.

“It’s usually dark still when I get up,” Kalen admitted with a rueful grin. “Less people to bother me. I’d be grooming Ferethian if he were here, and then Honey. Then I’d check in on the rest of my herd and see if any of them needed work. It was very rare for someone to interrupt me then.”

The sound of his own voice added to his desire to do something—anything. Satrin didn’t reply, not even with a snort or huffed breath, as Ferethian did. Kalen wrinkled his nose.

For all Satrin was intelligent and could speak in his strange, silent way, the Yadesh wasn’t Ferethian. The wordless replies to his commentary didn’t offer companionship. He wasn’t alone, but the comfort of his horses being near him wasn’t there.

All that remained was the deep void that needed filled.

The Yadesh didn’t reach into it, not like Ferethian, and not like Honey. Not like the other mares and geldings who acknowledged him, watching over him with their dark eyes and eternal patience.

Not like Tavener.

Twelve horses were tied to a picket. Most of them were dapple grays or dark chestnuts with the exception of one tall, black horse that was too skinny in the leg and long in the nose to pass for a Rift horse. Saddles lay across a crude fence that separated the forest from the horses. Satrin stopped at one of the sacks hanging from a post and nudged it with his nose.

Pain radiated up his arm but Kalen forced the cast through the woven strap of a curry comb and went to work. Each breath hissed through his teeth, punctuated by coughs he didn’t bother to cover or try to bite back.

“I know what I’m doing when I get back to the Rift. I’m got to find a nice flat rock in a nice, sunny spot where it is quiet, and I’m going to bake until they have to peel me off of the stone,” he grumbled.

Satrin bobbed his head and let out a snort. Kalen fell silent and brushed most of the muck away before he tossed the comb back into the sack. “I’m going to have a look around here. You’re welcome to come with me if you’d like.”

The stallion let out another snort and pinned both ears back.

“Disapproving isn’t going to stop me. If you are worried I’ll go wandering off and not come back, come along. I don’t own these woods. It matters not if we happen to go the same direction. It’s more convenient if you walk beside me rather than behind me.”

Kalen rubbed at his nose in the effort to stop from sneezing. He sniffled and shrugged his left shoulder. “Or not. Do what you want.”

He started by circling the cottage. A stream bordered one side with a path weaving through the trees. He jumped from one bank to the other side, the heels of his boots splashing where the water lapped at the shore. Satrin followed, crossing over it with a long leap. “Cheater.”

The Yadesh whinnied his laughter.

Kalen took a deep breath and let it out in a long, slow exhale. The warmth of the breeze spread from his chest and his muscles relaxed. He kept his stride brisk until he felt the burn of exertion in his legs. Shadows moved through the forest, and he watched with a wary eye. Satrin kept close, plodding along behind and to his left. He hesitated and instead of the golden Yadesh, he saw the tall, muscular form of Breton hovering just at the edge of his vision as the man only did when Kalen was in no mood for anyone, Guardians included.

He halted and shook his head. The memory faded. Satrin stared at him with ears pricked forward in equine curiosity. With his cheeks burning, he jerked around and stomped through the forest. Different kingdom, same method. Always someone to watch his left side, even when he didn’t want it.

The cast prevented him from balling his hand into a fist. Even if he wanted to blame the Yadesh, the creature did what any wise man would do. What he would do, if someone important did find their way into the Rift.

The crack of a stick brought him to a full halt, and Satrin bumped into his back. Kalen reached for the sword that wasn’t there and muttered a curse.

“Go. I wish to be alone. I’ll return soon,” he said, watching the shadows and how they moved as the leaves and branches swayed in the light, warm wind.

Satrin snorted and shook his head so hard that his mane hissed against his golden coat.

Kalen looked the beast in the eye. “Go.”

Staggering as though struck by a blow, the Yadesh backed away a pace. The whites of the creature’s eyes showed. Something writhed beneath Kalen’s skin and he shivered. Tension spread through his brow. With pinned back ears, Satrin retreated, pivoted on a hoof, and charged through the underbrush with the haste of a Rift horse fleeing a landslide. Kalen pressed his lips together and continued to follow the trail.

A dark shape detached from the trunk of a tree and ghosted through the forest after him. The back of his neck tingled. Kalen drew long, slow breaths, and kept his steps slow and careful. The shape condensed into that of a man. Metal glinted in the morning light, but the sword hanging at the figure’s hip remained sheathed.

Kalen kept walking, pretending not to notice the man. He ducked his head and his fingers itched for the feel of leather and metal in his hand. His throat tightened and his heartbeat drummed in his ears, its steady rhythm that of a war march. The edges of his mouth pulled up in a grin.

The man drew closer, arms held out at his sides. No weapons. Scars stretched across a square-jawed face and a grin revealed several missing teeth. Kalen ignored the rustle of leaves trod underfoot and the breaking of branches. He slowed his pace and drew close to one of the larger trees with knobby, rough bark etched with deep cracks.

Sunlight filtered through the trees and washed over his face, its warmth erasing what was left of the aches in his bones.

Footsteps approached from behind him, and Kalen hummed one of the cheerful Rifter melodies sung at the festivals. A stick cracked several paces behind him and a shadow fell over him. He jumped, planting the heel of his foot into the trunk of the tree. The bark crumbled underfoot, and he launched himself upward and twisted around to face his opponent. A pair of dark brown eyes met his and widened. The grin faded to a gaping expression. Pain lanced up Kalen’s leg where the back of his ankle connected with flesh and bone. The heel of his boot scraped along the side of the man’s neck, leaving behind a smear of mud.

They fell together in a heap. Breath catching in Kalen throat, he twisted and got his foot under him. He lunged to his feet. Fingers wrapped around his ankle. Rage ignited deep in his chest, and Kalen whipped his arm around and brought the cast down on the stranger’s wrist. 

He was released, and he jumped back several steps. His ankle ached and he drew his breath in short gasps. Kalen’s attacker jumped to his feet and reached for his sword.

“Duck!” a voice cried out. Kalen lunged for the shadow of one of the trees and rolled. A bow twanged. The thump of an arrow heralded a scream of pain. Another thud silenced the man. Kalen held his breath and stayed crouched. A hand reached out along the trail and the fingers twitched before stilling.

Rising to his feet, he searched through the woods. The memory of the archer’s voice echoed in his ears. He furrowed his brow. A woman’s voice? The tones weren’t much different from his, and he got mistaken for a girl often enough by those who didn’t know him. His muscles quivered in anticipation, but the forest remained still and quiet. He waited, but if there was someone hiding in the shadows, they didn’t reveal themselves.

He stepped out on the trail. The twang of the bow he expected didn’t come. His attacker lay on his chest with an arrow protruding from his back. Feathers sprouted from the man’s gaping mouth. Kalen knelt down and closed the man’s staring eyes with his finger. With a grim smile, he straightened and lifted his casted arm in acknowledgment of the archer’s skill.

No one emerged. His smile widened into a predatory grin.




~~*~~




Kalen prowled through the trees. The sun streamed through the canopy and the wind rustled the leaves, but the archer remained hidden from him. He coughed and cursed under each breath at the relentless itch in his nose and throat. He tightened his grip on the broken shaft of the arrow. The barbs jabbed him. He didn’t know if the fletching would provide any clue as to who she was, but he clung to it.

Why had she helped him? He hadn’t asked for her aid. Her Kelshite lacked accent, and if she had been a Rifter woman, she would’ve tried to claim a prize from him—or her place as a Queen. His mouth twisted into a scowl.

Why had he acted at her call? It could’ve been a trap, and he would’ve fallen into it blind. Yet, he couldn’t deny the truth. She hadn’t struck him down despite being an easy target for someone who hid—and shot—as well as she did.

He turned and stalked back toward the clearing with its quaint cottage. He crushed twigs underfoot and twisted his heel to drive each one deeper into the soft ground. Mud clung to his boots and squished beneath the blanket of moss and leaves, and he shivered from the memory of its chill. Yet, for the first time since he’d come to Kelsh, the rain didn’t try to drown him where he stood or freeze his bones.

Satrin stood near the brook with both ears pinned back and teeth bared. Kalen met the golden eyes that burned with the same intensity of the noon sun overhead. “I told you I’d return,” he said.

The Yadesh’s eyes narrowed.

Jumping over the stream, he stopped long enough to look back. Lifting his hand, he showed the fletching to the Yadesh. “This sort of thing common here?”

One ear flicked forward, and the golden eyes focused on the arrow. A nod, then a shake, answered him.

“Hellfires.” He threw the broken shaft down and stomped toward the cottage. She could’ve come from anywhere, then. The Yadesh’s gaze burned into his back. His sire emerged from the cottage and glared at him with arms crossed over his chest. 

“Where have you been?”

“Fresh air,” he replied. “What of it?”

“Your mother’s ready to kill someone. You, in case you’re curious.”

Kalen dropped down on the bench and bent over to yank at the lace of his boot with his finger and thumb. Mud caked the strings. He picked at it until the knot loosened so he could pull it off. “Satrin knew where I went.”

“Well, he didn’t see fit to share that information with us.”

Kalen glanced toward where the Yadesh stood in the yard. The animal refused to meet his eyes and let out a low snort. “I’m sure if he thought there was a problem, he would’ve told you.”

Had the Yadesh not noticed the fight? If Satrin hadn’t, that served him far better. The less the Delrose family knew about the corpses he tended to leave in his wake, the better off they were. He narrowed his eyes, and then shrugged. “It’s not nearly so cold today.”

“I told you it will be summer soon. If the cold bothers you that much, stay in the kitchen. Maybe even you will be satisfied in there.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he replied, kicking off the second boot. “If you’re so eager to be on the move, why are we wasting time here?”

“There is someone I wish for you to meet. He can help with your hand, as well as other things.”

“What other things?” Kalen asked, sat up straighter and stared at his sire. The man refused to look him in the eye.

“It isn’t of import.”

Kalen fought to keep his expression neutral. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched Satrin. The stallion lowered his head and pawed at the ground. The Yadesh’s muscles rippled beneath the golden coat. “Fine, keep your secret. I’ve a proposal for you.”

“Let’s talk inside.”

Kalen shrugged, got to his feet, and followed his sire into the cottage. Most of the Delrose family sat in the main room and watched him with open curiosity. He nodded to them in greeting and headed into the kitchen. 

Lady Delrose glared at him from near the fireplace. “Where have you been?”

“Getting some fresh air,” he replied, dropping down on the bench with a sigh. He stretched out his legs under the table. An unfamiliar scent hung in the air, heavy with spice. Heat seeped into his muscles and the tension flowed out of him.

“From dawn till noon?”

“We don’t have trees in the Rift,” he said and settled his gaze on the window. That much was the truth.

“What’s in the Rift then, if there are no trees?”

“Rocks.”

“Rocks?” she asked, staring at him with one brow raised.

“There’s some sand, too.”

“Rocks and sand. And?”

“And…?” Kalen rested his cast on the table and tapped out a beat on the wooden surface.

“Surely there is more to it than that!”

He let out a low laugh. “Oh, there is. Can you even imagine it? Have you ever stood on the very top of the world while the song of the ancestors whispers through the cliffs? Then there’s the hiss of sand on the stones. It’s never completely silent, even when the winds do still. From the point where the trails begin, it takes two weeks to descend if you’re on a Rift horse; twice as long if you’re on an inferior beast. If you make it at all, that is. Once there, a river carves its way through the Rift, caring not for anything in its path. When the ancients slumber, it’s the color of sapphires. When they rage, it’s the gold of the sun and marked by the white of the clouds.”

Silence answered his words. Kalen’s lips twitched up into a smile. “I’ve been across most of it. From top to bottom, north to south, east to west. I may rule from a study, but my throne is a saddle, my crown is made of dirt, and my court is made of serpents, horses, and men as rough as the land we call home.”

“It sounds like a beautiful place,” his mother said. She hung a pot from the hook above the fire. “Not at all like the rumors.”

“There’s almost always truth in rumors. Just because something is beautiful doesn’t mean it’s safe. Enough of that. Delrose, if you want my cooperation, I want my Guardians. Both of them. Intact, unharmed, and kept where I can see them.”

“I was wondering when you’d start making your demands, and I thought you’d ask for something like that. If that’s what you want, then perhaps an arrangement can be made. If they catch up with us, then they can join us. They found you once, surely they can find you again. If they want to.”

Kalen ground his teeth together and forced a smile. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“All I want is for you to come with me to Elenrune before I take you back to the Rift.”

“I told you I’d consider it, and I will. But, I’ll consider it on my own terms. I’m still not convinced the answers I need are in Elenrune. I’d rather go there after I’ve learned what there is to know. Then I can deal with the problem.”

“And how do you plan to deal with the problem?” his sire asked, his eyes paling to a frosty blue.

Kalen lifted his cast and gestured at his left shoulder. “Life or limb, Lord Delrose? I think the answer is obvious, don’t you?”


Chapter Twelve







A weight settled over Kalen’s stomach and chest, pinning him to the porch bench. Panic choked off his breath. He tensed.

Someone giggled and the weight holding him down squirmed and wiggled. Fighting to keep his breath even and feign sleep, he cracked open an eye and peeked through his lashes.

“Kaaaallleeen,” Welis sang Kalen’s name in his ear and the child’s finger poked his nose.

“It isn’t even dawn yet,” he mumbled. Relief left him limp.

“Why are you sleeping on the porch?”

Kalen lifted his arm and draped his elbow over his eyes. “Who could sleep in there with all of that snoring?”

“Father is quite noisy,” Aden said. “We wanted to ask you some questions.”

“We?”

Welis hopped off of him, and Kalen lurched upright. He rubbed at his eyes with his finger and blinked. The rumble of a snore drowned out the sounds of the night and he glanced toward the door without bothering to mask his disgust.

In the flickering light of a candle, all ten of his siblings stared at him. The darkness hid their expressions. “Very well. I’m up. Let’s talk then. Near the horses?”

One of his sisters thrust his boots at him, but he couldn’t tell which one with the dim illumination. “Thanks.” He shoved his feet into his boots and stuffed the laces inside without trying to tie them.

He followed the group to where the horses slept and leaned against one of the hitches. In the pre-dawn gloom, the animals were all dark colored. He wanted to imagine that one of them was Ferethian, and that he wasn’t alone among strangers. 

Even if those strangers shared his blood. Some of them, he suspected, wanted to acknowledge him as family. He didn’t dare let them get too close, but at the same time, he couldn’t quite force himself to shove them away, either. “What do you want to know?”

“Are you really a king?” Welis asked.

“Yes.”

“With a crown and everything?”

“You know, I never bothered asking if there’s a crown. Who’d want to wear one anyway? I do have a sword, though. I normally wear a replica of it. The real one stays in my study more often than not. And no, I don’t have a throne. I don’t want one either.”

“Oooh.” Welis stared at him with wide eyes.

“Are you married?” one of his sisters asked.

“No. We don’t have marriage in the Rift. Closest we have are court-mated pairings, and those are rare. Breton’s sire and dam were court-mated.”

“What does that mean?” she replied. 

Kalen squinted in the darkness at the girl and struggled to remember her name. When his memory failed him, he covered it with a smile and a shrug. “It means they dedicate themselves to each other. Should their attentions of affections wander, the penalty is death.”

The questions reminded him so much of the past, of when he’d been learning how to survive as the Rift King. He tried not to grin at the Delrose family, but his mouth refused to obey him. How many times before had he answered these same questions with Arik’s youngest children? “Anything else you want to know?”

“Do you have any children?” Aden asked.

Kalen hesitated. How much did they really need to learn about him? The question was innocent enough. He swallowed to sooth his dry throat, and wondered how many of his foals had even noticed he was gone. “I adopted Arik’s, but I have none of my own. My youngest is fourteen. Her name is Ara. She was born seven months after her sire died.”

Kalen’s smile faded. Ara had been the first to call him father. Had any of the others been the first, perhaps he could’ve denied it. Perhaps his desire to cling to the solitude of Vekakati would’ve worked. “What of you? Are any of you wed?”

“I am,” Aden said. “As are Bevin and Rorick. Glacia and Aerelle are betrothed.”

“I get married in a year,” Glacia said.

“My turn for a question, then. If so many of you are wed, why aren’t your families here with you? Why is it just you? Would you not have brought your wives? Children?”

“They stayed in Elenrune for the Makings and the festivals. Father said he wanted to have a meeting with the family at the end of the harvest. We were getting ready to head back to the city when…” Aden stared at him and shook his head.

“When the Danarites came,” Kalen supplied. “I will do my best to ensure that this cursed foolishness doesn’t spread that far, but that isn’t something I can promise will succeed. It may be in your better interests to secure your father’s wealth and head to the south or the northeast. If I were the Lord Priests, Elenrune would be the first place I would strike.”

“I feared as much,” Aden replied. “Thank you for your honesty.”

“I’ve no interest in seeing more people die than necessary, and all that war between Kelsh and Danar would bring is bloodshed, and a lot of it.” Kalen draped his arm over the wooden rail and stifled a yawn. “But considered yourselves warned. I’ve spent the past fifteen years trying to prevent this. Unfortunately, reason is something neither side wants to listen to.” Aden opened his mouth to speak, but Kalen interrupted him by clearing his throat. “Don’t argue. Listen. Think. The only threat isn’t war. What do you think will happen to the rest of the Six should Kelsh and Danar join sides? Not even Mithrias could stand up to them for all it boasts the strongest military force.”

“We’d never join sides with them,” Bevin snapped.

“No? Then explain to me why a Knight of Kelsh rode in ambush with a Lord Priest of Danar. Explain to me why a Yadesh will forever carry the scar made by his Rider, err, Knight. Explain to me why that Knight stood and watched over the slaughter of a young Knight, his Yadesh, and his own people. When you have a satisfactory answer to that one, I’ll hear you out. Until then, remember well that you’ve a traitor on your throne. I shouldn’t be the one to cut away the sickness in your land. That should be the responsibility of your Lords, your Ladies, and your Knights. Not mine.”

Kalen shoved off of the post and stalked back toward the cottage, spitting curses and stomping up the stairs. The first boot he kicked off hit the side of the building with a satisfying thud. The second fell short. Neither his dam or sire roused as he stalked into the kitchen.

Footsteps pattered behind him and a hand tugged at his empty left sleeve. He fought against the instinct to strike out. Instead, he let out a long, slow breath and twisted around. Welis stared up at him with wide eyes.

“What can I do?”

Kalen blinked and forced a smile for his youngest brother. “Do what you think needs done.”

“Are you trying to make everyone hate you?” Aden asked from the doorway.

Kalen’s laugh was low and dry. “Most of the world hates me, Aden. You’d be surprised at how many people hate hearing the truth, and hate hearing it spoken directly to their faces. Don’t worry about it. I’m used to it.”




~~*~~




Kalen scraped his cast against the frame of cottage’s door. White dusted the unpainted wood. A chunk of the plaster fell away to reveal the underlying splint. Biting the inside of his mouth, he glared at his arm and tried to will away the itch. The itch was in the tips of his fingers, the palm of his hand, and it worked its way up his wrist, creeping steadily up to his elbow. To make matters worse, his skin crawled with the need for a bath.

Letting out a wordless growl, he thrust his arm against the frame. Pain raced from fingertips up to his shoulder, but it did little more than distract him. Then the itch returned, stronger than ever. Muttering curses, he shoved away from the door and paced the length of the porch stretching along the front of the cottage. Like the Delrose villas, the cottage was nestled in a clearing deep in the woods. That was the only thing they shared.

Kalen eyed the rough-hewn railing. Instead of slamming his arm down on it like he wanted, he settled with scraping the plaster against its edge again, leaving flecks and streaks of plaster in his wake.

“Kaaaaaalen!”

Kalen turned in time to see a blue-clad streak thunder up the stairs and plow into him. The air rushed out of his lungs, and he fell beneath his youngest brother. The cast creaked beneath Welis’s weight. His vision turned gray and lights burst in front of his eyes. He blinked up at his sibling. Welis wiggled free and snatched at Kalen’s collar.

“I found a horse in the forest! It’s stuck in the mud, and it can’t get free. We have to help it.” Tears gleamed in his brother’s dark blue eyes.

Kalen struggled to catch his breath. “Where?” 

Welis released him long enough to point into the forest. “That way.”

“Get off of me and go tell your father,” Kalen replied. “Then I’ll help—”

One of Welis’s elbows dug into Kalen’s stomach, and he let out a pained wheeze. Without looking back, the boy disappeared into the cottage. Startled exclamations came from within and Welis emerged moments later, wide eyed. “Where is Papa?”

Kalen jerked his throbbing hand to point to the end of the porch. “With the horses.”

“That looks like it hurt,” Aden said from the doorway. “Want a hand?”

“I’ll take two,” Kalen replied. He shook his head and shoved off of his elbow to sit upright and hissed at the pain. “Hellfires.”

“Are you all right?” Aden lifted him up by his upper arm. 

Kalen nodded. “I’ll live.”

“What was that about?”

“Welis found a horse in the woods, and he wants help rescuing it,” he replied.

“And?”

Kalen had to tilt his head back to look up at Aden. At three years younger and at least a foot and a half taller, he suspected he’d be a lot like his younger brother if life hadn’t happened to him. Maybe if he hadn’t found his way to the Rift, he’d be that tall, too. Then again, he’d be dead. Death was pretty good at stunting growth. “I thought it was obvious. We rescue the horse.”

“Father isn’t going to like that, not with him so eager to leave as soon as he can.”

“I’m sure he’ll survive. We all have to make sacrifices.” Kalen stretched his hand in the cast and was satisfied when he could move all of his fingers. He inspected the cast for damage and grinned. The plaster was cracked halfway to his elbow. The split was also broken and splinters of wood stuck upright. 

“It itches, doesn’t it?”

“Will it rain today?”

Aden laughed. They glanced up at the dark skies and listened to the faint rumbles of thunder in the distance. “Point taken.”

“May as well get this over with. He isn’t going to see me eye to eye on this, and the sooner I start fighting with him, the sooner I can go check on that horse.”

“Horses are really important to you, aren’t they?”

Kalen pointed at the clouds overhead before stepping down off of the porch to circle the cottage. The horses were picketed near the tree line. Lord Delrose stared down at Welis with his arms crossed over his chest. Welis shifted his weight from foot to foot.

“Which horse can I take?” Kalen asked. His sire stared at him. Welis stared too, and tears welled up in the boy’s eyes.

“He says we can’t.”

“I wasn’t asking him for his permission.”

“We can’t go rescue some farmer’s horse. You made a bargain with me, and we do not have the time to waste.”

“I never agreed to abandoning a horse in need. We don’t abandon horses in the Rift, and I’ve no interest in breaking the Code for any bargain I’ve made with you.” Kalen braced his hand on his hip. Each breath sent jolts of pain up his arm, but he ignored it and met his sire’s eyes.

“It isn’t a Rift horse. It’s probably some farmer’s horse that escaped from the fields. It isn’t your concern. There are a lot of little hamlets near here.”

“That doesn’t matter to me. I said it once, I’ll say it again, so maybe you’ll understand it this time: We don’t abandon horses in the Rift, and I’ve no intention of starting that habit here.” Kalen stared at the animals in the line. “We don’t steal horses either, but I’m willing to make an exception for the cause.”

“You can’t just do what you want!” Lord Delrose bellowed.

“Papa…” Welis sniffled and rubbed at his eyes.

“You should be grateful that His Majesty is such a considerate person, darling. You’re not going to win this one, so why fight it? It isn’t their fault they paid attention to what you taught them.” Lady Delrose emerged from between two of the picketed horses, slapping a curry comb against her riding breeches. “Please stop antagonizing your father, Satoren.”

For all his mother wore a smile, her dark blue eyes were harder than stone. He wrinkled his nose and said nothing.

“You’re in for it now,” Aden whispered in his ear.

Kalen glanced over his shoulder and flashed his brother a grin. “She won’t kill me. Imagine how much political turmoil that’d cause. You, on the other hand, she—”

“Quiet, boys,” Lady Delrose ordered. “Well, darling? Which horses are they taking?”

Kalen choked back his laugh. 

Snorting and tossing his head, Satrin trotted forward. A golden-dyed bridle hung from the Yadesh’s mouth. The reins draped over Kalen’s head, and the Yadesh glared at him until he lifted his hand to take the tack. “Thank you, Satrin.”

His sire snatched the bridle, and Kalen hissed as the straps caught on the cast and pulled at his wrist.

“That settles that. Satrin agrees with me. Do be careful, boys. Come back as soon as you find out if the horse can be saved.”

Kalen shivered. His mother’s smile was still fixed in place, and while she’d turned her stare onto his sire, he struggled against the urge to hide behind Satrin.

“Go get your other brothers, Welis,” his sire said with a sigh. “We may as all go. If the horse is alive, I don’t expect Kalen—”

“Satoren,” his mother corrected.

“—will be willing to leave until the animal has been rescued. We’ll need rope, too.”

“Yes, Papa!” Welis ran to the cottage.

“Clever way to buy a little time for one of your Guardians to find you,” Lord Delrose muttered. 

“This has nothing to do with that. I said it three times. We don’t abandon horses in the Rift. I meant it. It’s a part of the Code, and I won’t break it.”

“And this Code is so important, then?”

Kalen watched Lord Delrose bridle and saddle Satrin. When done, the Yadesh stood at Kalen’s side and stared at him.

“It doesn’t help that I like horses,” he admitted.

“Just like your mother.”

“And Mother is always right, isn’t she?” Lady Delrose’s smile didn’t quite turn up in a full grin, but amusement sparkled in her eyes. She stepped forward and rested her hand on Kalen’s shoulder. He stiffened and struggled against the urge to pull away.

“The correct answer is ‘Yes, darling.’”

Lord Delrose sighed. “Yes, darling.”

“I’ll stay here with the girls and finish gathering our things. Try not to be too long.” His mother’s grip tightened on his shoulder before she let him go.

It didn’t take them long to prepare the horses. Satrin knelt down so Kalen could mount without having to use his hand to get into the saddle. Riding the Yadesh didn’t feel right. While the animal was slender, Satrin lacked Ferethian or Honey’s more slender build. He lacked their smooth, graceful movements. Kalen struggled with his posture, but couldn’t force his muscles to relax.

“It isn’t far!” Welis sent his pony cantering through the trees and disappeared into the shadows. His brothers took chase, letting out whooping calls. Kalen shook his head. His sire stared at him.

“Old men first,” Kalen said.

“Oh, by all means, after you, Your Majesty. Someone has to pick you up when you fall.”

“That’s Breton’s job, not yours.” He tightened his hold on Satrin with his legs. The Yadesh cantered after the other horses. It didn’t take long to catch up, and Satrin slowed to a brisk trot, staying back just far enough to keep them in sight.

“There!” Welis called out, pointing through the trees.

Kalen looked where his youngest brother pointed. A small brook cut through the moss and blanket of decaying leaves. Beyond was a clearing. He squinted and searched for the horse. It wasn’t until the animal lifted its head that he spotted it. It’s nostrils quivered before it rested its head back on the exposed roots of a tree.

Satrin stretched out a hoof to test the ground. Dark, thick mud clung to his hoof.

“Hellfires. That’s a mess.”

Lord Delrose rode up to join him. “Quagmire. It’ll be dangerous to free that horse at best. Looks like a yearling, judging from the size. Might not even be possible. Stay back, we could fall prey to it as easily as that animal. It’s best to abandon it. There’s no way to tell if it broke a leg when it fell in.”

“Only way to find out,” Kalen replied. Kalen nudged Satrin with his heels, and the Yadesh inched forward, testing the ground with a hoof before each step. They stopped within a horse’s length from the trapped horse. “If I stand on your saddle, think you can throw me in the right direction, Satrin?”

The Yadesh twisted his head around to stare at him with a golden eye. After a long moment, Satrin nodded. Kalen slipped his feet free of the stirrups. Kalen placed his hand on the crest of the proudly arched neck for balance and stood upright.

“What are you doing?” Lord Delrose asked.

“Someone has to go in and check on that horse,” Kalen replied, unable to stop from grinning. “Do it, Satrin.”

Kalen bent his knees with the rise of Satrin’s hindquarters. He lunged off of the Yadesh’s back and landed in the muck with a splash. The trapped horse let out a startled squeal. Mud splattered against Kalen’s face, and he spit out silty water. Kalen threw his cast over the withers of the animal. His grip slipped on the horse and his head submerged.

He broke the surface spluttering and spitting. His heart beat a frantic tempo in his chest, throat and ears. The press of the muck around his legs and stomach sought to suffocate him. It seeped through his clothes, into his boots, and he shivered at the slimy texture and its chill. “I hate this kingdom,” he muttered.

“Are you insane?” His sire roared out from the safety of the bank.

“Watch your eyes,” Aden warned. Kalen looked up in time to see his brother run toward the quagmire and jump at him. Kalen let out a curse and pulled himself closer to the horse. Aden landed within an arm’s length and sank down to his elbows. A wave of mud and water crashed over Kalen’s head.

Spluttering, he shook his head to get his sopping hair out of his eyes. The horse let out another squeal. Kalen tensed when the animal jerked its head around and snapped its teeth. Dark eyes flecked with gold stared into his. The delicate nostrils flared. Aden splashed to Kalen’s side. Water struck the small muzzle to reveal the black coat beneath.

Kalen sucked his breath in through his teeth and held it. Teeth snapped at him, but he stood still. One of his braids was seized and tugged on. A black eye stared at him, ears still pinned back in silent rebuke.

His horses couldn’t speak, but the stare tore through him and shattered the void that had nested in his chest. In its wake, the guilt of separation, the awareness of his horse’s accusation at his disappearance, and the joy of reunion fought for dominance. Kalen’s eyes burned.

“Ferethian,” he whispered. He struggled to catch his breathe.

Ferethian tugged at his braid again before letting it go and answering Kalen with a soft whinny. His horse’s nose was soft and warm against his cheek. Ferethian tossed his head and let out another whinny before ramming his nose against Kalen’s chest. After a few more nudges and nuzzles, his horse let out an ear-piercing squeal and bit on his tunic.

“Easy, easy!” Kalen struggled with the weight of the mud-covered cast to soothe the animal. 

“Well, friendly enough horse,” Aden said. “Can you keep it calm while I check its legs?”

Kalen jerked at the sound of Aden’s voice. Heat spread across his cheeks. “Ah, yes.” He hesitated a moment. After speaking in Kelshite for so long, it felt strange to speak in the Rift language. “Still and check.”

“What did you say?” Aden asked. Kalen twisted around to look at his brother. Aden crawled through the muck to Ferethian’s hindquarters.

“Just muttering to myself,” Kalen replied. He rubbed at Ferethian’s neck, trying not to smile as he was nuzzled and his clothes and braid were lipped at. When he didn’t move or rebuke the horse, Ferethian chewed on his hair. “Stop that.”

That earned him a nip on the shoulder. Rain splattered on the top of his head and Kalen looked up at the sky. He drew two breaths before the deluge threatened to drown him. Spluttering, he ducked his head.

“Get out of there, you two. It could flood out,” Lord Delrose ordered.

Kalen stiffened. His breath came in ragged bursts. If the pit flooded, Ferethian would die. “No!”

Aden gripped his shoulder. “It’s fine, we’ll get your horse out one way or another.”

Lord Delrose stood with his arms crossed over his chest. “Get out of there. It’s too dangerous.”

“I won’t leave him,” Kalen replied, and hated himself for not being able to speak louder than a whisper.

“I wouldn’t leave my horse either,” Aden whispered in Kalen’s ear. Then, in a louder voice he said, “I’m not coming out either. Not until we get this little horse freed.”

“What has gotten into you, Aden? Since when did you become so obstinate?” Lord Delrose stared past Kalen to Aden. Then, his sire’s eyes fell on him. “For some reason, I’m not surprised you’re doing this. Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

“I’m not leaving my horse.”

“Do you really expect me to believe that this horse just happens to be your horse? I’m not so easily tricked, son!”

“Don’t believe me? I’ll prove it to you,” Kalen replied. He let his breath out in a huff and patted Ferethian’s neck again. His hand throbbed with each beat of his heart.

“How do you propose to do that?”

“Get out one of the ropes and prepare to throw it.”

“I’ll catch it,” Aden offered.

Kalen shook his head and said, “No need, but thank you.”

“I can’t believe I’m doing this.” Lord Delrose retrieved one of the coils of rope from the horses and brought it to the edge of the quagmire. “What now?”

“Hold one end of it—tightly now, don’t let it go—and toss the rest of it to Ferethian,” Kalen said and struggled to hide his grin. The length of rope fell into the mud with a plop. “Ferethian, pull,” Kalen ordered in the Rift tongue.

Ferethian snatched the rope above the coil and yanked on it. With a startled cry, Lord Delrose fell face first into the pit.

“That’s a trick,” Kalen said, holding back a smile as he watched his sire struggle to extricate himself from the muck. 

“I can’t believe you did that,” Aden said.

“Are you all right, Father?” Bevin asked from the safety of where the horses waited.

“Pull,” Kalen said. Ferethian snorted and gave another tug at the rope. His sire let out a curse and was jerked forward. “Are you going to help me get my horse out of this pit? I’m not leaving until he does, even if it is the last thing I do.” He paused and ground his teeth together. “Please.”

“Fine. We have two choices. Dig him out, or pull him out,” his sire said. Instead of climbing out of the quagmire like Kalen expected, Lord Delrose waded toward them. “We’ll have to get a harness around him. This would be a lot easier if you saddled your horses.”

“How did you get here anyway, Ferethian?” Kalen wrinkled his nose. His horse ignored him, ears pinned back and focused on Lord Delrose. “Don’t bite,” he ordered in the Rifter tongue.

“What did you say?” Aden asked.

“I told him not to bite,” he replied.

“Oh.”

Kalen looked up at the sky. The clouds were growing darker, and the rain fell harder. The canopy of the nearby trees swayed and groaned with the wind. “We better hurry.”

“We finally agree on something. Bevin, Rorick, start harnessing the horses with the rope for pulling. Nolan, if this starts to flood out, we’re going to need your help to get out of this pit.”

“I told you, I’m not leaving Ferethian,” he growled out.

“Be quiet. Welis, Remove the saddle blankets and bring them to me.”

Kalen rested the weight of the cast across Ferethian’s back and panted. Where the plaster wasn’t crumbling apart, it was swollen with water and constricted around him. His arm ached from the effort of lifting it. “Thrice-blasted cast.”

“Ruined it? Just stay out of the way,” his sire said.

They weren’t able to talk him out of leaving the pit, but Kalen did manage to wade through the mud to lean against Ferethian’s chest while Aden and his sire worked at fashioning a harness. Through it all, Kalen struggled against the tightness of his throat and the burning in his eyes.

Ferethian was safe and the emptiness of loss no longer compressed his chest and sought to crush his heart. The skies rumbled and lightning flashed overhead, but he was grateful for the rain and the mud and the filth.

It hid his tears.




~~*~~




Kalen walked beside Ferethian with his deteriorating cast draped over his horse’s warm back. Humming a tuneless melody, he ignored the mutters and grumbles of the Delrose family around him. They rode ahead, stopping within sight and waiting for him before they hurried ahead. Ferethian turned his head back to chew on his empty sleeve.

“Lady of Light grant me patience,” his sire groused. “Can’t you just ride your horse?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Well why not?”

“He’s tired.”

“So are we. We had to dig him out, remember?”

Kalen pursed his lips together. “And I thanked you then. Thank you for digging Ferethian out.”

“It’ll be dark before we get back at this rate. Your mother is going to kill us all.”

“No, she won’t, Father,” Aden said. “She’d kill you if she found out you wanted to abandon his horse, though.”

“I didn’t ask you.”

Kalen shook his head and said nothing. His arm throbbed with each step, but despite being soaked and covered in mud, the warmth of his horse kept his teeth from chattering too much. He leaned into Ferethian, and the stallion bobbed his head.

“Are you sure you don’t want to ride Satrin?” Aden asked. Kalen nodded. The void in his chest hadn’t vanished entirely, but the dim awareness of Ferethian—and Honey, too—let him trudge on without the weight of hopelessness eating away at him from within.

Kalen tried to grip Ferethian’s mane but his stiff, aching fingers refused to cooperate. Settling on tapping the animal’s filthy coat with the fingers that did twitch, he trudged on in silence.

“How’s your hand?”

“I’ll live.”

Aden stared down at him, mouth quirking up in a grin. “I’ve never seen Father get so flustered in my life. You’re used to getting your way, aren’t you?”

“Have I asked for anything beyond what is reasonable?” Kalen asked, cocking his head back to meet his brother’s eyes.

“I can’t say you have.”

“It’s hard to argue with reason, isn’t it? Though I can think of a few people who do no matter how futile it is.” Kalen slowed his pace, and Ferethian matched his pace. He rested his temple against his horse’s shoulder. “I can’t ride Satrin. It isn’t a matter of wanting. It’s a matter of can’t.”

“What do you mean?”

“Satrin is a stallion, Aden.”

“What of it?”

“Ferethian is the king stallion of the Rift horse herds.”

Aden stared at him with a puzzled expression. “I don’t follow.”

“Satrin may mean well, but I’ve no interest in watching him try to fight a horse a quarter of his size, Aden. It’d be embarrassing for Satrin, tiring for Ferethian, and wearisome for me because I’d be the one responsible for nursing both of them back to health. Ferethian permits no other horse except Honey to carry me. Sometimes, rarely, he’ll grant another horse the honor, but I can count the number of times that’s happened on my hand. I don’t expect Yadesh match his standards. With my hand like this, I couldn’t stop a fight should it break out between them. Until I get him groomed and check his hooves, I won’t risk riding him,” Kalen said. “Ferethian doesn’t lose when he decides to fight. That’s part of what makes him the king stallion.”

“He’s really a stallion?” his sire asked.

“You could look for yourself if you wanted. I promise you that he is a stallion. We don’t lie about the rankings of our horses. Almost all of my Guardians have a horse ranked as a Runner or a Walker.”

“Part of me wants to ask, but I fear that even if you answered, I wouldn’t have any idea what you were talking about,” his sire replied.

Kalen snorted. “Wise. I didn’t understand it until after Tavener decided to smash in a Guardian’s skull when claiming me as his Rider.”

“The horse picks the man?” Aden asked.

“Not always. Tavener did. Ferethian took up residence in my study until I acknowledged him. I found Honey while on a ride with Ferethian and spent a month or so taming and convincing her she wanted to acknowledge me. I’ve more horses than Honey and Ferethian, but Ferethian only grudgingly accepts their presence,” Kalen said with a wry grin. “That’s the price of riding a stallion. They are very territorial of their Riders.”

“But not of their mares?”

“Of course not. The tamed horses don’t breed unless the stallions and mares are paired.”

“You can’t control a stallion like that, Kalen,” his sire replied.

“Believe what you want. I’ve been breeding Rift Horses for the past fifteen years. Have you?”

“Are you trying to tell me that on top of being the Rift King, you breed horses? Is there anything you don’t do?” His sire’s pale eyes glowered down at him.

Kalen shrugged in reply. “Have you ever tried to earn the respect of men bigger and stronger than you? Rifters chew rocks for breakfast. I promise you I can’t wrestle my way to victory. Since I can’t best them in battles of strength, I have to use skill and wit. I assure you I have a very good record with my horse’s bloodlines, if you must know. Rifters don’t acknowledge anyone unless they mean it.”

Darkness shrouded the forest by the time they reached the cottage. Kalen halted and drew a breath in a hiss. “Wait!”

The horses halted and his sire twisted around to face him. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s too quiet.”

Aden’s eyes widened. “He’s right.”

“Ferethian, scout!” he ordered in the Rift tongue, taking a step away from his horse. Ferethian plunged through the trees to circle the clearing. “Wait here.”

“Kalen, what do you think you’re doing?” his sire asked.

“You’re going to stand there, stay in the woods, and be quiet. Satrin, sit on anyone who doesn’t obey. Biting is encouraged.”

The Yadesh snorted and bobbed his head.

“Hey, don’t take his side!” 

“Be careful,” Aden said.

Kalen nodded and crept around the clearing. Ferethian trotted to the cottage and let out a snort. All remained still and quiet. Crossing the open yard, he joined his horse at the porch. The front door of the cottage was opened, and the inside was dark, still, and quiet. With narrowed eyes, he stared over the yard. Divots marked the grass, as though tens upon tens of horses had trampled the grass and left in a hurry.

Of his mother and sisters, there was no sign.


Chapter Thirteen







Breton chased after the darting, glowing strand of Ferethian’s tail. It slipped through the trees, and he clutched onto Gorask’s mane and reins. His shoulder ached with each breath, and his head throbbed from fatigue. Lather coated his gelding’s neck, and it splattered on his arms. Dorit surged past him with Verishi clinging to the golden back with the tenacity of a bur.

“We can’t keep this pace much longer,” Maiten shouted at him from behind.

“We’re almost there!” Verishi called back to them. She let out a startled squeal. Breton’s heart leapt into his throat. A loud splash sounded, and the girl let out another cry. Breton rounded the tree that the pair had disappeared behind.

The Yadesh floundered in a pit of mud, his front quarters submerged. With a great heave of his hindquarters, the golden creature pulled himself free. ~Careful!~

Gorask skidded to a halt. Both of his gelding’s front hooves plunged into the mud. Breton hissed, and his horse reared back. The muck sucked at Gorask’s legs, and they fell. Breton dove from the saddle to avoid being crushed and gasped.

Filth coated Verishi from head to toe, leaving nothing but the blue and whites of her eyes showing. She spluttered. Water pooled around her. Ferethian’s tail circled over her head before vanishing in a cloud of golden and black dust.

“Breton! Verishi!” Maiten jumped from the back of his horse and hurried to them. “Are you all right?”

“I’ll live,” Breton grumbled.

“This is disgusting,” the girl said, slapping her hands into the mud. “Ferethian was here.”

~Ugh,~ Dorit agreed.

Breton froze and stared at the mud pit. He felt the blood rush out of his head and settle in his feet. Maiten circled the pit, testing the edge with the toe of his boot.

“Someone was here before us. Someone with horses. They must have found him in the mire and pulled him out,” Maiten said, gesturing to the ground. “It’s a wet mess, but these are definitely hoof prints, and we don’t shoe our horses like this.”

Letting out a sigh of relief, Breton climbed to his feet. “Bless the ancestors.”

“But why does the trail end here, Verishi?” Maiten reached out over the pit and offered the Danarite girl his hand. Maiten’s gelding grabbed the back of his Rider’s shirt in his teeth and together they pulled the girl free of the muck.

~My apologies. I didn’t see the mire until I was in it.~

Verishi waved her hand in a dismissive gesture so similar to Kalen’s that Breton’s breath caught in his throat. “At least you didn’t get stuck in it, Dorit. It’s easier to pull a little girl out of that than it would be a horse.”

“That’s no joke. This stuff is thick and sticky. It’d take at least four or five horses to get an animal out of here, even one as small as Ferethian.” Maiten crossed his muddy arms over his chest. “But who?”

“And why? Ferethian doesn’t look like all that much,” Breton said.

~Could it not have been your king?~ Dorit asked.

“If the Knight and Danarite spoke the truth, I can’t imagine that Kalen would be in any condition to go hunting through a forest for his horse, assuming he knew Ferethian was here. We’re not like you, Dorit. We’re not like our horses. I can’t tell where Perin is when I’m apart from him. All I know is that he’s out there somewhere.”

~But is that the same for all of you? Could your king be different?~

“He’s no different. I know that much,” Breton replied. Closing his eyes didn’t help ease the anxiety that brewed in his chest and chilled him. “Nothing so convenient exists for us.”

~But you could sense your king.~

“Kalen’s only aware of us when we’re close, Dorit. It’s something we always learn about the king we serve,” Maiten said when Breton remained silent. “It’s important that we know his limitations so that we can best guard him.”

It wasn’t quite the truth, but it wasn’t a lie either, so Breton kept his peace and didn’t correct the other Guardian.

“She won’t guide us any further,” Verishi said, holding up the filthy hank of Ferethian’s tail. “What should we do now?”

“Can you use Gorishitorik to find the Rift King?” Maiten asked.

“Gorishitorik?”

“The sword you like so much.”

“I could try,” the girl said, puzzlement furrowing her brow. “It might work, since it’s his.”

“It’s his and his alone. It’s worth a try, right?”

Breton listened to the two talk and paced around the mire. He knelt in the mud next to the tracks that led deeper into the forest. One large print caught his eye. “Dorit, come here?”

The Yadesh joined him. ~What is it?~

“Make a print for me there,” Breton said, pointing at a place where the mud hadn’t been trampled. The Yadesh placed his hoof on the spot and lifted it clear. While Dorit’s print was smaller, both were similar in shape, cloven at the front and narrower than a horse’s. “Ha! Another Yadesh was here. Look at this, Maiten.”

His friend leaned over him and let out a low laugh. “Good eye, Breton. That’s no horse track.”

“What do you think?”

~I’m not sure. After Garint, I’m hesitant to reach out and see who it is. I am unaccustomed to worrying about whether my own kind is friend or foe, and we’ve trouble enough already.~

“You’ll be a wise ancestor when your days are done,” Maiten said. “What do you think, Verishi?”

“You’re asking me?” The girl stared at them with wide eyes.

“You led us here,” Breton said. “Why wouldn’t we ask you?”

“I-I can ask the Goddess,” the girl murmured, her dark skin tinting red. A lock of her blonde hair fell into her eyes.

Breton grinned at her. “I’ll be most curious to see what she has to say.” He got to his feet and stretched, wincing as his joints popped and creaked. “I feel old.”

“You are old, friend.”

Breton glared at Maiten. “Not that old.”

“Greetings to you!” a man’s voice called out behind them in thickly-accented trade tongue. Breton whirled around, his fingers curling over the hilt of his sword. A figure with dark hair streaked with gray stepped out from the trees leading a horse. While one eye was a deep blue, the other was a startling pale, silvery gray. Three men and two women flanked him leading mounts of their own, with their hands on their swords. Breton cocked his head to the side and stared at the glittering clasp at the man’s throat. A stylized eye was set with rubies for the iris.

“Be welcome,” Breton said, lifting his gaze to meet the man’s eyes. “Maiten, you’re better at Mithrian than me,” he muttered in the Rift tongue. “You talk to them.”

“We are searching for a small black horse and someone,” Maiten said in Mithrian, speaking slow enough that Breton could understand what the other Guardian said. “Might you have seen them?”

“I’ve seen no black horses,” the man replied, following Maiten’s lead and speaking slow enough for him to follow. “But I’ve seen many people. Whom do you seek?”

“Small fellow, short temper, about this tall. Dark hair cut short, wears two braids tipped in beads. He’s got a soft jaw, high cheeks. Not as tanned as you, but close,” Maiten replied.

“Haven’t seen anyone like that, I’m afraid. You speak Mithrian well, if slow.”

“My friend is not so talented with the language, I’m afraid,” Maiten replied. “Are you friend of Kelsh or Danar, mercenary?”

The man stiffened before his mouth twisted up in a rueful grin. “It seems you’re well informed, stranger.”

“We of the Rift do try to know what we can,” Maiten replied.

The man’s eyes widened. Breton kept his expression neutral despite his surge of satisfaction at the reaction. The gray eyes darted between him, Maiten, and the horses before settling on the Yadesh. “I could ask what two Rift men, their horses, and a Yadesh are doing together. Ah, is that a Danarite child with you?”

Verishi collided with the back of Breton’s legs and clung to him when the mercenary’s stare didn’t shift from her. He reached back and pulled her to his side. “We found her near a razed town,” he said, his Mithrian heavily accented compared to Maiten’s.

“War is a storm without end, and it cares not for those in its path,” the man said. “I am sorry that I could not help you find your companion and his horse. A question, if I may. Who do you serve, Rifters? Kelsh? Danar? You’ve representatives of both peoples with you.”

“The Rift is neutral,” Maiten asked.

“I’ve heard this before,” the man replied. “Before we continue any further, let me introduce myself. I am Captain Silvereye of the Crimson Eye. As you surmised, we are of Mithrias. Who are you, men of the Rift?”

“I am Maiten and this is Breton. The Yadesh is named Dorit, and the girl is Verishi.”

“May your sword remain as sharp as your wits,” Captain Silvereye replied. 

“I admit, Captain Silvereye, your appearance is rather unsettling. What are your intentions?” Breton glanced at Maiten’s sword hand. The red-head’s fingers, like his, remained curled around the hilt of his sword.

“Nothing untoward, of that I promise. Allow me to show my good will. At ease.” Those with Captain Silvereye relaxed and lowered their hands from their weapons. Breton drew a deep breath and let it out before relaxing his stance.

“A question, if I may,” Maiten began. Breton met his friend’s eyes. “What exactly is a mercenary company doing out here in the middle of the woods?”

“I could ask the same of you.”

“We told you. We’re searching for someone.”

“This is something I’ve heard before. From others. I think, perhaps, you might like to meet each other. You look weary from travel. Please, join me at my camp, and we will talk there.”

~I do not believe he means to give you an option,~ Dorit warned.

Breton nodded. Even without the Yadesh’s words, the Mithrian spoke in the same tone Kalen did when expecting obedience. Verishi clutched at his hand.

“Breton? What do you think?” Maiten asked in the Rift tongue.

“Tell him if he has sided with those of Danar, I will sever his head from his shoulders and dangle it from Perin’s saddle as a trophy.”

Maiten spoke in brisk Mithrian and Captain Silvereye’s brows rose.

“I understand. I can extend my sworn word that we do not fight for Danar or for Kelsh. You need not know any more of our hire than that. I like my head where it is, and I do not desire to test the rumors of your folks’ prowess in battle this day,” the man replied in Kelshite. “Please, then, come with us.”

Once again, Maiten glanced at Breton. This time, he nodded his agreement. Stooping down, he picked Verishi up and placed her astride Dorit. He sighed and hoped he wasn’t making a mistake.




~~*~~




Heat spread through Kalen’s chest and his awareness of the First’s presence within him flared to life. The emptiness of loss evaporated like fog blown away on a crisp wind, and the surge of Ferethian’s and Honey’s presences crashed into him. The mare wasn’t far, but she wasn’t close. Ferethian’s existence smothered him in warmth. His stallion neighed. Something was pleased, but Kalen couldn’t tell if it was his horse, or the First.

That feeling crumbled away under the anger igniting within him.

He turned to the forest and gestured with his hand. Pain shot up his arm, through his shoulder, and sent tingles through his entire body. Stepping down off of the porch, he turned to his sire.

“It’s empty.” Kalen kept his voice soft and even. In the gloom of the early evening, Lord Delrose paled to a ghostly white. “Someone—many someones—have come and have gone.”

Sodden plaster fell away from the cast and his hand burned as he bent his fingers.

The First said nothing, but its presence writhed deep in his chest.

His sire stepped across the clearing and brushed past him. With a breath drawn as a hiss, the man staggered to a halt and stared at him. Kalen clenched his teeth together and stared at the tracks that vanished into the forest.

“Mother!” Welis’s wail shattered the quiet. Kalen stiffened at the sound of his brother’s voice.

~Hunt.~ The First’s voice was the snarl of a wolf, the hiss of the scouring sand, and the rasp of hooded serpent swaying and set to strike.

“Lord Delrose!” A man’s voice bellowed from the trees and a figure hurried towards them. Kalen’s muscles tensed, and he set his stance. When he didn’t recognize the face or the voice, he lunged forward.

“Wait, Kalen!”

Kalen jumped and kicked his leg around and caught the stranger in the ribcage. The man staggered, twisting away from him with a wordless cry. A guttural word emerged from the man’s throat and a tingle passed through Kalen’s body. His muscles stiffened. 

The First’s rage shattered the sensation, but not before he fell hard on his arm. The wood of the cast broke with a snap. Fire burned through his bones and his head throbbed with each beat of his heart. Lurching upright, Kalen crouched and hissed. Ferethian screamed and charged forward, skidding to a halt at his side to rear and strike at the air with his hooves.

“I’m not an enemy,” the man gasped out, scooting away with his hands outstretched.

“Kalen, enough!” his sire bellowed. “He’s the man who owns this cottage.”

Sucking in quick gulps of air through his clenched teeth, Kalen got to his feet and narrowed his eyes, first at the brown-haired man that lay before him, then at his sire on the cottage’s porch.

“Erissa and the girls are gone,” his sire said.

The man on the ground started to curse. “I saw the tracks of horses and a large group, but I hadn’t thought they’d been here. I’m sorry I startled you, youngling.”

Kalen forced his muscles to relax. “Ferethian.” The stallion swung his head around to stare at him. “Stand.”

“That’s the Rifter tongue,” the man said. A puzzled frown twisted the Kelshite’s lips and long lines furrowed across his brow.

“That is because I am a Rifter,” Kalen replied in as emotionless of a voice as he could manage.

Aden emerged from the cottage, and his brother’s face was ashen. “There’s no one here. Most everything has been taken.”

“Hellfires,” Kalen muttered, straightening. “They left a trail that should be easy enough to follow.”

“That’s a lot of horses,” Bevin said, gesturing at the tracks leading off into the trees. “How do you propose we deal with them?”

“With a sword.”

His brother let out a bitter laugh. “What do you think you can do with but one arm and a broken hand?”

“Bevin!” his sire snapped.

Bevin glared at him and Kalen met the blue eyes of his sibling until the younger man looked away.

“Lord Delrose said you could fix this,” Kalen said, adopting a neutral expression and tone. He thrust his arm out to the man. “Is he a man of his word?”

“I’m a mage, not a healer,” the man said before flashing a wide grin at him. “I don’t work for free.”

Ferethian bared his teeth and smashed a hoof into the loamy ground. Kalen met the man’s eyes and forced a faint smile. “And what, please tell, is your price?”

“I’ll pay the fee, Norrian,” his sire said.

“Very well. Hold still, boy. This isn’t anything more than an invisible cast that’ll let you use your hand. Don’t forget that. There’s limits, lots of them, but unless you do something stupid or foolish, it’ll hold for a few weeks. That said, it won’t heal, not in the slightest, and if it should wear off before you have a real Healer deal with you, you’ll be in far worse shape than you are now,” the mage replied, seizing Kalen’s arm at the elbow. The First’s rage flared before settling down as a chill in the back of Kalen’s head.

Cold spread from where Norrian touched his arm, and Kalen’s teeth chattered together. Ferethian pawed at the ground and let out a warning snort. The sensation inched down his arm, wrapped around his hand, and the pain numbed to nothing. His heartbeat drummed in his ears and throbbed in his fingertips before fading.

Kalen kept still and watched the man’s face pale. Norrian lifted his left hand to wipe sweat from his brow.

“That should hold,” the Kelshite said. “You can get out of that cast. Or, that is, what’s left of it.”

Clenching his hand into a fist was all it took for the ruined plaster to fall away. The wood that made up the frame of the cast broke under his grip. He shook his arm. The sodden mess slipped off his arm, and he threw it onto the ground. “My thanks, Kelshite.”

“I am pleased to serve, Rifter. What is going on here, Bresalan? This is not a happy gathering I’ve returned to.”

“I’d like to know the answer to that as well,” his sire growled. “We went to get that horse—”

“Ferethian,” Kalen corrected.

“—out of a quagmire and returned to this.”

Kalen stared at ground, the moonlight offering just enough of its light to make out the tracks of the horses. “I am going to look around.” He glanced out of the corner of his eye. Lord Delrose stood a little taller. Pointing at his sire, he cleared his throat to get Ferethian’s attention. “Guard, Ferethian.”

His stallion put both ears back with bared teeth. With a loud snort and stiff-legged stride, Ferethian stomped over to his sire and stood at the bottom of the stairs leading up to the porch. Kalen frowned. The once long, silky tail was half its length and clamped between his horse’s legs.

“Stay and guard,” he said in the Rift tongue before he turned and followed the trail deep within the forest. He ignored Lord Delrose’s protests as he hid among the shadows.

~Hunt!~ The First’s cry rang in Kalen’s ears and through his skull, and he was powerless to deny its wish. 




~~*~~




A river cut through the forest, its surface glassy beneath the night sky. The tracks of horses vanished down the shore and into the water. The mud of the other bank was undisturbed. A small cliff of dark clay hung over where the river cut underneath the forest floor. Kalen let out a low, long growl that echoed the First’s silent grumbles in his head.

“Curse them all,” he muttered. He slid a foot into the water and the strength of the current tugged at his leg. The weight of the mud caking his trousers eased as it washed away in the flow. He glanced upriver, and the clay banks rose with curtains of thick moss grazing the water’s surface.

Hissing at the chill, Kalen plunged into the waters and waded downriver. The current tugged at his clothes and his teeth chattered. Not even the First’s anger managed to warm him.

He almost missed where the bank crumbled under the hooves of horses. Spluttering, he clawed up the bank and grabbed for the roots emerging from the abused shore. Old, tall trees dotted the forest. The tracks vanished into a field of tall grasses rustling in the evening wind.

Dropping down to his knees, Kalen parted the grasses with his hand and followed the obscured trail. The moon lit his way and he moved slow and quiet. He adopted a shuffling crawl, and the wind masked the sound of his movement. The murmur of voices froze him in place, and he held his breath before letting it out in a long and silent exhale. Kalen crept closer until the grasses parted for the light undergrowth of the forest once more.

The forest covered a slope, and the large trees were sparse enough to see into the flatlands beyond. Moonlight glinted off of metal and the lights of campfires drew his eye. Pale silhouettes of tents stretched out into the darkness. Horses whinnied, and the lower chatter of men broke the quiet.

~Hunt,~ the First pleaded, and Kalen jerked his head in a nod.

He was tired of being patient.




~~*~~




Men moved through the night, and Kalen stalked after them, his fingers twitching at his side. He longed for the rough grip of leather in his hand and the weight of a sword testing his muscles. The guards moved in pairs with weapons sheathed at their sides. They skirted the grasses and wove through the trees, muttering among themselves in voices too low for him to catch the words or the language they spoke.

Many of them, like him, had dark hair.

He lay low to the ground and waited, the First’s impatience burning in the back of his head. The presence didn’t demand he move, but at the same time, its lust for action kept his muscles tense. Kalen flexed his hand and the thrill of the motion forced a grin out of him.

If his dam and sisters were in the camp, he’d find out. When he did, he’d deal with their captors, one way or another.

First, he needed a weapon. His mouth twisted into a ruing grin. He should’ve just taken one from his sire. Cursing his haste, he watched for the next set of guards, waited for when they shuffled by, and slithered through the trees toward the camp. He huddled in the shadows and hid among the twisting roots. He counted the minutes and kept a watchful eye on the moon as it marched across the sky towards its zenith.

The hooting call of animals masked his noise, and the First’s triumph at their thwarting of the watches kept the cold of the night at bay. Nearer to the camp, the laughs of men drowned out the sounds of his boots crushing the grass. Piles of sacks and saddles ringed the tents and he sheltered in their shadow. He pressed his lips together into a thin line. It was too small to be an army, too organized to be mere bandits—or, at least, what he understood of bandits. Skirmishers? A scouting force? He let out a breath in a sigh.

It wasn’t a Kelshite army’s force, that much he was certain. There were too many people with dark hair, too many people watchful and looking for signs of trouble. It confirmed all that Garint had said and what he’d feared.

War brewed in Kelsh like a storm poised to break over the lands and sweep them all away in its fury.

~Kill?~

Kalen shook his head. Wiping his sweaty palm against his wet trousers, he glanced deeper into the camp. Figures sat around large fires, leaving a few prowling around the camp. He took a deep breath. The scent of meat tickled his nose and set his stomach to rumbling. Gritting his teeth, he peered around the edge of his hiding place and watched for the guards. He lost track of the minutes before the pair came. The men yawned and laughed among themselves. The chainmail they wore glinted in the moonlight.

Scurrying across to the next pile of supplies, he hid among them and listened. A muffled sound came from around the nearby tents. Keeping low to the ground, he hurried to the closest tent and prayed that the dark of the ground and the mud caking him would hide him from the watchful eyes of those circling the camp.

Instead of tents, a hastily-erected corral fringed the camp. Instead of horses, children were tied to leads, their hands bound and wrapped in sacks. Gags and hoods covered many of their faces. They were piled on top of each other and lay still. The breath left Kalen’s lungs and he couldn’t manage to draw another. Cold shock held him in place. The First’s rage burned, then chilled to such fierce wrath that Kalen trembled with its need to strike out and obtain vengeance.

He curled his fingers into claws and dug furrows into the soft soil. No one stood watch over the children, but the guards paused in their passage when they neared the captives, and their laughter carried on the breeze.

Kalen waited until the guards passed before slipping into the corral and wiggling his way into the group. Their bodies were warm and a few of them squirmed and writhed at his touch. Cursing his missing left arm, he went to work tugging at their hands and setting the largest of the children free. The first boy he freed stared at him with slack-jawed shock, skin pale. The moonlight gleamed on cheeks wet with tears.

“Help free the others,” he whispered. “Watch for the guards and lay still when they come. Understand?”

A nod answered him. Kalen shivered at the feel of eyes on him, and he couldn’t distinguish the stares from the children he hid among from the enemies skulking in the darkness.




~~*~~




The sky lightened with the promise of dawn, and Kalen stared at it. He couldn’t force himself to draw breath at the realization of what the sun’s light meant.

He’d taken too long. He’d been so absorbed by his task that he’d taken too long.

A horn called warning, and Kalen spit out curses. He jerked towards the children that stared at him. “Run!”

When they didn’t move, he snatched at the closest one and shoved him forward. “Curse the ancestors, move it or die!”

One of them screamed, and they scattered in all directions. Men cried out and the camp erupted into action. One of the youngest boys grabbed at Kalen’s leg and tripped him. He hit the ground hard, and the breath rushed out of his lungs. Snatching at the boy’s shirt, he shoved the child to the gap in the fence and snarled a curse. “Run.”

The boy shook his head, locks of blond hair whipping against chubby cheeks. Kalen surged to his feet and shoved the child forward. Men waded into the chaos and snatched for those who tried to escape.

“Stop them!” someone roared out in accented Kelshite. Kalen ducked under the grabbing hands of a scarred-face man. He hesitated long enough to smash the heel of his boots on the man’s toes before diving out of reach. The first light of dawn streamed through the trees and glared in his eyes. He cursed and staggered, trying to blink away the spots. A hand grabbed at his shoulder. Kalen twisted, kicked out with his foot, and whipped his arm out.

Something hard cracked against the back of his head and he crumpled beneath the blow.


Chapter Fourteen







Breton didn’t manage to get his foot free of Gorask’s stirrup before a dark-clad figure plowed into him with so much force that his horse staggered. His gelding let out a whinny.

A hand hammered at his back. Breton hopped on a foot and his boot heel slipped in the mud. Someone caught him under the arms and laughed over his head. Breton yanked his foot free of the stirrup and leaned his head back. Varest grinned down at him. “Hello, Breton!”

“What a coincidence,” he said, scowling at Kalen’s foal. The other Guardian shoved him upright. After soothing Gorask, he turned to face younger man. “Is this who you wanted us to meet, Captain Silvereye?”

“I figured a Guardian would know what to do with a pair of Rifters,” the man said with a low chuckle.

“What we would do with them?” Ceres called out, emerging from between a pair of tents. “Don’t you mean observe as we get scolded by our superior?”

“Your superior?” Silvereye narrowed his eyes and stared at Breton. “You don’t look like a Guardian.”

Breton glanced down at his clothes and grimaced. The mud and dirt caked him so thoroughly that the black of his clothes was more of a mottling of brown and dark gray. “We’ve been on the road for a while.”

“Are you a Guardian, then?”

“What else would I be? Yes, I am a Guardian, as is Maiten,” Breton said.

“The Rift has been busy, I can see. I do not know whether I am pleased or annoyed that the Rift King is so swift to act.”

Breton glanced at Ceres, who shook his head in warning. “That’s his way. We were separated from our companion, and it is not our way to abandon our own.”

“I see. So you split up to search, I take it?”

Varest was the first to nod.

~Be careful, Rift folk,~ Dorit said.

~They’ve been careful,~ a second masculine voice said, and the tones were deeper than Dorit’s. A Yadesh stallion several hands taller than Dorit trotted forward, head bobbing in equine enthusiasm. ~Greetings to you, brother. It seems we have both fallen in with strange folk.~

~Satrin?~

Breton winced at the strength of Dorit’s reply. The voices of both Yadesh withdrew from his thoughts and he heaved a sigh of relief. The Yadesh wandered off through the camp together and disappeared from sight.

“I fear my camp is overrun with the creatures,” Captain Silvereye said with a low sigh. “That one appeared several hours ago. I admit, I hadn’t expected to see another so soon, nor with Rifters.”

“His Knight perished, I’m afraid,” Breton replied. “It was at the same time we found Verishi.”

“I shall have to extend my condolences to the beast, then. We’ve been warned by our hire to avoid harm to any of them, else we’d stir the wrath of the Kelshites.”

“The Danarites were not so considerate.”

“I’m unsurprised. In the interest of being open, I will warn you that there is another mercenary company, and their hire is not the type of folks you want to involve yourself with, Rifters.”

“Danarite,” Ceres said.

“Danarite slavers,” Varest added. “We have a lot to talk about.”

“That can wait,” Captain Silvereye said. “I have a proposition for you, if you’re willing to listen. You seem to have a healthy dislike of the Danarites, and I have a reason to work against what is going on in this region. Why don’t we work together?”

“What did you have in mind?” Breton asked, focusing his full attention on the Mithrian. “I can’t say we’ll do anything, especially if it goes against our stance of neutrality, but I’m willing to listen.”

“Do you speak for all of you, then?”

“Well, he is the senior Guardian and adviser to the Rift King,” Ceres said.

Captain Silvereye’s brow arched toward his hairline. “Is that so?”

Breton glared at Ceres then shrugged. “I’ve the ear of the Rift King when he chooses to listen.”

“Here is my proposal. The Danarites have been working with a group called the Wolf Blades. They’re a money-driven company out of Mithrias. I mixed part of my group in with them for information. Now that I have the information, I need to act. That said, they’re familiar with a few too many faces from my company, so I don’t dare risk sending them to do the work. However, they haven’t seen you four, and I think four is an ideal number for the job I need done.”

“Go on.”

The captain drew a deep breath and let it out in a sigh. “There is a city near here. Morinvale isn’t that much larger than a town, but large enough that it’s important to the region. It’ll fall to the Wolf Blades when they decide to make their move. I don’t know when that’ll happen. That said, I’ve heard rumors of strange things happening in the city. The gates have been closed for a week, and my scouts have told me that they haven’t seen anyone moving around for several days.”

“With all due respect, Captain Silvereye, we’re horsemen. If you want stealth, you won’t find it with us.”

“Except Father.”

“Your Father is the exception,” Breton admitted, scowling at Ceres. Kalen’s son grinned at him in reply. With a shake of his head, he turned his attention back to the Mithrian. “I don’t know what we could do to help you, Silvereye.”

“That’s what Ceres and Varest said as well. I won’t say I’m not disappointed. Perhaps, then, I could pique your attention in regards of a different matter. I have a few ladies in my care. A part of my hire. You Guardians are accustomed to guarding your king, are you not? My men and women are not guards, and are not interested in that sort of thing. Assist me for a week while I put some plans into motion, and I will have my scouts on the lookout for the one you seek. Would this be a suitable exchange?”

Breton narrowed his eyes. “Are they in your care because they want to be?”

“No,” the captain admitted with a grin. “But they are in my care because if they weren’t, they’d be likely targets of the Danarite slavers. This is all I’m willing to tell you: If I can put a stop to the Danarites slave efforts, I will. It’s a secondary goal, but one that I take seriously as a part of my hire. Who knows? Perhaps you’ll get to take some heads as trophies by the time we’re done with this.”

Breton grunted. “Let me talk to the others and we’ll see. I promise no more than that.”

“Ceres and Varest can take you to their tent and you can discuss there,” the captain replied before nodding to them each in turn and walking away. “I’ll find you at an hour’s end.”




~~*~~




Breton arched a brow at the nest of blankets that took up most of the four-person tent before staring at Ceres and Varest. Verishi dove past him into the pile. He grabbed her ankles and pulled her back while she squirmed and giggled. He peeled her muddied sandals off her feet before letting her go. She disappeared under the blankets until all that remained was a few strands of blond hair and a lump. “What is going on?”

“We found Father, but his useless excuse of a sire separated us,” Ceres growled. “Those ladies he wants us to watch? They’re his dam and sisters. I saw them at one of the villas before we got separated. I haven’t been able to learn much, but we’ve been laying low and playing stupid. Satrin has been listening for us.”

~It has been a pleasure to aid you, Guardians,~ the deeper-voiced Yadesh replied. ~Thank you for bringing Dorit home. I will make sure your efforts aren’t forgotten.~

Both Yadesh poked their heads in through the tent flap. Breton kicked off his boots and dropped down on the blankets beside Verishi with a groan. “It was a pleasure to accompany Dorit.”

“So? What have you learned?”

“So far as mercenaries go, Silvereye isn’t too bad. He’s definitely hiding something, especially when it comes to the Delrose family, but Satrin is convinced that he has no ill-will towards them. That’s why we’ve been sticking around. Satrin—”

~I’ll explain,~ the Yadesh interrupted. Ceres snapped his teeth together and fell silent. ~Your Rift King went out with Lord Delrose and his brothers when the youngest of the children said he found a horse.~

“Ferethian,” Maiten gasped.

~How did you know?~

“We were following Ferethian. Her Goddess Selestrune guided us to that mud pit. That’s where Captain Silvereye found us,” Breton replied.

~Yes, he wanted to verify the truth of where the remainder of the Delrose family was at. He’d meant to capture them all at one time, but it didn’t work to his plan. I wish it had.~

“Why?”

~The Rift King is not one who appreciates being controlled, but they’ve a healer here. He is stubborn, and seems to lack a sense of self-preservation. It would’ve saved us all a lot of problems.~

Varest muttered a few curses. “When we found Father, he was closer to death than I care to think about, Breton. Lord Delrose’s healer woman worked nothing short of a miracle.”

“We heard,” Maiten said in a dry tone. “We ran into Garint, Satrin. I’m sorry, we couldn’t stop him. He’s in league with a Danarite priest, and they had a skreed with them.”

~That traitor,~ Satrin snapped. Rage infused the Yadesh’s words and its heat burned through Breton. He hissed out a breath, and the Yadesh withdrew. ~My apologies.~

“You’re forgiven. We both have our reasons to hate that one,” Maiten said. “We’ve the sigil and brooch, and Gorishitorik is stashed on Perin. Garint thought to taunt us with Kalen’s sign.”

“I thought I saw Honey among your horses, too. I’m relieved. Father will be content to see them both,” Ceres said.

“Let’s worry about finding him, first,” Breton growled. “Satrin, you see the truth of things, do you not? What do you feel about this company and the Delrose women?”

~It is safer for them here, and it will free more of Silvereye’s men to bring the menfolk around. It would free me to speak to Lord Delrose and ensure it goes smoothly. I have been standing guard as well. Kalen’s angry enough as it is.~

“I expect he’s more than angry,” Breton said and let out a sigh. “I’m shocked he hasn’t murdered his sire yet.”

~A few threats but no serious intent to follow through with them,~ the Yadesh replied. ~When I left, the Rift King had gone to hunt those who’d taken his dam and sister. I followed one set of tracks and found Captain Silvereye. He never made it here. I have not returned since.~

Breton frowned. “Kalen is quite skilled at following horses, Satrin. He wouldn’t have gotten lost if you were able to follow the trail.”

~There was a second set of tracks. It could’ve been ours when we first went to the cottage.~

The laugh that worked its way out of Breton’s chest sounded hollow to even his ears. “That’s the luck of the Rift for you.”

“I’d say I’m certain he will show up, but this is Father we’re talking about,” Varest said. “What do you think we should do?”

Breton tugged at the material of the blanket. With a groan, Maiten flopped on the ground next to him. “I don’t know how much more I can take,” his friend admitted. “The horses are tired and so are we. Breton, you still haven’t recovered, either.”

“Shut it, Maiten.”

“What do you mean? What happened to you, Breton?” Ceres knelt next to him, and Breton let out a low huff.

“Look at his left shoulder.”

“No,” Breton growled, clapping his hand to his shirt before Ceres could reach out.

“There are three of us and one of you, Breton,” Maiten said.

“Don’t you even think of it.”

~They are thinking about it,~ Dorit said. ~It’s quite pretty now that it is healing. It’s not nearly so black anymore.~

“You’re not helping, Dorit.”

“Just show it to them and stop being a child about it,” Maiten said.

Breton sat up and muttered curses under his breath, but unbuttoned his shirt and showed Kalen’s sons the mark.

“What in the name of the ancestors caused that?” Ceres asked.

Breton buttoned his shirt back up and elbowed Maiten in the ribs. The other Guardian grunted. “Skreed.”

“What in the deeps is a skreed?”

“They’re the nightmare of the Silent One given flesh,” Verishi said, emerging from her cocoon of blankets. Her blue eyes focused on him for a moment before her gaze settled on Ceres. “They are the sign of their sin against Her. They’re tainted by their sin against Her.”

Breton shivered. “Verishi joined us after fleeing a Lord Priest of Danar. She is one of their handmaidens. Land’s End is gone. Burned, and everyone there was killed by the Danarites and their skreed. We’ve met three of them now.”

“If they’re that dangerous, how did you survive?” Varest asked.

“I’m not sure,” Maiten said.

Breton rubbed at his eyes, but it didn’t spare him from the memory of the creature’s presence slithering through his skull. “We survived. Does the how of it even matter? We will do as Captain Silvereye asks and protect the Delrose family. Kalen may not have any love for his sire, but there’s a reason he calls none of our women Mother.”

He felt Satrin’s agreement, though the Yadesh said nothing.


Chapter Fifteen







Fingers dug into the nape of Kalen’s neck and thrust him forward. The rough-hewn wood of the palisade tore through his tunic and scored his left side. He sucked his breath in through his teeth and kept silent. Keeping his head bowed, he stared through his hair at the rows of tents stretching out to either side of him as far as he could see. It wasn’t a skirmish group, like he had anticipated, like he had hoped.

It was an army.

Kalen tried to slow his stride, but the mercenary holding him shoved him forward. They passed the first row of tents, then the second, where it opened up into a corral. Like the smaller camp, instead of horses, the fenced area was full of cages. Children and young men were packed into them, bound to the bars, and had filthy rags shoved into their mouths. Wide-eyed faces stared at him while they struggled to escape.

A red-robed figure stood in the center of the corral with arms crossed over his chest. Like Helithor, the robes were trimmed in golden embroidery that reflected in the sunlight. Kalen stumbled, and the grip on his throat tightened and cut off his breath.

“More?” the Lord Priest asked in Danarite, a frown twisting his mouth.

“This is the last of them,” the man holding Kalen replied, his words heavily accented.

“How many escaped?”

Kalen bit his lip to keep from smiling.

“At least thirty. This is the one responsible, Lord Priest Tsordin.”

“Bring him.”

Kalen widened his eyes and hoped he looked afraid. It wasn’t far from the truth; his heart hammered in his chest and his every instinct warned him to run. Even the First retreated, its presence fading to a faint chill in the middle of his skull. The mercenary dragged him forward and halted within an arm’s length of the Danarite.

The Lord Priest stooped down and grabbed Kalen’s chin and turned his head from side to side. He tensed and struggled against the urge to jerk away. “Most curious. A crippled child, and you believe he is the one who set our sacrifices free? I find this most unlikely, Tortik. What really happened? Did a cage get left unlocked? Do not lie to me, for She is listening and watching. Bind and gag the others and throw them in the cages.”

The other mercenaries, dragging their young victims, hurried to obey. Those holding girls and young women shoved them through the maze of tents and disappeared.

“I believe he is. He’s been silent the entire time.”

The Lord Priest barked out a laugh. The Danarite’s finger stabbed at the scrape on Kalen’s side, and the man’s nail dug into his flesh. Kalen flinched and struggled, choking back the urge to cry out at the heat and pain spreading through his midsection. “A mute cripple is unlikely to be the one responsible.”

With a faint smile, the Danarite lifted his hand to his mouth and licked Kalen’s blood from the tips of his fingers. “Ah! A fourth source. Hold him over there.”

Kalen stumbled and was thrown against the corral fence. Tortik stood at his side with a scowl in place. Ducking his head, he stared at the man out of the corner of his eye. The garb was well worn and stained with rust along the shoulder and the hems.

Mercenaries. Kalen forced himself to draw slow and even breaths. The Lord Priest’s mouth moved, but no sound emerged. Stalking between the cages, he stabbed at those within with a stiletto. Each strike was quick and precise, drawing just enough blood for the man to taste. A shudder ran down Kalen’s spine as he watched.

Too many of those within were young—too young. Most were five or six, maybe seven years at the oldest. There were a few young men packed into the cages, and they towered over the children with their backs pressed against the metal tops.

“Useless, the lot of them. Get the wagons and be done with them. Take that one and retrieve the other hosts. Take them to the shrine.”

Tortik bowed. “As you desire.”

“Oh, and Tortik?”

“Yes?”

“If any of them escape this time, you will take their place on the altar. Am I understood?”

Tortik’s fingers dug into Kalen’s throat and cut off his breath. He writhed in the man’s grip. At Tsordin’s glare, the mercenary loosened his hold. “I understand.”

“Good. Tell Carthcrak that I will join him tonight. I wish to lay claim to one of the sources.”

Tortik bowed again. “Anything else you desire?”

“Actually, yes.” The Lord Priest pointed at Kalen. “Force him to watch. I want him ripe for the prayers at sunset.” A long pause followed, and Kalen held his breath. “What are you doing? Don’t just stand there like a fool. Do it!”

The mercenary drew a sharp breath but obeyed. Kalen jerked and tried to pull away, but Tortik pulled him into a tight embrace, one arm clamped over his chest and the other around his stomach with an iron grip on his wrist. Kalen was lifted off of his feet.

“Dispose of them,” the Danarite ordered before striding out of the corral. “Do remember what I said, Tortik.”

Stepping out from the shadows of the tents, brown-clad men stepped forward and drew their swords. Those within the cages writhed and struggled against their bonds. Kalen drew a sharp breath and kicked at Tortik’s legs. The mercenary grunted but the man’s grip didn’t loosen.

When kicking didn’t free him, Kalen ducked his head down and bit through the man’s sleeve. Tortik didn’t react despite tasting the man’s blood on his tongue.

“Close your eyes,” the mercenary hissed in thickly accented Kelshite. A chill ran through Kalen from his head down through his feet. He stopped struggling to stare at the men and women entering the corral and approaching the cages. Their swords were drawn and their expressions were blank.

One of the women wept as she lifted her blade.

Tortik covered his eyes. A single, hot tear dripped onto Kalen’s brow.

The muffled screams of the children were silenced.




~~*~~




Kalen had to stand on his toes just to keep his arm from falling out of its socket. Pain radiated from his shoulder. Not even flexing his hand was enough to ease the tingling in his palm and the tips of his fingers. It was cunning, Kalen had to acknowledge that much. With his elbow tied to the elbow of his unwilling partner, neither one of them could do much of anything, let alone escape. His weight served as a shackle for the Kelshite boy.

“Stuck with a mute and cowards,” the young man grumbled just loud enough for Kalen to hear.

It was hard not to laugh. ‘Mute’ was a label he didn’t mind; it was better than cripple or child, and it gave him an edge. If their captors didn’t know he could speak, he could use that to his advantage.

Someone who couldn’t talk wasn’t a risk. Someone who looked like a child wasn’t a risk.

He tried not to think about the fates of the men, women, and girls. In the hours after he was captured, he hadn’t seen any Kelshites other than boys and young men, and of them, few still lived.

Kalen ducked his head and stared through a curtain of his hair at the clearing in the heart of the camp of tents. Four white altars stained with brown were arranged within a circle of stones. A sundial fashioned in the shape of a sunburst stood proud in the center. Gold, silver, and jewels glinted in the light of the setting sun.

Men in pink robes knelt on the ground, their arms outstretched toward the horizon. They kissed the ground, and if they noticed the mud that covered them, Kalen couldn’t find a sign of it. Their prayers were little more than a murmur on the wind. A old man in indigo robes knelt by the sundial. Those in the pink robes cast glances at the gray-haired Danarite as if waiting for something.

Kalen sighed. Even if he could escape from the Kelshite he was bound to, the ranks of mercenaries gathered were so thick that he couldn’t get a good count of them all. The mercenaries stood still and quiet, resembling statues rather than men.

If he was going to escape, he’d have to wait for when the enemy wasn’t so alert or so numerous.

“Rise,” a voice rumbled from behind Kalen. A red-robed Lord Priest, a man shorter than Tsordin, but with the same dark skin and slate-hard eyes, stepped over the circle of stones and bowed low to the setting sun. “The time is upon us. Selestrune has given to us Her blessings and the hosts and sacrifices.”

The pink-robed Danarites didn’t move until the figure clad in indigo stood. “May Selestrune’s blessing guard us through the Silent One’s night.”

“May Selestrune’s blessing guard us through the Silent One’s night,” the pink-robed Danarites echoed as they too stood.

The Lord Priest clapped his hands together and bowed to the other Danarites. “Her blessings are upon you.”

They kept their heads bowed and walked with their hands clasped reverently in front of them as they stepped out of the circle. The man in indigo robes hesitated as he passed Kalen. Long lines furrowed the man’s brows and a frown tugged at the corner of wrinkled lips.

Tears that didn’t fall glistened in the man’s sunset-lit eyes.

The other Danarites smiled.

Kalen frowned. Who were the hosts, who were the sacrifices? The stains on the altar taunted him; there was enough blood on the white stone that he had no doubts some of them would come to a very bad end—and soon—if he couldn’t find a way to escape and help the other captives escape.

He swallowed and flexed his hand. A thousand needles poked at his fingers and trailed up his arm. When the sensation faded, all he felt was the cold.

“We should have been doing this a week ago,” the Lord Priest said in Mithrian, turning in a slow circle to glare at all of the mercenaries. Kalen kept his head ducked down and narrowed his eyes. “Four more pairs, and I want them by the sunset two days from now. Do not fail this time.”

Silence answered the Danarite.

“What are your names, children of Kelsh?” The Danarite spoke in Kelshite. The faint accent was pleasant, an enhancement to the words that caught—and held—his attention. The man’s dark eyes focused on him, but when Kalen didn’t lift his head, the Lord Priest looked away. “You first,” he said, gesturing to the boy at the other end of the line.

Kalen caught a glimpse of blond hair from a child no taller than him. A murmur answered the Danarite.

“Louder. I can’t hear you.”

“Bornen.”

“You’ve been given the honor of being a sacrifice of Selestrune, sent from Her domain to shine light in the darkness. Serve Her well and the paradise of Her sun shall be your reward, Bornen.”

Once again, silence answered the man’s words. The Danarite stepped to the Kelshite bound to Bornen. “What is your name?”

Kalen shifted his weight from foot to foot and leaned forward. The setting sun tinged the Kelshite’s blond hair red. The second boy’s lean, long-limbed youth had not yet made way for the bulk of a man, but there was nothing child-like in the lifted chin and clenched jaw.

“She is displeased with your defiance, host. Speak, or the name will be torn from your lips as you scream for mercy that will not come until She is satisfied that you have paid your penance.”

Kalen’s throat dried, and swallowing didn’t ease its ache. A tightness in his chest cut off his breath and the sensation spread to his gut. His muscles tensed, and he stared at the Danarite. Hatred hardened the Lord Priest’s eyes. The Kelshite looked away and sweat glistened across the teenager’s brow. “Garett.”

“Traitors,” his partner hissed out.

One by one, the Lord Priest took the names of the three pairs before reaching Kalen and the grumbling youth he was tied to. He kept silent and couldn’t force his muscles to relax or control how he quivered. It was feeling of waiting for the moment to strike, knowing that if he was too early or too late, he would be killed before killing.

“These two I lay claim to, Carthcrak.” The words were spoken in Danarite, and Lord Priest Tsordin stepped from between the gathered mercenaries into the circle of stones. Tsordin. Heat spread through his body and he gave a tentative tug at the ropes. His partner didn’t move. His breath quickened. “The little one seems to be mute, and I name him Selestorenist.”

The Lord Priest turned, but not before Kalen caught sight of the man’s surprised expression. “What a peculiar name, Tsordin. So you’ve finally chosen your sacrifice?”

“I have faith he’ll be more suitable than the others.”

“So be it, then. And the other? Have you claimed his name yet?”

“I have, and he is named Foresk.”

“And I suppose you wish to choose the stance for your pair?” Lord Priest Carthcrak turned to face him, nose wrinkled and eyes shadowed.

“Who else for the west but the ones of my choosing? Don’t forget your place, Lord Priest.”

Carthrak flinched. “My apologies, High Lord Priest.”

Kalen clamped his teeth together to keep his mouth from falling open. How long had there been ranks of Priests higher than Lord Priests, and why hadn’t word of them ever slipped into the Rift? What was this so-called High Lord Priest doing in Kelsh?

The man was a lot like him, he hoped the gathering shadows of dusk masked the grin he struggled to contain. Two things in this world that shouldn’t exist, and they stood together—but only he knew the truth of it. The need to pull free and find out just how powerful the High Lord Priest quickened his breath.

The chill of the First’s presence drove away the fire burning within him. Kalen tensed and waited for the surge of hatred and malevolence. Instead the creature’s neutrality smothered his anger and his need for the man’s blood. It soothed when it should’ve antagonized.

The memory of sunlight and warmth wrapped around him, and the sensation spread through his entire body.

Kalen’s breath slowed, and his muscles loosed and relaxed. The First retreated again, but its quiet offering of peace and tranquility didn’t fade. Of the creature’s fear, there was no sign.

“Shall we begin, then?” High Lord Priest Tsordin asked. The man gestured to the sundial. “Bring them forward and let the light of Her glory shine down upon us all.”

Lord Priest Carthcrak’s jaw twitched. “Servants of Our Lady Selestrune, come forth!”

Young men in yellow robes emerged from the ranks of the mercenaries. A hand grabbed the back of Kalen’s tunic, and he was shoved forward. Still tied to him, Foresk struggled against the hold of two of the yellow-robed Danarites. Kalen’s arm was jerked, and he felt something in his shoulder give. The ground lurched under his feet and his vision darkened to a hazy gray. The collar of his tunic cut off his breath. He stumbled back, and bursts of light danced in front of his eyes.

Foresk pulled him one way, and the Danarite pulled him the other. Someone laughed. The pressure eased. Tears obscured his vision. He shook his head. Nausea welled up from his stomach, and he tasted bile.

The crack of a whip on flesh ended Foresk’s protests with a shrill scream. Kalen’s shoulder was jerked again and only the hand gripping his clothes kept him standing. A third red-robed priest step forward. The end of the whip slapped against the mud. Panting, Kalen struggled to stand.

“You only need to be alive for this, heathen. Or, perhaps, you like the feel of the lash? I can accommodate.” The Lord Priest drew his tongue over his lips. Kalen shuddered as the man’s lustful stare settled on him.

“You may have one of the others after,” Tsordin replied in a dry tone. “Please control yourself, Dedelus. The sun sets soon. Bring the robes and the blades.”

More of the yellow-robed figures emerged carrying robes like the ones they wore, led by a fourth Lord Priest. Kalen’s eyes widened. Four jeweled daggers were offered up, the bearers standing with their heads bowed. Words of prayer were spoken. The blades glowed with an orange light that matched the hue of the setting sun.

High Lord Priest Tsordin took up the longest of the daggers, stepped forward, and seized Kalen’s elbow. He sucked in a breath and flinched, but he couldn’t manage to pull away. The metal was warm and sliced through the rope. Beads of blood welled up from thin cut down the length of his arm. Something stirred in Kalen’s thoughts and for a brief moment, the buzz of whispers drowned out all other sound. Heat spread over his arm and up his shoulder. His fingers tingled. Two pinpoints of ice stabbed through the top of his hand. His breath was trapped in his lungs.

Kalen’s arm was lifted and cold lips pressed against the wound. The edges of his vision darkened and the strength flowed out of him. He wasn’t aware of falling until his knees splashed down into the mud.

“Dress him and take him to the western altar.” The man’s voice was muffled, as though someone had wrapped his head in a heavy hood. The buzzing faded and left an uneasy fluttering in his gut. A hand under his arm jerked him upright. He tried to pull away, but his body betrayed him and all he could do was stumble forward. Robes stinking of sweat smothered him until rough hands yanked his head up. They draped off of him and the fabric pooled at his feet. 

“Why bother claiming them when you use them as a source before the rituals? You just kill them off that way,” Carthcrak said. Kalen struggled to lift his head enough to look at the priests. He caught a glimpse of Tsordin smiling. The man’s dark eyes, lit by the last light of the sunset, were full of secrets.

Carthcrak growled, huffed, and stomped across the circle to the eastern altar when the High Lord Priest said nothing in reply.

It took four of the yellow-robed Danarites to lift Foresk up onto the altar and pin him down. The Kelshite thrashed and struggled. His curses rang out until he was gagged with a scrap of cloth. Kalen stared down at the young man, the haze of exhaustion numbing him until he was amazed he stood at all. Something warned him to struggle, to run, to take advantage of the chance to try to escape, but the First’s presence roused within him again.

~Wait,~ the creature said. It vanished once again, not leaving any evidence of its existence in its wake.

The High Lord Priest stood beside him and seized Kalen’s wrist. Something wet and hot pressed against him, and the pain of it roused his awareness. Strength flowed into him and he tensed to move, but the First’s command still rang in his mind.

He had to wait. Kalen’s anger flared to life once again, but it too faltered and bowed to the creature’s demand.

“Guide us, Sunset Priest of the Moment of Night, and may She shelter us from His night,” Tsordin ordered and leaned down in a bow. Kalen was yanked forward and the man whispered in Kelshite in his ear, “I will pray that you forgive us when She pulls you into Her embrace, little one.”

Kalen narrowed his eyes. The Danarite straightened, the man’s grip tightening on his wrist.

The indigo-clad Danarite returned to the circle carrying a golden bowl. A crimson haze wafted from the liquid sloshing in its depths. It cast a bloody light that engulfed the circle. “Let us pray to Her,” the old man rasped as he placed the bowl down on the center of the sundial.

The Danarites bowed their heads and began to chant. A column of light stretched toward the sky. It flared the bright gold of the noon sun. The prayers rose in volume. From the center of the pillar, a tendril of red rose up. Kalen flinched at the cold wind that whipped his hair into his eyes. He frowned and drew a long breath through his nose.

It was the scent of heated stone, of wind-borne sand, and of the relentless sun.

The chanting stopped and the light was consumed from within by the crimson of blood. Darkness engulfed Kalen.




~~*~~




Kalen drifted, smothered in warmth and darkness. A tingle spread from his fingers up to his elbow, and the phantom pains of his left arm anchored him to consciousness. He opened his eyes to the crimson glow of sunset bathing the clearing.

“I call forth the host of the northern wind, the one who shall forever more embody the will of Selestrune.” Tsordin’s words cut through the fog in Kalen’s head. The First’s presence chilled his bones and further roused him from his stupor.

Mercenaries led one of the captives to the northern altar. The robed child kicked and screamed. Kalen was aware of someone holding upright. Staying limp was easier than trying to stand. He watched with an odd sense of detachment. Anger was growing within him, but it wasn’t his. The First’s chill intensified and numbed him.

It was sheltering him. Kalen felt his brows furrow. Imprisoned in his own body, he was forced to watch, although the need to act nagged at him.

He couldn’t do much, not while held, not against so many, and not without a weapon, and he knew it, as did the First.

The child was forced down onto the altar and pinned there by three men.

“I call forth the host of the southern seas, the one who shall forever more embody the strength of Selestrune.”

The hazel-eyed boy was shoved forward, but unlike the younger child, he walked of his own will, his eyes burning with defiance and pride. He, too, was shoved down on the altar and pinned into place.

“I call forth the host of the east, the defiler of the Silent One’s Night, the one who shall forever more embody the glory of Selestrune.” The youngest of the children was hauled up onto the eastern altar.

“Bring forth the host of the sunset, so that her glory shines down upon him, so that he may become the one who shall forever embody the divinity of Selestrune!”

Foresk was dragged to the western altar. The young man’s eyes were dull, and he didn’t resist the mercenaries who held him in place.

Tsordin lifted his right hand to the darkening sky. “Priests of the Sunset Ascending, join with Her so that you might serve as the vessels of Her children.”

Two of the pink-robed men stepped forward, and one moved to the northern altar while the second strode to the south. Tsordin watched, then nodded his approval. The High Lord Priest met Kalen’s eyes.

~Do not fear, child,~ the man’s voice whispered in Kalen’s mind. ~She has blessed you. She will not abandon your soul to the Silent One.~

Kalen held his breath.

“Behold, the sacrifice of the east, he who represents the full power and glory of Selestrune,” High Lord Priest Tsordin cried out, gesturing with his left hand. One of the older Kelshite boys staggered toward the eastern altar, his eyes unfocused and expression slack.

High Lord Priest Tsordin approached Kalen and seized his elbow in a steel grip. “Behold the source of Her Light and Her Glory, the one who shall forever more have the power to conquer the Silent One’s darkness. Come forth, faithful, so we might all witness the birth of Her children together.” He was dragged to the western altar. The priests in the ring of stones took their places. When they were situated, Tsordin fell to his knees, pulling Kalen down to the ground. His knees hit the ground and the shock of impact rattled his teeth.

The Danarites kissed the ground and prayed.

When they rose, the red-robed priests, Tsordin included, drew jeweled daggers. Kalen tensed. The need to escape broke the hold of lethargy, and he searched for a way out. Two mercenaries flanked the altar. The High Lord Priest held onto his elbow. More mercenaries ringed the ritual grounds.

They stood with their swords at the ready, as if hoping someone would try to make a run for it.

One by one, the priests sliced the edge of their daggers across the opened palms of their right hands. Golden light radiated from the bleeding wounds. It illuminated the boys held down on the altars. The few who struggled stiffened before stilling.

As one, the Danarites began to chant. Kalen listened, but he didn’t recognize the dialect they spoke in. Streamers of red light curled out from the priest’s hands. A crimson haze enveloped the hosts on the altars.

Kalen jerked at the touch of wet, sticky fingers clasping his hand. The High Lord Priest pulled him into the light surrounding the altar.

The heat of the desert washed over him, bringing with it soothing relief. He thought about pulling away, but his body didn’t obey him. The chill marking the First’s presence vanished. Kalen held his breath and stared at the jewel-encrusted dagger. Despite the darkness of early night, flames flickered within the depths of each stone.

Whispering voices murmured to him, but there were so many of them he couldn’t understand a word of it. There was a musical quality to their voices, like they were trying to sing, but none of them knew the melody or the words. The murmurs grew until its intensity was that of a brewing storm. The voices battered at him until he couldn’t hear anything but them.

On the altar, Foresk’s face contorted, the young Kelshite’s mouth opened in a scream. The red haze coalesced over his chest.

High Lord Priest Tsordin cut his palm a second time with the jeweled blade. Fire burst from the cut, spread from the Danarite’s hand, and crawled up the red robes covering the man’s arm.

Two pinpricks of cold stabbed at the back of Kalen’s hand. He flinched, staring at the spot where the serpent had bitten him in the Rift.

The voices fell silent, replaced by the crackle of flame. A hot, dry wind blasted against his face.

“Through Her divine powers, be purified!”

High Lord Priest Tsordin lifted the dagger high. Before Kalen could do anything more than blink, the Danarite slashed the dagger across his wrist.

Someone grabbed hold of him from behind to keep him from slumping to the ground. The strength flowed out of his wrist, leaving him cold and shivering.

It should’ve hurt, but it didn’t. All he could feel was the cold.

With the dagger slick with Kalen’s blood, High Lord Priest Tsordin lifted the blade once more before plunging it into Foresk’s chest. The Kelshite’s body jerked. Crimson sprayed out with the last faltering beats of the young man’s heart.

Kalen stared, his mouth hanging open in shock and horror. He couldn’t even gasp. His lungs burned with the need for air. Pain spread from his chest to his throat. Numbness spread from his wrist, until only the pinpoints of cold on the back of his hand remained.

The world fell quiet, as if it shared Kalen’s horror at the spilled blood. Then, a shrill scream pierced through the silence. Kalen sucked in a painful breath. The scream came from Foresk’s mouth, but it wasn’t a sound he’d ever heard a human make. Tsordin snatched his hand and thrust his bleeding wrist over the gaping, spraying wound in Foresk’s chest.

“Silent One, be purged from Selestrune’s vessel, so that Her child may be born!”

Something writhed beneath Kalen’s skin, heating him until sweat poured down his face. He burned from the inside out.

It wasn’t the crimson of blood flowing out of his wrist, but a viscous black fluid. It wrapped around his arm and hand, coiling in the form of a serpent ready to strike. It slithered over his flesh before stretching down to burrow into Foresk’s chest.

Kalen struggled to draw a breath. He tasted blood and bile on his tongue, and his stomach heaved. Swallowing it back, he managed to pull against the High Lord Priest’s grip, but the Danarite’s hold on him tightened. Another stream of black coated his hand and dripped down onto Foresk’s chest.

Tsordin forced Kalen’s palm down on the opened wound. Kalen shuddered. The beat of a living heart pounded against his hand, and Foresk’s eyes flickered open. Instead of the vibrant blue Kalen remembered, one of the Kelshite’s eyes was sun gold. The other was black.

It wasn’t possible. Kalen stared down at the young man’s face. The blade had pierced through Foresk’s heart. How did he still live?

Kalen shuddered again. High Lord Priest Tsordin pulled him from the altar, and the gathered Danarites clapped their bleeding hands together. Ribbons of golden light stretched between the standing men, binding them together.

The light enveloped him. Kalen felt his skin writhe and knit together, closing the wound from the jeweled dagger.

“Hold him,” the High Lord Priest ordered.

Hands seized him, but without their support, he would’ve fallen.

The other altars still glowed, and pillars of flame danced where the other sacrifices had once stood. The northern altar extinguished first, and the pink-robed Danarite stood with a dagger in one hand and an empty robe in the other. Still infused with red and golden light, ashes fell to the ground. The pink-robed priest made a disgusted noise and shook the robe out.

One by one, the rest of the altars darkened.

Kalen’s heart pounded in his throat. In front of the eastern altar, Bornen still stood. No expression marked the young Kelshite’s face. Then, a dark mark spread from his forehead and covered his face. 

The last light of the sunset faded, and as the night fell over them, Bornen’s body cracked and crumbled, leaving behind nothing more than ash and empty robes.

“Rise, Children of Selestrune,” High Lord Priest Tsordin demanded.

As one, the four boys on the altars stood. They stepped over the remains of those who had stood with them, expressions as cold and uncaring as stone.

Kalen shuddered, his eyes burning with unshed tears. 


Chapter Sixteen







Breton paced around the captain’s tent, too aware of the mismatched eyes that followed his every move. When he said nothing, Silvereye let out a heavy sigh. “I didn’t ask you to come so you could pace a trench in my tent.”

“It’s been a week, Silvereye. Am I supposed to be happy?”

“I suppose not, but I’ve no word on the one you’re looking for.”

“You got what you want,” Breton growled, pivoting and slamming both palms on the edge of the table that served as the captain’s workspace. “We agreed to a week. What do you propose, then?”

“All I can do is offer you information on the Danarite’s activities. We weren’t expecting them to kill a bunch of children and dump the bodies in the river, Breton. None of them matched the description of the man you’re looking for.” Captain Silvereye sighed again. “I don’t know what to tell you. You’re hiding something, as is the entire Delrose family, and all I’m hearing about is a short, dark-haired youth you both want. Do you care to explain yourself?”

“I do not,” Breton replied.

“You’re not being helpful.”

“And you are?”

“Let me try this again. And, please, sit down. You’re giving me a headache.”

Breton let out a low growl but dropped down on one of the stools scattered around the tent. “Why did you call me in here?”

“I have one lead and one lead only. It’s risky, but it might lead you to who you want. The Wolf Blades are making their move, and it’s on Morinvale. One of my scouts reported that they have seen a few children in the camp who have been moved into the city. I fear that they’ve another group of children in the city.” The mercenary captain fell silent for a long moment.

A muscle in Breton’s cheek twitched, but he kept silent.

“You’ve told me you’re horsemen, but I think that even your group can handle this. Getting into the city is simple with tall horses like yours. Any man can get over the wall if they use their horses to get up high enough. Your two geldings are big enough to get you over. I’ve got some of the gear the Wolf Blades favor so you can disguise yourselves. The job is simple. Go in and check for surviving children. Chances are, if there are any left, they’re hostages of importance to Kelsh. At the same time, you can check if your man is among them.”

Breton pressed his lips together and waited.

Captain Silvereye leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table. “I have to ask that you don’t kill them. The last thing I need is for my group to be exposed, you understand. We’re not ready to fight them quite yet.”

“And if we find these children?”

“Get them out if you can.”

“That’s the first sensible thing you’ve said this entire conversation,” Breton said.

Captain Silvereye’s mouth quirked up into a grin. “I can see why you’re an adviser to the Rift King. You have to be tough to withstand someone like that one. I’ve heard rumors about him.”

Breton narrowed his eyes. “From one of the Shadow Captains?”

Silvereye shrugged, but the man’s grin widened. “You have your secrets, I have mine.”

“And the Delrose family?”

“I think I can manage to keep them safe and secure while you and your men are gone. There’s one other thing: Don’t do anything stupid. You’re too valuable to risk, and I really don’t want your king coming out of his Rift seeking vengeance because something happened to you four.” The Mithrian shook his head and let out a laugh. “I never thought I’d be saying something like that. That said, I’m impressed with your ability to work. The Delrose family isn’t even aware that any of you are watching over them. My own men and women forget you’re among them half the time. And you said you weren’t good at being stealthy.”

“We aren’t. We are, however, quite good at staying quiet in crowds. The Rift King doesn’t like being followed, Captain Silvereye. He tolerates it if we keep out of sight.”

“Out of sight, out of mind?”

“Something like that.”

“I don’t suppose you’d be interested in letting me hire you four permanently?”

Breton glared across the table at the Mithrian. “No.”

“I had to try. How soon can you be ready?”

“When do you need us ready?”

“About an hour ago, truth be told. We already know they’ve no remorse, Breton. I will pray that your man isn’t among those taken. I’ll give you eight hours once you leave. If you aren’t out of the city by then, I’ll be coming for you. Personally.”

Breton arched a brow. The Mithrian’s silver eye glinted as though made of metal. “Understood, Captain. We’ll be ready within the hour.”




~~*~~




Kalen choked on the acrid brew shoved in his mouth, but he didn’t swallow. Clamping his lips together, he held his breath and watched the Danarites shuffle through the tent before leaving him alone. Relief numbed him as much as the sleeping draught. With a shudder, he coughed and retched as much of it out of his gut as he could.

It didn’t stop the tingling from spreading from his mouth and throat. For the first time since his capture, he was conscious.

Mostly.

He tried to stand, but his quivering legs betrayed him. With a low, frustrated groan, he sank back on the cot and struggled to catch his breath. Of course they hadn’t bothered the check if he’d swallowed the drink. Escape wasn’t possible if he couldn’t stand. The truth battered at him.

Even without the sleeping potion, he was weak.

Useless.

He hissed out a curse and draped his arm over his eyes, fighting the urge to sleep. His sleeve reeked of blood, sweat, and smoke. Greasy ash smeared against his skin. Rain pattered on the canvas overhead. He wanted to crawl outside to let the rain wash away the filth, but his muscles trembled at the thought of moving.

Weak. Useless.

~Kelshite.~ It was the High Lord Priest’s voice, but it didn’t just whisper in his ears, it pierced through his thoughts with the cutting edge of a knife stabbing deep through his forehead and into the center of his skull. ~Remember this: Five reds, twenty pinks, six indigos, eighteen yellows, four hundred by two hundred horses, and one score black hand. You’ll be taken to the city in an hour. Escape, if you can, and warn your people.~

With each faltering beat of his heart, bursts of ice and fire flashed through his head. For a brief moment, the Danarite’s presence lingered, and the sensation of drowning in a pool of sticky, congealing blood cut off his breath.

~I didn’t come here to wage war on children.~

The intruding presence vanished, and Kalen gasped for air. His lungs burned, and his throat and mouth dried. Swallowing hurt. Footsteps splashing through mud passed by the tent. Lethargy embraced him.

Kalen fought the urge to sleep by biting the inside of his mouth. When he still drifted partway between awareness and sleep, he closed his teeth over the tip of his tongue. He listened to the patter of the rain on the tent and tried to count each drop. An hour gave him nothing; no plan, no ideas, and not even the hope of rescue—either by his own hand or from elsewhere.

Lord Priest Tsordin’s words meant nothing if he couldn’t find someone to pass the word to.

He couldn’t even muster the strength to get angry at the Danarites or even at himself for his failure.

Someone entered the tent and footsteps approached the cot. It wasn’t hard to keep his body limp. His muscles didn’t want to move, and his eyelids felt weighed down.

“We must be quick,” a voice whispered in Mithrian. “It’ll begin soon, and it’ll be our hides if we’re late with him.”

How could he have been so blind to it all? Had the signs been there, in his missives? How had he missed the alliance between the Danarites and the Mithrians?

Had Danar bribed the Captains of the junta to aid their cause, or had an industrious company seeking wealth gone against Mithrias’s neutral status? It didn’t even matter, not anymore. What mattered was how so many mercenaries, all prepared for war, had gotten so far into Kelsh without stirring the ire of the Kelshite army.

It left another option: Garint had spoken the truth, and Kelsh’s King turned against his people.

Someone wrapped him in something warm and heavy before he was lifted. The rain struck his forehead before the dusty scent of cloth was draped over his face.

The scent of a wet and lathered horse taunted him as he was thrown over the animal’s withers. As soon as he was secured, the rider kicked the horse into a gallop. The rain seeped through the fabric until its weight pinned him in place as much as the mercenary’s hold on him did.

The horse’s hooves splashed through mud and water, then the beat of the animal’s stride changed to the clatter of horseshoes on stone. He lost track of time before the horse halted. Hands grabbed at him and pulled him down from the horse.

“Take him inside. Let’s get this over with,” someone whispered, once again speaking in Mithrian. Wood creaked and the patter of rain ceased. He wasn’t carried far before descending down rickety stairs.

Kalen was dumped on the ground. A manacle clamped the stained sleeve of his robe to his wrist. His fingers tingled.

“Secure the chain and let’s get out of here.” Feet retreated up the stairs followed by the slam of a door and the click of a lock securing in place.

Kalen cracked open an eye. The guttering light of a dying torch did little to pierce through the darkness. Shadows danced on stairs that didn’t look fit to hold his weight, let alone the weight of a man. They rose to a trap door in the ceiling, and were flanked by a pair of rails crafted of shaved branches lashed into place. A long chain linked his manacled wrist to a spike driven into the crumbling stone wall.

The groan escaped him as he struggled to sit up. The wet cloak still draped over his shoulders, tied into place. The hood covered most of his face. He lifted his hand to brush it back, and the chain rattled. His hand shook from the little effort. Despite the heavy layers, he couldn’t stop from shivering at the cold and the damp.

With a sputter, the torch died and darkness fell over the cellar.

“Hellfires!”

~Run.~ The First ordered. Its presence surged through him, and the chill that settled into his bones evaporated underneath the onslaught of heat that seared through his veins. Kalen’s breath quickened.

He was halfway up the steps before the compulsion faded. His knees gave out beneath him and he collapsed against the rail. It bowed out over the cellar floor. The weight of the chain dragged his arm downward, and no matter how hard he struggled, he couldn’t lift it back up. He slumped down onto the steps and the manacle caught on the splintering wood.

Someone groaned in the darkness of the cellar. The stench of rot flooded his nose. Bile rose in his throat, and he gagged. A dry cough wracked through him. The sense of spinning unbalanced him, and he slid down the stairs.

Arms caught him, and pulled him into an embrace. Kalen struggled against the grip but couldn’t escape. Digging his heels into the hard-packed, dirt floor didn’t even slow him. His muscles quivered, but he couldn’t force himself to move. His breath came in rasped gasps.

The First’s presence seared through his head and his skin tightened and ached as though he was being torched from the inside out. The darkness receded to a haze of gray lit with auras of red, yellow, and orange. A pale blue fog outlined seven figures lying on the ground. Black tendrils rose from them, stretching out in search of something.

The arms tightened around him. Kalen stared down; his body was a blend of yellow, orange, and red, with icy blue creeping up his hand and wrist to where the manacle bound him. The person holding him had no color at all.

Darkness stretched over his eyes and Kalen leaned back with a hiss of surprise. One of the tendrils hovered and waved. Its end split into two, then four, then six ends that writhed and tasted the air with the same flicking of a serpent’s tongue.

Something pressed against his neck, cutting down to his left shoulder before digging into his chest. His pained scream was silenced by something wet and slippery forced into his mouth. It writhed, flexing and digging its way down his throat. 

Kalen thrashed and struggled to draw breath. His lungs burned and he convulsed until he couldn’t even manage to twitch his finger. Coils wrapped around his head and shoulders, holding him in place. Agony rolled over him in waves. He wasn’t even aware of the thing pulling out of his mouth until cold air hit his lungs. His gasped breath wheezed. He gagged and coughed. The arms let him go and he hit the ground hard. A cord wrapped around his throat and tightened. He panted, unable to find the strength to struggle.

The darkness engulfing him terrified him almost as much as being restrained. He managed a single jerk, but his captor—captors?—held him still.

Hands rolled him over. Fingers forced his mouth open, pressing something hot and wet against his lips. Warm liquid flooded into his mouth. The metallic tang of blood choked him. He spit, choked, and shuddered. His stomach heaved in rejection.

~Drink!~ a voice demanded. It wasn’t the First; there was no emotion to the word, nor imagines to accompany it. Instead, the sense of the sun’s warmth and the chill of the night battled in the confines of his skull.

Fingers tangled in his hair and jerked his head back. Again, blood was forced into his mouth. A hand shoved his chin up and fingers sealed his lips shut. The grip on his throat eased.

Kalen’s lungs demanded air, but instead, he swallowed blood. His stomach heaved with the need to vomit. His vision darkened and the strange auras were extinguished, leaving him in the dark. He drew several breaths before he was once again forced to drink.

Time lost meaning as he writhed and struggled to escape. A great weight pinned him down, and when he was allowed to gasp for breath, the stench of rot threatened to overwhelm him. He was dimly aware that he screamed, but all he heard were rasped wheezes and the rustle of his clothes as he tried to pull away.

He was released. Kalen collapsed and lay still, unable to do more than pant. His stomach heaved, but his throat and mouth remained dry, for all he tasted a hint of bile among the blood on his tongue.

A light streamed in through a crack in the ceiling. Kalen squinted. The trapdoor opened and a lantern illuminated seven corpses, eyes long-since glazed. The first signs of rot marring their pale fresh. His eyes widened. They were faces he recognized.

They were the Kelshite boys sacrificed on the Danarite altars. An eighth body lay alongside him. Foresk. Glazed, dead eyes stared into his, and bright red blood oozed from smiling lips.




~~*~~




Kalen drifted in and out of consciousness. His throat burned with each breath. It was easier than he expected to force his eyes open. The steady glow of a lantern illuminated the cellar. His heart skipped several beats.

The memory of blood on his tongue struck him hard. He lifted his hand to his mouth. There was no evidence of blood left on his fingertips, and the tasted faded away to nothing. The effort of sitting up left him gasping and wheezing for breath.

Had it been a hallucination? He blinked and rubbed at his eyes. If a manacle had been clamped around his wrist, it and the chain attached to it were gone. He twisted around. The rickety staircase he remembered still led up to a trapdoor, but instead of a torch, a lantern hung from the wall.

Several links of chain hung from a spike driven into the wall. He stared at it, then down at his wrist. The sleeve of the robe had been torn off to reveal the shirt he wore underneath. Two black marks ringed his arm with a pale streak beneath and lines of red spread down his hand and up his arm. The tips of his fingers tingled when he bent them.

It was tempting just to lie down and sleep. He reached out for the rail, struggling to stand. A cold sweat dripped down from his brow, and his legs wobbled beneath him.

The corpses were gone. Shallow holes stained with dark fluids pocketed the cellar floor where they had rested. The stench of decay hung in the air, and a second scent tickled at his nose; pungent, acrid, and it reminded him of serpent eggs rotting in the sun.

Something plopped onto the rail next to his hand. Kalen jerked away, staggering to the other side of the stairwell. A glob of black fluid bubbled before oozing off of the wood to the ground. Steam rose from the trail it left behind and clouds of thick, black smoke drifted from the growing hole in the soil.

Kalen looked up.

His blood rushed out of his head and drained to his feet. Plastered to the ceiling in cocoons of black were the shapes of people. He couldn’t force himself to draw breath and he sank down to the stairs. Tears burned in his eyes.

There was nothing childlike about the figures anymore; blackened, tattered remnants of clothes clung to shapes barely intact enough to identify that they’d once been human. Serpentine appendages stretched from where fingers had once been, and they were tipped with talons. They scratched at the ceiling.

Globules dripped from them and a thick fog roiled over the cellar floor. Shuddering, Kalen pulled himself up each step until he pressed his back against the ceiling next to the trap door.

Whether they hadn’t noticed him or chose to ignore this presence, Kalen wasn’t sure. He was unable to tear his eyes from them, and his heartbeat fluttered in his chest. He lifted his hand to his mouth and swallowed several times. It didn’t calm his stomach or erase the taste of bile, but he managed to stop himself from gagging.

He pushed against the trap door. It rattled and he heard as much as felt the lock holding it closed. The metal clattered, the wood bouncing under the pressure of his shoulder. Muttering curses, he peered at the keyhole, but the shadows obstructed his view of the mechanism.

The thud of feet overhead froze him in place. Kalen drew in a breath, held it, and shuffled to the very edge of the staircase with his back braced against one of the supporting poles of the railing. Snatching at the hem of the robe, he yanked it upward to reveal his bared feet and eyed the first step. If the door was opened, if he could just trip whomever descended, he might be able to escape.

If he could force himself to run. If his trembling muscles didn’t betray him. If, if, if.

Voices murmured over his head, and the lock clicked. There was a grunt, and the door was thrown open. It thumped as it hit the floor of the room above. A black boot descended, the hem of a pair of brown trousers clinging tight to a large, muscular leg. The figure hesitated. Kalen’s heartbeat thundered in his ears. He forced himself to draw several long, deep breaths. The boot slid across the stair and lifted to descend.

Kalen thrust his foot out and struck for the ankle. With a low, deep cry, the figure plummeted down the stairs. Chainmail flashed in the lantern light, and a sword bounced down the steps. A hand thrust down from the room above to snatch at the man’s back. Another foot stepped on the first stair. With a grin, Kalen kicked out again.

The two tumbled down together. Adrenaline surged through him, and Kalen darted through the opening. Two more brown-clad figures with coats of chain armor reached for him. He ducked between them, kicking as he spun around. Pain jolted up Kalen’s leg at the cracking of his heel against a shin. The cloaked, hooded figure let out a startled cry and staggered. 

The other man was taller than his companion by at least a head and dove for Kalen. Light gleamed on a pair of sheathed weapons hanging from the tall figure’s belt, drawing Kalen’s gaze. Throwing himself between the man’s legs, he rolled, skidded to a halt, twisted around, and struck out with his hand. His fingers closed over the hilt of the smaller of the two weapons. Yanking back with all of the strength he could muster, he pulled it free of the sheath.

It slid out with no resistance. He fell back and landed hard, his startled cry came out as a rasp. The two men struggled for balance at the edge of the cellar stairs. Without waiting to see if they fell, Kalen lurched to his feet, running out the door into the rainy night.




~~*~~




With the same slippery agility of a serpent, the child dove between Breton’s legs. Maiten struggled to keep his balance on the edge of the trapdoor. With a low curse, he grabbed Maiten’s arm and jerked the other Guardian back to safety. They fell together in a heap. The air rushed out of his lungs when Maiten’s elbow cracked into his ribs.

Maiten groaned and muttered a few curses. “What… who was that? Bah, he’s gone now. Ceres? Varest? You alive down there?”

Breton groaned and shoved Maiten off of him. A pair of groans answered Maiten’s question from below. “I think he was a Danarite. Looked like one of their priest robes.”

“Look down here,” Ceres called. Breton scrambled toward the edge of the cellar entry. The light of a lantern illuminated part of the room below. Five or six steps down, the stairs disappeared into a thick fog. Ceres emerged and the surface of the mists rolled like waves of wind across the plains. 

Varest appeared at his brother’s side. “I don’t think anyone’s down here. Can’t see my hand in front of my face in there, though.”

Ceres climbed out of the cellar covered in dirt and mud. “If there were any prisoners down there, they’re gone now, I think. Looked a little young to be a priest, though.”

“A priest in training, perhaps?” Breton shrugged his shoulders.

“Why would they lock one of their own in a cellar?” Maiten asked.

“Good point,” Breton replied. “Well, he’s gone now.”

“Are you sure he is a he? The Danarite robes I won’t argue with, but I think I saw blonde hair under that hood of hers. Same color as Verishi’s. Aren’t the only blonde in Danar those handmaidens?” Maiten asked.

“I didn’t catch more than a glimpse of him —her?— but I think Maiten’s right. She definitely had blonde hair,” Varest said. There was a pause, and Breton got to his feet to look down at the Guardian. Varest was staring at the railing. “Something strange is going on here. Look at this.”

Breton looked at the stairs, then at Varest. A shiver ran through him, and he tried not to look too hard at the unnatural fog. “Why don’t you get off of the stairs before they collapse?”

“They’re just swaying a little,” Varest replied. Ceres climbed out. “Give me a knife.”

Breton reached down, pulled a knife out of his boot, and passed it down to Varest. The Guardian scraped the blade against the rail. Breton heard the sharp intake of breath. The Guardian rejoined them, holding the knife as far from his body as possible. “This look familiar to any of you?”

Breton’s mouth dropped open and his eyes widened. A thick black substance coated the blade. The metal steamed and bubbled, turning into black fluid before dripping to the floor. The wood hissed as a dark stain spread over the planks. The process took less than a minute, and all that was left of his knife was a twisted ruin of bubbled scrap. The leather wrapped around the hilt remained intact. Varest tossed the ruined weapon aside.

The blade shattered into several pieces.

“Just like Father’s sword,” Ceres whispered.

Breton dropped his hand to touch Gorishitorik. He drew in a sharp breath and patted the sheath.

No sword. 

“Hellfires!”

“What? What is it, Breton?” Maiten asked. When he didn’t reply, his friend hurried to his side. “Breton?”

“She… she stole Gorishitorik,” he moaned. “I was wearing it when I came in here. I’m certain of it.”

All three of the Guardians stared at him with mouths hanging open and wide eyes.

“It’ll be all right if Father doesn’t find out, right?” Ceres asked in a whisper.

“Don’t just stand there like fools,” Maiten hissed. “After her!”

Breton ran for the door.




~~*~~




Kalen stumbled into the narrow confines of an alley. The walls of the buildings were so close together that he had to shuffle into the gap sideways. The overhanging eaves protected him from most of the rain. It wasn’t until the alley opened to junction with a larger alley that he halted to catch his breath.

Unlike the street, the alley was nothing more than packed dirt. The rain accumulated into puddles that pooled to over his ankles. Muttering curses, he leaned the sword against the building and struggled to escape the drenched cloak and robes.

“I hate this kingdom,” he muttered, first ducking his head through the collar of the cloak before struggling to escape the suffocating weight of his sodden clothes.

By the time he managed to wiggle out of it, he was hot and gasping for breath. He drew his arm over his brow and gulped down fresh, cold air. It burned in his throat and lungs. Letting out a low, hoarse groan, he reached for the sword and lifted it up. It felt good in high hand; not too heavy, not too light, short enough he could use it effectively, but not so short it couldn’t be useful, even against taller opponents with longer reach.

The leather wrap was layered in a braided pattern so his grip remained firm even in the rain.

Just like his sword.

He slid along the wall to where the narrow alley opened to the main street and peered in both directions. The dawn lightened the eastern sky, offering just enough illumination to chase away the worst of the shadows. The cobbled streets were deserted. With a satisfied nod, he slipped out onto the street. His feet slapped on the cobbles and splashed through the increasingly frequent puddles. He didn’t slow until he was long out of sight of the building he had escaped from.

A flash of blue caught his eye and Kalen glanced down at the sword. A dark sapphire caught the dim light and the pale lines of a six-pointed star stretched across its smooth surface. He drew a sharp breath and lifted the weapon up. The guard was that of serpents and horses, with the leather wraps coiling down to the sapphire pommel stone.

He almost dropped the sword. It wasn’t his usual weapon; that sapphire lacked a star and was a paler blue. The weight of its age hadn’t dulled the silver inlays or the accents of gold. Just like he remembered.

“Gorishitorik,” he whispered. It wasn’t the duplicate, but the real thing. The true Rift King’s sword. Kalen tightened his grip on the hilt and clacked his teeth together until his jaw ached. Heat radiated from the center of his chest and spread up his shoulders and down his lone arm.

Those men he’d escaped weren’t Rifters. Rifters didn’t wear metal armor. 

The Guardians wouldn’t have relinquished the blade, not while they still had breath and life within them, and only one would’ve dared to take it out of the Rift at all to bring it to him.

Breton.

His throat tightened. Closing his eyes to suppress the burning sensation, he drew long, deep breaths until he could hear the rain instead of the drum of his heart in his ears and throat. He turned to face the city’s center.

“To the deeps with the Covenant,” he said, and didn’t care if anyone heard him.

Kalen lifted his chin and clucked his tongue. First, he needed to find a place to rest. To catch his breath. To plan.

Then he’d show them a real reason to fear the Rift King.


Chapter Seventeen







Breton shielded his eyes against the rain and glared up at the thundering clouds. Lightning arced across the sky with blue and white flashes that drove away the darkness.

A hand touched his shoulder, and he turned to face Maiten. The Guardian shook his head. “She’s probably long gone by now. Maybe we should ask Verishi why those priests would lock a handmaiden in a cellar.”

“I also want to ask her if handmaidens can all fight like that,” Breton replied.

“I’m not sure I’d call that fighting. She kicked me in the shins and ran away. That’s not fighting. That’s something a child would do.”

“Don’t forget she knocked Ceres and Varest down a flight of stairs and stole Gorishitorik,” he muttered.

“So she got a little lucky.” Maiten shrugged. “It’s His Majesty’s sort of luck, but just luck.”

“Breton! Maiten!” Ceres called out. Breton spun around. Kalen’s son splashed forward with a swath of red and yellow fabric in his hands. A red cloak and a yellow robe, just like the girl had been wearing.

“Where’d you find that?” He snatched the robe out of Ceres’s hands and passed the cloak to Maiten.

“In an alley not far from the cellar,” Ceres replied. The Guardian paused to glower up at the lightning that flashed across the sky. “Who’d be so foolish to strip off their clothes in this mess?”

Breton flipped the robe over. The girl had shrugged it off and discarded it inside out. Large patches of dark brown stained the right sleeve, the front of the robe, and splattered the rest of it. “Blood.”

“And lots of it,” Maiten agreed. “It’s all over the cloak, too.”

“I thought Verishi said it was one of their gravest sins to injure a handmaiden,” Breton said.

Someone splashed through the puddles accumulating on the streets, and he looked up to see a gasping Varest skid to a halt. “Trouble!”

“What now?”

“They’ve made their move, and they’re only a few streets that way,” Varest said, jerking a thumb in the direction he’d come from. The Guardian swallowed and hesitated.

“Hellfires. We should get out of here,” Maiten said.

Breton rubbed the material of the robe between his fingers. The rain was washing away layers upon layers of grime. If it weren’t for Gorishitorik, they could just turn and walk away. They could hunt for the sword after and stay out of the skirmish. They owed the Mithrian Captain nothing. They’d done their duty.

He pressed his lips together. Varest kept looking over his shoulder with wide eyes.

“You’re not telling me something,” he said.

“They… I think they’re going to execute the children,” the younger man whispered.

“Thrice blast them to the deeps and all of their descendants with them!” Breton threw down the robes and reached for his sword.

“What should we do, Breton? We can’t get involved,” Ceres said in a weak voice.

“Kill them all,” he snarled. “To the deeps with the Covenant.”

“I was hoping you’d say that,” Maiten replied.

As one, they drew their swords.

“This way,” Varest said, and led them deeper within the city.




~~*~~




Breton slowed to a walk and approached the junction ahead with his sword held at the ready. His breath emerged as clouds that the wind whipped away. He pressed his back to the rough brick and glanced each way before signaling to the Guardians behind him.

Swallowing didn’t ease the tightness in his throat and chest. With each bolt of lightning that forked across the sky, his fingers tingled and the scar on his chest and shoulder ached.

“I don’t like this,” Ceres whispered from behind him. Breton jerked his head in a nod of agreement, but didn’t risk looking back.

“It’s a storm like any other,” he replied, doubting the words even as he spoke them.

Lightning wasn’t supposed to be the bright yellow of the sun. The shade reminded him of the Yadesh’s vibrant coat, and Verishi’s hair.

“The alley will turn ahead and open to the market square. The foals were caged on the other side,” Varest said. Lightning descended from the sky with a crack of thunder. The ground trembled beneath Breton’s feet.

Hurrying forward, he paused at the turn in the alley, peeking around the corner. He stopped short. Someone pressed against his back and peered around his arm. Maiten drew a sharp breath.

The flashes of lightning and the driving rain didn’t hide the red that stained the pale cobblestones. Streams of blood mixed with water and washed down the gentle slope to pool against the buildings nearby.

Bodies lay strewn across the ground. The girl stood in the center of the market with her back facing him. Her hair whipped in the wind, and in the rare moments when the storm calmed, it fell to her waist. Bracing her foot against the back of a fallen mercenary, she yanked out Gorishitorik from the man’s gut and stepped back a pace.

Several lines of mercenaries formed an arc between her and the other end of the square, swords drawn and held at the ready. 

“It’s that girl!” Varest exclaimed.

“I noticed,” he replied.

She lifted her left arm and Breton felt his mouth drop open. Rain glistened on golden scales that reflected the lightning. Tufts of hair that reminded him of the feathering of a horse’s hooves circled her—no, his—wrist. Curved talons stretched out where his fingers should have been, and they dripped blood.

Breton drew in a deep breath, held it, counted to ten, and let it out in as slow an exhale as he could. He did it again and blinked several times to make certain he wasn’t hallucinating. The scaled arm didn’t disappear, and neither did the growing nervousness that fluttered in his chest. The tickle of a hysterical laughter was in his throat.

He’d been too late. It wasn’t like when Kalen had become the Rift King. That arm wouldn’t vanish. Not this time.

“That,” Maiten said in a wry tone, “is no girl.”

“No, no he isn’t,” Breton agreed, and was relieved that he managed to keep his voice steady. Part of him wanted to scream, shout, or even cry, but all he could do was stare while the weight of hopelessness settled over him. If only he hadn’t obeyed Arik so blindly. If only he had seen through Arik’s choice of successors.

If only he’d found Kalen just a little sooner. 

“Should we stop him before he kills them all?” Maiten asked.

“Do you really think we can stop him with just the four of us?” he asked. Lowering his sword, he considered the Rift King and mercenaries who defied him, and pushed back the grief that sought to suffocate him. “They’re brave, I’ll give them that. Foolish, but brave.”

“Either that or they’re more afraid of who is behind them than who is in front of them,” Maiten replied.

“Then they’re more the fools for it.”

“Take her alive!” someone bellowed.

The trilling call of the skreed sounded out, and two dark shapes emerged from the shadows of alleys across the market. The creatures moved forward and stone cracked beneath their taloned feet. The mercenaries advanced, but not fast enough for the skreed.

They didn’t hesitate, cutting through the ranks and leaving a trail of bodies in their wake. Breton stepped forward. Maiten grabbed his arm and pulled him back. “Don’t do it. We can’t fight two of them. We can’t fight him, either. You’ll die for nothing, and then what? You’re the best one to succeed, thrice blast it all!”

The wind stilled, the skies darkened, and even the rain receded to a drizzle. Two more skreed stepped into view, their blocky heads thrown up high and their talons stretched out in search of something—or someone—to shred. They let out hooting calls that were immediately answered by the first two.

“Wonderful. There are four of them.”

“We have to get him out of here,” Breton said, jerking his arm free.

“He’s gone where you can’t follow,” Maiten snapped. “Accept it! We’ve our duty and oath.”

“I know that.” Breton forced himself to stand still when all he wanted to do was run forward.

Even if it meant facing off against four skreed and the Rift King all at once. Even if it meant he broke his oath, broke the Code, and threw his life away.

He struggled to find reasons why he shouldn’t, and just like the rain, each one slipped through his fingers.

“T-that can’t be Father, can it?” Ceres gasped out.

“It’s him,” Maiten said.

“But he has blond hair. Father has black hair. He also doesn’t have a left arm!” Varest pointed. “That person definitely has a left arm. He can’t be Father.”

The drizzle stopped. It was so still and quiet that Breton could hear his own breathing.

“Your Father’s dead, Varest. Ceres. I’m sorry. It was his price,” Maiten said, “now it has become its power. Forget you ever had a Father because he’s gone now. Forget about him because he has forgotten you. What stands before you now isn’t a man. Not anymore. I’d rather face all four of those skreed, and their summoners, than that thing he’s become.”

Breton bowed his head in acceptance of the words he couldn’t refute.

“Breton?” Ceres asked, and it was the plaintive whisper of a child who didn’t want to believe the truth.

“I don’t think we’ll be able to stop him now.” Breton drew a deep breath. He shook his head and let it out in an explosive sigh. “Not without another four or five more of us. If you get a chance at him, take it. Don’t hesitate, or it’ll be the last thing you ever do.”

The rain once again began to fall, in large, slow drops that mixed with his tears. The clouds were the black of a mourning shroud, and he stared up at them and wished they’d descend and blind him to the truth.

“Maybe if we could sense him, and he could sense us, we could do something,” Maiten said, “but we can’t. Not like this. And certainly not when he has Gorishitorik. The best we can hope for is that one of us gets lucky and we kill him before he kills us.”

“You can’t be serious!” Varest hissed.

“It’s true.” Breton hesitated, hating himself even as he struggled to speak the words he had no choice about saying. “We kill him, if we can.”

“And what if we can’t?” Ceres whispered.

“Then we’ll just be among the first to die.” Maiten touched his elbow. “I’m sorry, Breton.”

“So am I,” he replied. He wiped his eyes, clenched his teeth together, and drew several deep breaths. “Wait until we have an opportunity. Then we get this over with, one way or another.”




~~*~~




Breton kept close to Maiten, sliding his feet over the rain-slicked cobbles. Without the lightning, the day was as dark as night. The rattling of the chain armor was loud without the thunder to mask it.

“Wait,” he said. Maiten twisted around to face him, and Breton held out his sword. “Hold this, would you?”

“I wouldn’t do that,” a woman’s voice whispered just loud enough to be heard. “Your life will surely end without it.”

“Crysallis,” he said. The rain pattered on the ground, and he stared at the ripples each drop left at his feet. “What are you doing here? How did you get here? We thought the Rift had taken you!”

“May the divines save me from fools,” the witch said with a huffed laugh. “I’m helping you, of course. You have been quite difficult to find. Even harder than it was to find him.”

“We’re too late for him,” he growled out. “You must enjoy watching the succession.”

“I could say the same for you,” she replied. “Or do you intend to take part this time as the main participant?”

Breton whirled around. As always, her face was ageless, the visage of a middle-aged woman still touched by beauty, but there was nothing kind or beautiful about her smile. Her dark eyes bore into his and challenged him. At her feet, Ceres and Varest lay still. Flashes of gold sparked around her hands. “Don’t look at me like that. I haven’t hurt them. Now, will you be a good Guardian and obey, or will you join them until my business here is finished? Aren’t I generous, Breton? Maiten? I spared them from seeing something they really shouldn’t.”

He opened his mouth to speak, closed it, swallowed, and tried again, but no words emerged. Crysallis closed the distance behind him and reached up to stroke his cheek. A tingle spread across his face. “You haven’t been taking good care of him, Maiten. He’s gotten thin.”

“What are you doing, Crysallis? May the divines serve as my witness, if you harm them, I’ll destroy you.”

Crysallis narrowed her eyes and her nails dug into Breton’s cheek. He tried to pull away, but his muscles refused to obey his command. The breath he meant to draw remained trapped in his throat and choked him.

She laughed. “As perceptive as ever. But, you can’t do anything to me, Maiten. You’re not a real witch. You’re little more than a charlatan with a clever mind and a little more will than most. None of you will interfere with me. Not this time. Not you, not him, none of you. Their lives for your oath that you won’t involve yourselves in this. Choose quickly.”

“Crysallis!”

Breton’s vision darkened, and all he could hear was a throb and a buzz in his ears.

~No!~ The denial hit Breton with the force of a blow and freed him enough from Crysallis’s influence to let him draw a ragged breath. The heat of anger chilled to a wrath so cold and unforgiving that the pain of it freed him completely. He staggered backward and Maiten caught him before he could fall. 

Something hard and sharp pelted his head and shoulders from above. Maiten let out a startled, pained curse. Chunks of mortar and brick splashed into the alley.

“Impossible!” Crysallis cried out, looking up.

Breton jerked his head skyward.

A skreed clung to the roof of the building. The structure buckled beneath its weight. It opened its mouth and its trilling song erased every other sound, mesmerizing him with its beauty. It bobbed its head. Its long, red tongue darted out to taste the air and the rain.

Claws dug into Breton’s left shoulder from behind. Pain lanced through his shoulder and a cry was torn from his throat. The stench of a skreed’s breath was hot against his face and head. The skreed yanked him backwards, throwing him down on the cobbles of the market square. Maiten landed on top of him. Two of the skreed stood over them, bobbing their blocky heads while their tails slapped down against the ground. The blows broke through the stones, showering them with mud, rock, and water. The skreed pounded out a steady beat, a tempo that made his heart beat quicker.

The drums of war sounded, and they were played by the skreed.

“Take them all,” a voice shouted in Danarite

Crysallis screamed in reply, and the thunder answered the woman’s rage with a crash. The sky burned with golden light. Bursts of static danced over the chain armor. Breton’s body jerked and twitched. The ground glowed white and blue.

Lightning arced across the sky and lit the clouds with the same intensity of the noon sun.

Maiten scrambled off of him, and Breton struggled to get to his feet. The back of Breton’s head collided with the skreed that towered over him. Claws drove him down to the ground and held him there. Maiten writhed and let out a curse before hammering at the creature’s leg with his fist.

“Let me go, you overgrown legged serpent!”

The laugh burst out before Breton could stop it. The skreed holding him let out a hooting call, and it was accompanied by the sense of amusement. Maiten’s command wasn’t obeyed. When Breton ceased to struggle, the skreed held him with the lightest pressure, pinpricks of pain marking where the tips of its curved talons rested.

“Stay still,” he hissed at Maiten. The red-haired man jerked his head in a nod and obeyed.

Through the muscular, scaled legs of the skreed, Breton watched the mercenaries draw closer. Half of them split away from the main ranks to circle the creature who had once been Kalen. His throat tightened. In the scuffle, he had lost his sword. Despite his height, he couldn’t beat such long weapons. Not with his hands alone, and not when there were so many of them.

Another hooting call came from the alley. Two more skreed emerged, shouldering through the corners of the building and throwing debris across the square. They dragged Ceres and Varest with them, their claws hooked through the thick material of their boots. The two unconscious Guardians were rolled next to him and Maiten.

As one, the four slammed their tails against the ground changed the beat of their drumming. A group of the mercenaries ringed them, and the rest clustered together in preparation to swarm the creature that had once been Kalen.

The Rift King turned. Breton’s chest tightened. Blue eyes had turned gold, and they glowed. White, pale skin was splashed with blood that the rain washed away in streaks. The taloned fingers of the left hand stretched out and clenched. A streak of black marked the locks of golden hair. The hairs from Tavener’s tail were still braided into Kalen’s hair, untouched by the transformation.

Without expression, the Rift King lifted Gorishitorik up high.

A column of lightning and golden fire fell down from the sky and consumed the market square.




~~*~~




Kalen’s heart pounded out an erratic beat. Pain throbbed through his head and ears and bursts of white obscured his vision. When it faded, darkness engulfed him. He blinked and saw nothing.

Rain pelted his face, but he couldn’t hear it striking the stones at his feet. Each breath tore at his throat, and a shudder tore through him at the memories the feelings roused. He shook his head, blinked, and ducked his head to wipe his eyes against his elbow. The darkness didn’t fade.

Another shudder coursed through him and Gorishitorik slipped from his numbed, shaking hand. The hilt struck his foot, and the weapon bounced away, but he didn’t hear it clatter to the stones.

What had happened? The last thing he remembered, he’d been standing in an alley, back pressed to the brick. The First’s presence was gone, when he’d been certain he’d felt the creature raging within him, demanding release.

Something hard, narrow, and flat struck him across the chest. His heel slipped cross the edge of something sharp and he cried out, but no sound emerged. Even as he fell, he was pushed downward. His teeth rattled when he landed on the cobbles. The heel of a foot pressed down against his throat, forced his head back, cutting off his breath. Something cold, hard, and sharp prodded against the side of his neck in warning.

The rain beat down on his face and stung his eyes, but no matter how hard he blinked, he couldn’t force the darkness away. His mouth dried and he closed his eyes and waited for the inevitable.

The desire to lift his hand fight back and try to escape was there in the back of his mind, but he resisted it. It was easier to just lie still and let the blade bite into his throat with each breath he drew. 

It was easier to be captured or killed than remain trapped alone in the dark.

Stone cracked next to his right ear. When the sound faded, he was once again plunged into silence. The pressure against his throat lifted. Something hot and wet struck his face and chest. Kalen tasted blood. Nothing held him down, but he couldn’t move. His arm and legs twitched, but he couldn’t find the strength to roll away.

It was easier to finally accept his fate, even if he couldn’t remember how he’d gotten there or why his eyes and ears betrayed him. At least he wouldn’t have to bear witness to the disappointment of the few who wanted him to survive.

At least none of them were near to watch him fall.

He let out his breath in a sigh and waited.

Nothing happened. Then, the pain receded. While he was aware of the rawness of his throat, and the sting of fresh cuts and bruises, it was as though his body belonged to another.

The tension in his chest didn’t ease, but instead was tempered with the flutter of nervousness. Adrenaline surged through him. The sensation was the same of standing on a ledge that threatened to crumble beneath his feet, or the moment where he knew he was being hunted, but didn’t know by whom.

He drew a sharp breath. It reminded him of the shadow of a Guardian’s presence, lingering on the edge of his perception. If he moved, if he got to his feet, if he followed the gentle tug within, he’d find one there. Close.

In danger.

He opened his eyes. Yellow light curtained in the sky far above, broken by streaks of white light. Out of the corner of his eye, a figure shrouded in red moved through the darkness. The outstretched sword was surrounded in a blue haze. Kalen sucked in a breath and rolled. How easily he moved took him by surprise. Scrambling upright, he spun around. His feet slid on the rain-slicked stones. Bodies lay on the ground all around him, outlined in a gray so dark it was almost as black as the rest of his vision.

The figure approaching him wasn’t a Guardian. The tug, the sense of danger, came from the other direction. From behind him. The pale blue outline of a sword lay at his feet. Kalen scraped his toes against the stone and hooked the hilt with the top of his foot, tossing it upward. His fingers closed over the leather wrap.

A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. Gorishitorik.

He could fight. He had to fight.

His Guardians needed him. Here. Now.

Lifting Gorishitorik and putting his trust in the sight that wasn’t true sight, Kalen stepped forward. The figure turn and ran. He let out his breath in a huff that he couldn’t hear, but he felt the heat of his breath on his cold lips. A flash of gold took chase. It was larger than a horse, stockier, but moved so quick that he couldn’t quite tell what it was. It fell upon the back of the fleeing form and tore it down.

The red light was extinguished.

The ground trembled beneath his feet, and Kalen felt something drumming a quick and steady beat. With a great leap, the creature vanished from his view. It didn’t return, and he twisted around. He had to find the Guardian. He had to ease the tightness in his chest. He had to put an end to the tugging, the calling, the need to remove the threat.

Kalen panted and his breath emerged as clouds of red that faded to black. With his heartbeat matching the drumming he felt through his feet, he turned. Three more of the golden creatures far too large and stocky to be horses stood over four red forms sprawled on the ground. Auras wafted from them and masked their true shape from his sight.

The beat stopped. The creatures jumped away from the four fallen figures. More red shrouded forms drew closer to those on the ground with miasmas of dark blue surrounding long weapons and swords. Tightening his grip on Gorishitorik, Kalen lunged into the fray.




~~*~~




Breton fought against the skreed, but the creature pinned him down with its weight. Its talons didn’t cut into him, but it pressed down against his chest with its foot and drove the breath out of his lungs.

“Breton, look!” Maiten gasped out. Breton twisted around in time to catch a glimpse of one of the skreed charging after a fleeing mercenary. The man fell with a shrill cry. Leaving the broken body, the black creature fled into the city.

Not far away, the Rift King stood with Gorishitorik clutched in his right hand. The blade glowed with the same golden hue of the lightning that arced across the sky. Lighting cracked down, and the rooftop of one of the nearby buildings burst into flame. Breton clapped his hands over his ears. The thunder rumbled. He shook his head to clear the ringing out of his hearing.

The Rift King didn’t even flinch.

“Kill them,” someone demanded in Mithrian.

None of the mercenaries argued against the order and they advanced with their weapons held at the ready. Breton writhed under the hold of the skreed. Slapping their tails against the ground so hard that Breton’s teeth rattled, the creatures continued to beat out the tempo of a war march.

“Not good,” Maiten hissed out. Breton didn’t reply, but nodded his head in agreement. All he could do was struggle helplessly and hope that Ceres and Varest wouldn’t awaken before it was all over.

The Rift King turned to them and strode forward, every step graceful and silent.

Trilling out a song, the skreed lifted its foot and let him go. They all retreated, leaping for the alleyways and scattering before the small figure could reach them. His eyes met the Rift King’s and paralysis held him in still.

There was no emotion in the yellow eyes, and in eerie silence, the man charged forward and ran right into the mercenary’s ranks.

“Hellfires,” Maiten breathed out, “he’s insane.”

“Let’s get them somewhere safe,” Breton replied, scrambling to his feet. “We can do that much at least. We’ll deal with him after.”

“Right.”

Grabbing Varest under the arms, he dragged the man across the square to the shadow of one of the buildings that hadn’t been struck by lightning. With an eye on the sky and the burning rooftops, he dashed across to where he’d lost his sword and snatched it up. Taking up one of the other discarded blades, he ran back and tossed the weapon to the other Guardian. Drawing several long and deep breaths, he prepared for the fight and its inevitable conclusion.

Maiten caught the weapon by the hilt and didn’t hesitate. With a wordless war cry, the other Guardian charged into the fray, leaving him to follow.

It was three against thirty or more, and as Breton plunged his sword through the gut of his first foe, the mercenaries broke from the combat and fled.

The Rift King didn’t chase after, cocking his head to the side with a puzzled expression on his face. As though acknowledging the disappearance of the threat, clumps of flesh and scale fell from the unnatural and inhuman left arm, dissolving in the rain before the remnants could touch the ground. All that was left behind was an empty sleeve that fluttered in the wind. Breton tensed and tightened his grip on his sword. The body of the mercenary he’d killed slumped to the cobbles.

“Kalen!” Maiten called out.

Breton held his breath and hope surged through him. It died away when there was no response.

Ignoring their presence, the Rift King stepped toward where Ceres and Varest lay. Maiten called out again, but there was still no response. Before Breton could do more than gasp, the red-haired man leaped forward and wrapped one arm around the younger man’s chest to grab for his narrow wrist. With the other hand, Maiten took hold of Gorishitorik’s guard.

The Rift King stiffened but didn’t struggle. Maiten shouted something, but lightning struck and the thunder drowned out the words. The ancient blade fell to the ground, but neither man moved to retrieve it.

A great pressure filled Breton’s chest. His heart beat hard and fast in his throat. He stepped forward, stooping down to place his sword on the cobbles, taking up Gorishitorik. A shudder rippled through him, and Breton tried to forget the meaning of the sword’s name:

King Slayer.

This time, it would be his hand. This time, it wouldn’t be another who paid the price of the name of Rift King. None other would steal Kalen’s life or role.

It had been his mistake all along. If he had only been the one to kill Arik, if only he had been the one to become the Rift King, everything would’ve been different.

Breton lifted the tip of the sword and prepared to strike. With Maiten holding the Rift King, he could grant a swift and painless death. That was the only thing left for him to do.

His eyes burned and his vision blurred. He drew a breath and slid his foot forward.

“It’s gone,” Maiten said. Breton halted, his muscles freezing in shock. “I think he’s deaf from the lightning, and I’m not really sure what he’s seeing if he sees anything at all, but he’s fine, Breton. He’s fine. It’s him. He’s not that thing anymore.”

Maiten’s shoulders were shaking.

Breton lowered Gorishitorik, and the blade fell to the stones with a splash and a clatter. “What?”

“He’s fine.” This time, Breton heard the tears in Maiten’s voice.

“That’s not possible,” he whispered.

Maiten stretched out a hand to him and Breton reached out. The other Guardian pulled him forward. The Rift King trembled when Breton’s hand landed on his left shoulder. The familiar awareness of the Rift King settled over his shoulders like a warm, well-worn cloak. There was no sense of danger, and the feeling of life was so strong that it smothered as much as it comforted. He closed his eyes and basked in the sensation. When he opened them, he stared down at the man he thought he’d lost.

Blood matted the blond hair that was already darkening back to black at the roots. Lifting his hand, Breton shoved aside the long locks. Blood oozed from Kalen’s ear.

Breton let his hand drop and bowed his head to rest his forehead against the top of the Rift King’s head. They didn’t have to kill him. Not yet.


Chapter Eighteen







The auras of light and color faded and once again left Kalen in the silent dark. Someone wrapped their arms around him and the touch brought with it the sense of security. The tension flowed out of his muscles and left him limp in the hold of a Guardian. His recognition roused the familiar sense of being followed that he hadn’t felt since his sire had taken him away from Ceres and Varest. Instead of the two he expected, there were four; two right next to him, and two a little farther away. Gorishitorik wasn’t in his hands.

Four Guardians. Gorishitorik. A laugh tickled his throat and he swallowed it back. He hadn’t stolen his sword from mercenaries, but from his own Guardians. He let out his breath in a silent, disgusted huff.

A hand gripped his shoulder before moving up to touch his ear. Pain lanced through his skull, and it was so strong that he couldn’t breathe, let alone scream. He shook from shock but the arm holding him kept him from falling until he managed to stand on his own. Something pressed against the top of his head and the warmth of breath tickled his scalp. The cold struck the rest of his body hard, and he clamped his teeth together to keep them from chattering, but the chill did numb him to the pain.

A sharp snapping in his right ear sounded. He jerked and turned his head. There was a murmur of words, but they were so faint he couldn’t understand them.

~Are you well?~ Satrin’s voice boomed in his head, and the pain of it drew a yelp out of him. ~Ah! Sorry. Where are you? We’ve been searching everywhere. You can hear me, can’t you?~

Uncertain of how to reply—or if he even wanted to—Kalen bit back a groan. Someone grabbed his wrist and pulled him forward. His feet slipped on the cobbles. The toes of his right foot thudded into a fallen form and he stumbled. Before he could fall, he was lifted up and carried. He kicked his feet in protest and winced at the stab of needles that shot through his feet and up to his knees.

Something warm was draped over him and kept the worst of the rain off of him. He wrinkled his nose but stilled.

Later, he’d be stubborn. Later, when his body didn’t feel crushed by the weight of exhaustion, he’d protest the indignity of being carried. Later, when he could squish the satisfaction of being alive, he’d put on his expressionless mask and pretend to be angry about it.

Later, he’d pretend he wasn’t quite so happy to be back among the few who knew him and weren’t out for his blood. Kalen closed his eyes.




~~*~~




“Did he faint?” Breton asked, shaking his head, and trying not to grin at Maiten. The red-haired Guardian struggled with the wrapped-up Rift King and the maze of bodies strewn across the market square.

“More asleep than a faint. First time I’ve heard him snore, though it’s more of a rasp than anything else. He’s not just thin, Breton. He’s nothing but bone. What in the deeps happened to him?”

“That’s what I plan to find out,” Breton promised, growling the words out between clenched teeth.

“How are Ceres and Varest?”

Breton turned to the two Guardians and knelt beside them, pressing his fingers against their throats. Their heartbeats were strong and steady. “Alive, but I can’t tell you more than that.”

“Let’s get them out of here before those mercenaries decide to come back,” Maiten said.

“Any ideas on how to do that? I can’t carry both of them. Not for long, at least.”

“Leave that to me,” a voice rumbled from the shadows of the alleyway, speaking in the Rift tongue, although heavily accented. Breton jerked around and reached for his sword.

An older, taller version of Kalen stepped out onto the cobbled street and stared down at him. Breton arched a brow and stood without letting go of his sword’s hilt.

The years had done little to change Lord Delrose. Breton moved to stand between the Kelshite and Maiten.

“It seems you’ve been busy,” Captain Silvereye said, emerging from the alley to stand next to Lord Delrose. “I recall asking you to find hostages. I don’t think I asked you to wage a war on your own.”

“I only killed one. How about you, Maiten?”

“Two.”

“Is that so? Report,” the Captain ordered.

“We found a lot of bodies, Captain, as well as those children in the cages over there,” Breton said, gesturing to the other end of the market. The smoke from the burning rooftops shrouded the cages in a haze that not even the rain and wind could fully dissipate. “I don’t know if any of them survived. We came just as they were starting some sort of ritual.”

“I’m sure you did what you could.”

“I had heard that Silvereye hired Rifters, but I hadn’t believed it possible,” Lord Delrose said, stepping forward. “Explain yourself, Guardian.”

Breton let the Kelshite approach him and stared down into a pair of pale blue eyes almost as icy as the Rift King’s. “I don’t need to explain anything to you,” he said, and kept his expression as cool and calm as his voice.

“You stole my son!” Lord Delrose bellowed.

Breton wasn’t aware of moving until his fist connected with Lord Delrose’s jaw. The Kelshite’s head snapped to the side, and he crumpled into a heap. “You don't deserve to call him your son,” he said, despite knowing that the unconscious man couldn't hear him.

Maiten whistled. “That, my friend, was nicely done.”

~I can’t say he didn’t deserve it,~ the male voice of a Yadesh said in Breton’s mind, ~but was it necessary to hit him so hard?~

A Yadesh stallion stepped out of the alleyway and stared down at him. Satrin met his gaze without looking away for a long moment. Taking in the carnage of the market square in a single glance, the Yadesh sighed. 

“I am rather surprised at you, Breton,” Captain Silvereye said.

“I’d like to get my people out of this rain and to a healer,” he replied.

“Good idea. There’s an army of farmers poised to take the city, and I’ve no intention of being here when they hit. Ah, sir Yadesh, would you lend your aid? With Lord Delrose as baggage, I’m afraid we won’t be able to carry them all.”

~I would be honored to carry the Guardians,~ Satrin replied.

“Thank you,” Breton said in Kelshite. He was echoed by Maiten, who spoke in the Rift tongue, and the Captain, who spoke in Mithrian. While the Yadesh didn’t laugh, he felt the stallion’s amusement.

~Dorit is looking for a healer and will meet us once he has found one. If I had a say in the matter, I recommend dragging him by his ankles.~

“The lot of you have it out for Lord Delrose, don’t you?”

Breton shrugged.

“You carry Kalen,” Maiten said. “The Yadesh—”

~Satrin. You know my name, and you’ve no need to hide it from the good Captain anymore.~

Breton got the impression that Captain Silvereye had not been included in those who could hear the Yadesh’s words.

“Ah, Satrin and I will take care of Ceres and Varest, then.”

“I suppose that leaves me with Lord Delrose. Alas, I will not be dragging him by his ankles. That is far too slow, and we do need to hurry. We left horses several streets down. We’ve no more than an hour before this place is taken over, so let’s make the most of it,” Captain Silvereye said.

Breton nodded, took Kalen from Maiten, and picked his way over the rubble strewn through the alley in the direction that the mercenary captain pointed. He didn’t look back.




~~*~~




The temple stood near the city gates, and Breton couldn’t tell who—or what—had once been worshiped within. Many of the benches were broken and thick layers of dust covered the floor. A statue once stood behind an altar, but someone had smashed it beyond recognition. Water dripped down from several holes in the roof. Breton kicked open the door. It creaked, and the bottom hinge broke away.

“Charming,” he said. He laid Kalen down on one of the few benches that didn’t look ready to collapse and brushed his fingers against the Rift King’s throat just to convince himself that the younger man still lived. While weak, the heartbeat was steady, as was the rise and fall of his chest. “Can you get up high enough to see just how many of them there are, Maiten?”

Maiten barked out a laugh from the doorway. “Just who do you think you’re talking to? Of course I can. Let me get Ceres and Varest inside first.”

~We can manage them, Guardian. Go scout for us,~ Satrin said. The Yadesh shouldered into the temple. The second door fell from its hinges and hit the ground with a clap. Plaster rained down from the faded fresco stretching across the ceiling. Breton hurried across the room and took hold of Ceres and lowered him to the ground. Satrin knelt and eased Varest off of his back using his teeth. 

“We can’t stay here,” Captain Silvereye called out from outside. The thunder crashed and more chunks from the crumbling ceiling rained down. “They’ve already started massing out there.”

“How many?” Breton asked.

“Too many.” Captain Silvereye carried Lord Delrose over a shoulder and dumped the unconscious Kelshite on one of the benches. It groaned beneath the man’s weight and half of it collapsed. A cloud of dust billowed up. “Damnations.”

Lord Delrose stirred with a low moan.

“Great job, Captain, you woke him up,” he said.

“Are you all right, Lord Delrose?” the mercenary captain asked.

“I’ll live,” the man said, rubbing at his jaw. Deep lines marked the Kelshite’s brow. “What’s going on?”

~We are looking for a way out of the city. It seems we’re trapped,~ Satrin said.

Breton eased his weight down onto an empty bench and draped his arms across the back. He sighed and stretched his legs out.

“What do you think?” Silvereye asked.

“About what?”

The Mithrian sat down beside him and nodded his head toward the city gates and the army beyond.

Breton shrugged. “Ask me when Maiten is back.”

“I had hoped to get out of here without a fight, but I don’t think that’s happening.”

Maiten stepped through the door, shaking his head. “That’s an understatement. From what I could see, the entire city is surrounded. At least a thousand, if not more. You’ll like this, Captain. The ones in charge seem to be the only ones that have swords at all. A couple of good archers…”

“They’re trying to save their wives and children,” Kalen rasped out. “Nothing more.”

Breton sat up with a jerk, and the bench collapsed beneath him. He hit the ground with a thud and choked on the dust that swirled up around him. Captain Silvereye sprawled next to him, muttering several curses.

“I thought you said he was deaf, Maiten!”

“I thought he was!”

“Deaf?” Lord Delrose boomed out, surging to his feet.

~All of you be quiet!~ Satrin’s shout left Breton with a headache and a ringing in his ears. ~He can’t talk over you. Shut your mouths and keep them shut.~ The Yadesh broke through a piece of rotten wood with a hoof, pounding it to dust and splinters. The elegant ears were pinned back, and the stallion bared his teeth. ~May the Lady of Light bear witness, I’ll bite you and break your feet.~

Not even the rain and thunder dared to break the silence.

~Ask your questions. One at a time. Starting with you, Breton.~

“How are you feeling?”

Kalen flicked his hand up in a rude gesture, and Breton was torn between grinning and scowling. Maiten snorted a laugh.

“My turn,” Maiten said. “Do you know who is behind this?”

“Danarites. Mercenaries marked with crossed swords. Priests,” the Rift King replied in a hoarse whisper. “Five red, twenty pink, six indigo, eighteen yellow, four hundred, two hundred horse, one score black hands.”

“What does that mean?” Lord Delrose asked.

Captain Silvereye let out a low whistle. “I’d rather take on a thousand farmers armed with nothing more than a rusty spoon. That’s not a force I want to face in battle.”

A troubled expression flashed across the captain’s face before the Mithrian masked it. Breton frowned.

“How did you find out this information?” Captain Silvereye asked.

“Tsordin.”

“Interesting.”

“What’s interesting?” Breton asked.

“Tsordin is the name of one of their Lord Priests. Quiet fellow, as far as the Danarite leaders go. I don’t know much about the man, but then again, no one knows much about any of them. Why would he tell you anything? Especially numbers like that?” Captain Silvereye stepped to the door and stared toward the gate. “It won’t be long until they come to take the city.”

Kalen lifted his hand, palm up, in a dismissive gesture and didn’t reply.

“What do we do about Varest and Ceres? We can’t leave them, and we can’t run with them like this,” Maiten said.

~I’m not telling him this,~ Satrin said.

“So he is deaf,” Maiten said.

“Why is my son deaf?” Lord Delrose growled.

“Why was he in the hands of Danarites again to begin with? I heard all about it from Ceres and Varest how you purposefully separated them,” Maiten snapped.

Breton drew a deep breath. “Enough!” Everyone stared at him, and Maiten’s mouth dropped open. “Tell him, Satrin. He should be the one to decide.”

“What happened to Ceres and Varest?” Kalen sat up and shrugged off the cloaks that covered him.

“Crysallis did something to them. We don’t know what,” he replied.

“And where is she?”

“I am here, Your Majesty,” the witch’s voice came from the door. Breton turned and narrowed his eyes. Crysallis stepped forward, and a frown creased her lips. “I will awaken them for you.”

“Your Majesty?” Captain Silvereye asked. “Are you serious?”

The Rift King was at Breton’s side before he could do more than draw a breath to answer the captain. Gorishitorik was yanked free and the tip of the weapon pressed against the witch’s throat. 

“What did you do to them and why?” Kalen snarled.

“It was necessary to prevent their deaths,” the woman replied.

“Don’t lie to me, witch.”

Crysallis smiled. “I wouldn’t lie to you.”

Breton ignored the Mithrian’s question.

Kalen’s laugh was bitter and hoarse. “You would, Crysallis. Only a fool would believe otherwise. Wake them. And, should you harm either one of them, I’ll do more than separate your head from your shoulders. I won’t leave enough left of you for even nibblers. Understood?”

Maiten let out a low whistle. Crysallis turned so white Breton thought she would faint. Instead, she swallowed, stood straight, and slowly bowed her head in submission. “I understand. Once they are ready, I will show you a way out of the city.”

A horn blared, and its single, deep note sent shivers racing up and down Breton’s spine. “Hurry up, Crysallis.”

The witch looked over at him. “I will take care of them and open the way for us.”

“Try not to kill them,” Maiten said, “if His Majesty’s right, they’re just trying to save their families.”

“Trust me,” Crysallis replied.

“I was afraid you’d say that,” Breton muttered. He picked Kalen up and ignored his foal’s hoarse protests. “Get them conscious enough to ride, and let’s get out of here.”




~~*~~




Breton felt his eyebrows arch, and he glanced over at Crysallis. The witch stared up at the clouds and clucked her tongue. The rain-soaked metal and wood of the gate gleamed with each flash of lightning.

“I think I’ll need your help with this one, Maiten,” the woman admitted in a low voice.

“I don’t like the sound of that,” Maiten replied.

“Good. You weren’t supposed to.”

~Perhaps I can be of assistance,~ Satrin said. ~If a channel is what you need, I can provide. Kalen can as well, but I fear his strength won’t last long.~

“The last thing we need is him going on another rampage,” Breton snarled.

The Yadesh bobbed his head, but the sense from the creature was more of a shrug than agreement. ~I didn’t say it was a good choice, just that it was one.~

“What rampage?” Captain Silvereye asked.

“Do I really have to explain this?” Breton turned his glare to the Mithrian. “If we didn’t kill those mercenaries, who do you think did?”

“Stop arguing,” Kalen ordered in a rasp. “What’s your plan, witch?”

“A Scouring, Your Majesty. I’ll call one and make a path for us. If they’re wise, they’ll get out of the way before their flesh is torn from their bones.”

“Put me down, Breton.”

With a sigh, Breton obeyed. The Rift King straightened and turned in the direction of the gates. “Open the gates. Maiten, help her. Satrin, should they need my aid, let me know.” Satrin’s ears went back and the stallion snorted.

Maiten held out his hand to Crysallis. “I’m ready.”

“You’re not going to tell him if they need his help, are you?” Breton asked Satrin.

The Yadesh refused to meet his eyes. Breton shrugged and returned to watching the witch and Guardian. “If he finds out, he’ll skin you for a rug.”

~He would die,~ Satrin said, and he got the sense that the words were meant only for him. ~He would try, he’d succeed, and he’d die.~

Breton met the Yadesh’s golden eyes, then glanced down at the Rift King at his side. He let out a low sigh. The black marking Kalen’s scalp leeched away at the vibrant gold, until only a few pale streaks remained. All he could do was nod. “Some things never change.”

“When I open the way, hurry through it. After the winds, I will call for the rain to slow them. I hope you know where we go, as it won’t last long.”

“We’ll go to my company,” Captain Silvereye said. “An hour on foot if we hurry.”

“Give it three in this weather,” Lord Delrose replied.

Crysallis frowned and didn’t look away from the sky. “Which direction?”

“North by west.”

“I will draw the storm from that direction, then. Get ready to open the gates.”

Before Breton could take a step forward, Lord Delrose and Captain Silvereye wrestled the heavy bar from the gate and tossed it down into the mud. The two glanced at each other and nodded. Crysallis began to mutter. Four spheres of light circled her head and two more winked into existence over where she touched Maiten. The thunder crashed. The wind hissed and then howled its fury.

Crysallis’s mouth moved, but he couldn’t hear what she said. Ceres and Varest slid from Satrin’s back. They both swayed but when they remained upright, he didn’t move from Kalen’s side.

~Move!~ Satrin said.

The Kelshite and Mithrian dove out of the Yadesh’s way. The animal hit the gate with his shoulder and mud flew as he sought purchase with his hooves. Backing away, Satrin charged it again. The structure shuddered and burst open. A wall of churning darkness stretched down from the sky and the ground trembled when it landed. The wind whipped at Breton and sucked the breath from his lungs. A serpentine cloud coiled in the air and struck down with a clap of thunder that rattled his teeth together.

Walls of wind surrounded him and formed a channel as wide as one of the trails in the Rift. Crysallis dropped her hands to her side and gasped for air. She gestured to the path and started to run.

~She says to hurry.~

Breton hesitated long enough to help Ceres and Varest back onto Satrin’s back. Kalen cocked his head to the side and followed after the Yadesh. Breton frowned. The Rift King’s footing was firm and confident. Satrin glanced back at him.

~I think the witch used some sort of power to help him see. It’s not true sight, not that I can tell. It’s like he senses where things are but can’t see them. He just knows they’re there.~

Catching up to the trotting Yadesh in a short burst of speed, he bobbed his head in acknowledgment of the Satrin’s words. Kalen skid to a halt and Breton crashed into him. Letting out a curse, he twisted around so he wouldn’t land on top of the Rift King, hitting the mud with a splash. “Kalen?!”

Drawing a deep breath, the Rift King put his fingers to his lips and let out a shrill whistle that cut over the wind. It was answered by a shrill call. Breton’s breath caught in his throat. With their coats rain-slicked and matching the churning winds, the shapes of horses coalesced from the darkness surrounding them. With curses, Maiten, Crysallis, Lord Delrose, and Captain Silvereye dove out of the path of the animals. His Perin dodged past Kalen and skidded to a halt in front of him. The warm nose rammed against his chest and drove him to his feet. Gorask halted and pawed at the mud. Neither horse wore any tack. Getting to his feet, he wrapped his arms around the necks of each in turn and slapped their shoulders.

Ferethian and Honey danced in front of their Rider, bobbing their heads and whinnying.

~Lord Delrose, ride me,~ Satrin said. Kalen tapped Ferethian’s shoulder and the stallion immediately knelt in the mud. The Rift King mounted.

“Captain, ride Gorask, if he’ll let you,” Breton said. He turned to his gelding and muttered a few words to the horse. The Mithrian sloshed through the mud and held his hand out to his horse. Gorask let out a snort with both ears turned back but didn’t move or bite.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Silvereye said before swinging up on Gorask’s broad back. Breton mounted.

“Honey,” Kalen said. The golden chestnut put her ears back and snorted, then let out a long-suffering sigh. The mare stepped to Crysallis and presented her back.

As soon as Ceres and Varest were on their horses, Breton nudged Perin’s sides with his feet. Crysallis led them through the storm until they reached the trees. She made a sharp gesture. The air stilled, and the black walls of wind dissolved into mist that the torrential rains drove down to the ground.

“This way,” Captain Silvereye said. Gorask plunged through the forest and left them to chase after, leaving the army of peasants and the city doomed to fall far behind them.




~~*~~




Kalen’s ears burned and sound exploded through his head, jerking him from the peace of sleep to full awareness. He struggled upright, but a hand pressed against his chest and pinned him down. Someone’s cursing drowned out all other noise. When he inhaled, the voice fell silent. His eardrums throbbed with each beat of his heart and pain stabbed down his neck.

“Kalen?”

He recognized Breton’s voice, and the air whooshed out of his lungs. “Breton.” Relief eased the pain—at least temporarily. Although he’d heard Satrin, and had known the Guardian was near, he hadn’t quite believed it. He hadn’t wanted to believe it, in case he’d been dreaming.

“Bless the ancestors,” the Guardian said with a sigh. “Thank you, Healer Parice.”

“Of course. Now that you can hear me, young Kalen, I can’t do anything for your eyesight for a few days. Your body requires rest, and while it won’t take much of your strength, it’ll be quite a bit more painful than healing your ears. As it is, you’re fighting off several infections,” a man said. “Captain, if I might return to my other duties?”

“Of course,” another man replied, his deeper voice tinged with amusement. “Thank you. I’ll speak with you later.”

A tent’s flap rustled and the thud of departing feet broke the silence. Kalen lifted his hand to rub at his aching ear, but his wrist caught in a strong grip.

“Leave it,” Breton ordered.

“Your Majesty. It is a pleasure to meet you properly. Call me Silvereye. I’m the captain of a skirmishing company from Mithrias.”

“The Crimson Eye,” Kalen replied. “A specialist group dealing with infiltration and cavalry. Hit and run experts. Sabotage, too. Loyalists. Your symbol isn’t the double swords, though. I think.”

“I’m impressed. You’re correct on all counts. I heard you were well-informed, but I hadn’t thought you’d know of my little company. The twin swords are the symbol of the Wolf Blades. They’re a money company. Until two weeks ago, the Crimson Eye had been wearing their sign as a part of an infiltration. We split off after a set of skirmishers and pulled back.”

“Someone paid quite a bit of coin for your services, especially if you had to infiltrate another company. The Wolf Blades. A new company? Hired swords thrown together?” Kalen turned his head toward the sound of the Captain’s voice, keeping his eyes closed despite the urge to open them so he could glare.

“Yes, the Wolf Blades hire on whenever they can. While they’re good, they keep to their little groups so half the company doesn’t know each other. Ideal for my line of work. Now that I’ve shared some information with you, why don’t you tell me what, exactly, the Rift King is doing in Kelsh?”

“Be careful, Captain. Annoy him too much and you might find out why his mark is a serpent,” Ceres said from somewhere nearby. “Father, Crysallis asked me to tell you that she will return by tomorrow. She states there is something that requires her immediate attention.”

“Very well, Ceres. Set a guard for when she returns and send her to me. Silvereye, with a mercenary company out of Mithrias in Kelsh, why do you think I am here? I don’t believe for a moment you’re so foolish or dense to not know the answer to your own question. My turn. What happened to the women and girls taken?”

A hand squeezed his shoulder, and Kalen pulled away with a wordless growl.

“I can’t tell you for certain, but I can tell you what I suspect. They’re likely being sent to Danar for sale as slaves. You didn’t ask what happened to the boys and men.”

Kalen wrinkled his nose and rubbed at his ear with his right shoulder. It didn’t ease the throb, and he let out a breath in a low huff. “That’s because I already know what happened to them.”

“Lord Delrose and his brood are all accounted for,” Breton said. “You can thank or curse Captain Silvereye for that.”

“Perhaps a bit of both, but I’ll settle with thanks for now. Were you the ones who took them, then?”

“Yes. The Wolf Blades were about to sweep in that direction, and I thought it wise to prevent them from gaining hold of an influential family,” Silvereye replied.

“That doesn’t explain how you knew they were there.” Kalen lifted his hand to rub at his brow. A cough tore through him, and the throb in his ears exploded into fire that raced from his skull and down his spine. A blanket was draped over his shoulders. “So, your hire must be affiliated with Kelsh in some way if you’re out to thwart the Wolf Blades.”

“I’m not able to tell you that, Your Majesty.”

One corner of Kalen’s mouth twitched up in a grin. “I’d expect nothing less from a loyalist. I’ll let it go, for now. But, remember this, Captain. Don’t forget who I am. If I feel your hire is important to the survival of the Six and the continued survival of the Covenant, I’ll peel it out of you one way or another. Mithrias playing both sides of the hostilities between Kelsh and Danar is reason enough for me to get involved.”

“I see your reputation is not without justification,” Silvereye said. The man let out a short laugh. “I will tell you this much. My hire is as interested in preventing war between Kelsh and Danar as you are. Should it be needed for your duty, I will speak with my hire and make an arrangement for you to get the information you need to know.”

“Very well. Breton?”

“What is it?”

“What are you doing here?”

Someone choked on a laugh, and Kalen jerked his head around to face the direction the sound came from. It quieted to a smothered giggle.

“I am doing my duty,” Breton replied in a soft voice.

“Isn’t your duty to be sitting in my study?” Kalen rubbed at his brow again. “Who’s dealing with my desk?”

“Arik’s Queens decided to serve as your Princesses.”

Kalen choked on a cough, and he gasped for air. “What?” The question came out as a wheeze.

“Well we couldn’t send them out to search for you. Riran organized it. I expect by the time we make it back to the Rift your desk will be cleared off for once.”

Kalen tapped a finger against his temple. It wasn’t what he would’ve done, but he couldn’t find fault with the plan. Arik’s choice in Queens hadn’t been faulted. Smart, wise, and competent, they’d done everything Arik wouldn’t.

“I will have to bring things back for them in thanks, then,” he muttered.

“I’m astonished,” Varest said.

“Quiet,” Kalen snarled. A laugh answered him. “I’ve heard Breton, Varest, and Ceres. Where’s Maiten?”

“Settling the horses. He’s fine. Of all of us, I think Crysallis is in the worst shape. Honey bucked her off as soon as we pulled you off Ferethian’s back,” Breton said.

“She kicked the witch too,” Ceres added,

“Honey did? I don’t believe it.” Kalen twisted around to face Breton. “Ferethian I’d believe. But Honey?”

“Caught her in the arm. I’m not sure what happened, but the horses were angry with her. That Yadesh didn’t look very pleased either,” Varest said.

Thunder rumbled, and Kalen cocked his head to the side to listen to it. “It’s still storming?”

“Doesn’t look like it’s going to be easing up anytime soon,” Captain Silvereye said. “Rest while you can, Rift King. If we need to march, it’ll be without warning. It’s only a matter of time before the Wolf Blades or the Danarites find us, and all of us will need to be ready when they come.”

“Don’t forget the people from that town,” Breton said.

“Them too,” Silvereye acknowledged.

“We’ll be ready. Breton, locate Lord Delrose and find out the details of what his mage friend did. I want to know what needs to be done with my hand, and if there are any unwanted surprises in store for me. Beat it out of him if necessary. If you’ve the spare supplies, Captain Silvereye, I’d like to have our horses fitted with saddles and barding. Varest, I want you working the horses and get them ready. The spares, too. Ceres, if I have to be stuck in this thrice-cursed kingdom, at least let me have some tea. Once you’ve done that, work with Captain Silvereye and share strategies.”

Silence answered his words. He frowned when he didn’t hear any movement. “What are you waiting for? We’ve work to do.”
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Kalen has escaped from Morinvale, but at a heavy price. Blind and crippled, the best hope for his people is for him to choose a new Rift King, forfeiting his life in the process. With his failure to broker peace between Kelsh and Danar, war is inevitable. For the first time in a thousand years, the Rift prepares to ride into battle. 

Choosing his successor is only the beginning of Kalen’s troubles: his Guardians have turned against the Code and Covenant. Instead of securing the Ascension of a new Rift King, they’re doing everything in their power to ensure Kalen’s survival, even if it means the destruction of the Six Kingdoms. 

To make matters worse, the skreed conjured in Morinvale aren’t just growing stronger. They’re breeding, and they aren’t picky about what—or who—they’ll eat.







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 away.

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.
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