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      As with any epic fantasy saga, there are many characters and places that take place across this trilogy. Readers are heavily encouraged to read Amaskan’s Blood (Book I) and Amaskan’s War (Book II) prior to reading this book. The author has written book three with the assumption that the reader has done so.

      

      To help keep track of characters and places, some additional information follows this author’s note.

      

      It may help to remember that in Amaskan’s War, Queen Margaret of Alexander killed Senator Whitlen (aka Itovah) of the Boahim Senate by smashing the orb inside of Alesta Castle. Senator Montero (aka Asti) died in Alesta Castle after delivering a message to Queen Margaret after the Boahim Senate arrived at the Meridi Pass. Senator Ammons (aka Diomus) died at the Meridi Pass. As of the beginning of this book, ten Senators or gods remain.

    

  


  
    
      Rulers of the Little Dozen Kingdoms

      ALEXANDER: Queen Margaret Poncett

      ESTONA: Queen Catia Racci II

      ETHENIUM: Queen Delia Benavent

      HALELIND: King Marco Paolo

      LIALLAN: Queen Helena Lorellyn

      MERRIWYNNE: King Bernd Lizana

      LORECLIFF: King Darach Killian

      MONPOLI: King Damiano Carrasco

      NARIBOR: King Ermen Clavine

      NICEN: Queen Tera Beleviar

      SADAI: King Adir Monsine

      SHAD: King Havin Bajit

      

      The Boahim Senators aka The Thirteen (gods)

      
        
          	
        Anur, God of War, Warriors, & Justice aka Senator Oranall Lattimore of Sadai
      

      	
        Luthia, Goddess of Silence, aka Senator Lissa Melani of Naribor
      

      	
        Farimun, God of Journeys & Luck, aka Senator Milan Keene of Monpoli
      

      	
        Itovah, Goddess of Death, aka Senator Adela Whitlen of Estona*
      

      	
        Echana, Goddess of Chaos, aka Senator Farah Loreen of Ethenium
      

      	
        Diomus, God of Logic & Reason, aka Senator Weldon Ammons of Nicen*
      

      	
        Delorcini, Goddess of Family & Love, aka Senator Rhiana Forst of Lorcliff
      

      	
        Asti, God of Peace, aka Senator Adan Montero of Alexander*
      

      	
        Atlina, Goddess of the Sea, aka Senator Shava Trayan of Halelind
      

      	
        Adlain, All-Father, aka Senator Liam Trenton of Liallan
      

      	
        Sharmus, God of Healing & Protection, aka Senator Anas Raj of Shad
      

      	
        Cerci, Goddess of Joy & Love, aka Senator Annet Leda of Merriwynne
      

      	
        Agaia, Goddess of Life & Air, Senator Mara Sveva. Serves all the Little Dozen Kingdoms
      

      

      

      *   Deceased as of the end of Book II, Amaskan’s War

      

      Months within Boahim / Little Dozen Kingdoms

      Itovan (Beginning of the Year/Winter)

      Luthian

      Adlian

      Again (Beginning of Spring)

      Delorcin

      Cercian

      Echain (Beginning of Summer)

      Diomusin

      Farimun

      Astin

      Atlinas (Beginning of Fall)

      Anurus

      Sharimus
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        The Boahim Senate

      

      

      

      Ten gods remained, their eyes steeped in loss and fury.

      As watchers of Boahim, they had served as peacekeepers since time had been a mere fleck of creation, and the loss of three amongst their rank was a reminder that they were drowning in years. For over a century, standing amidst the Boahim Senate meant being surrounded by greatness, by twelve individuals representing each of the Little Dozen Kingdoms. The thirteenth member, an elderly woman with glints of gold flickering in her eyes, held them together.

      Adelei had complicated events.

      Before her, the Order of Amaska had been little more than a nuisance, much like the Tribor. Nothing more than assassins who thought themselves important, though their actions changed little. But Adelei’s return to Alexander had brought real change, and the Senators had murmured amongst themselves of the prophecy.

      Was she the one who would bring about their downfall?

      Rather than risk it, Senator Whitlen had taken matters into her own hands, though the damage had been done. Margaret walked a new path, one that would lead to a place of power rather than ineptitude.

      No longer would she be content being led by others. Armed with a newfound knowledge and strength, Queen Margaret was leading her people towards a future not even the Thirteen had foreseen. Worse still, her training with the Grand Master of Amaska himself had resulted in proving the prophecy still at play.

      The Senators might be gods, but the death of Senator Whitlen had proven them expendable.

      Many citizens of the Little Dozen Kingdoms had laid down their lives at the Meridi Pass, but even then, the people of Boahim had prevailed while the Thirteen fell. In order to survive, the Senate required a shift in power.

      Ten senators stood in a circle on their island, some angry, some chagrined, but all of them afraid.

      “If we strike at the queen of Alexander, the rest of the rulers will fall into line,” whispered Anur.

      Heads nodded, though four remained still as they watched a hooded figure pace through a field of corpses. The figure gathered the remains to her as if every life had meaning, even in death.

      Sharmus pointed at the orb’s image, and Anur ceased his litany. “There is great telling in how one treats their dead. The care in the way she walks this field—a field of our own making I might add—gives me pause. How long have we remained on this island, scheming and spying on those who once worshipped us? To what purpose? When was the last time we helped them? Why is this queen only a threat now? Has she not been inching her way towards the prophecy since her sister’s death?”

      “She has, but now she brings the Little Dozen Kingdoms into her conquest!” shouted Anur.

      Farimun broke out into a full grin. “Let her. We are gods, are we not?”

      “Gods she’s figured out how to kill, or have you forgotten?”

      Sharmus shook his head at Anur and remained silent.

      “Itovah couldn’t control her temper any more than you can, and look where it got her. The orb’s shattering was purely accidental. I doubt the child understood what it meant. I’d like to remind you that Asti’s death was our doing. And Diomus? He exhausted himself, something we can’t afford these days, so remember that before you decide to battle with this war queen.”

      So lengthy a speech from Atlina made Sharmus’s bushy brows shoot up. Demure and soft-spoken, the Goddess of the Sea rarely raised her voice, yet this time, she had spoken with purpose.

      Anur raised his hands in defeat. “We hear you, sister.”

      For now, they would watch this queen and plan accordingly.

      Though one in particular had his own plans when it came to the young woman who carried out the death rituals as if every soldier had been one of her own. She beared watching, but not for the reasons his brothers and sisters held. Perhaps she could be persuaded to ignore the prophecy, or help use it for the betterment of all…
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        257 Atlinas 22nd — The Meridi Pass

      

      

      The smell of rotten, cooked flesh reached her long before the Pass came into view, and Margaret ground her teeth to keep the bile in check. Six guards had accompanied her, though three had fallen in the fight to escape the City of Alesta. The three who remained among the living followed her as she nudged her horse forward. Her thigh burned where a Tribor sword had grazed her a few days back, and she shifted her seat in the saddle. For seventeen days they had camped in the cliffs above the valley, and her lungs still burned with death’s stench.

      “Any sight of our guests?” she asked as Sergeant Malcolm returned to her side.

      “Not yet, Your Majesty, though they could be hiding as we are.”

      “Then we must move closer.” Margaret urged her horse forward at a slow walk. The guards’ hands remained on their sword hilts as the group neared the valley. They cleared the trees, and her skin crawled as if being watched. She could not help glancing over her shoulder as they proceeded. Despite the gory scene ahead, she brought the spyglass to her eye to search for evidence that any of the Little Dozen Kingdoms’ rulers awaited her.

      Ten minutes searching left nothing visible but corpses, and she gestured to her remaining guards. “Now is as good a time as any other to help the dead.”

      Most of the bones were sun-bleached and charred, though bits of shredded blue and green fabric accented the blackened earth. A large chasm split the ground, and Margaret dismounted. “We’ll have to proceed on foot. Too many crevices make dangerous footing for the horses,” she said as she handed off her reins. A guardsman led the horses back to a remaining tree while the other two followed her into the valley proper.

      She donned leather gloves, as did the others, and they gathered remains as they passed. Whether they were Shadians or Alexandrian, Margaret and her guards worked their way through the valley, piling the remains into thirteen cairns. Scavengers had picked most of the remains clean, though a few bodies held fast to their rotting flesh, and she gagged as she and Sergeant Malcolm carried a particularly rotten torso.

      Nothing remained to mark their ranks or names, and every body lay indistinguishable from another. Somewhere lay her Grand Marshall, and Margaret paused at the edge of another chasm, her gaze drawn towards the darkness below. Only shadows answered her, and she stepped back as she heaved the remains of a meager breakfast across the barren ground. The sun had long since passed midday, and Sergeant Malcolm handed her a waterskin, though nothing rid her of the bile and dust coating her throat. By the time they had gathered what remains could be reached, sweat dripped from her forehead, and the muscles across her shoulders and back ached.

      “I am no member of the Holy Few, so I lack access to the materials necessary to burn these remains down to ash,” said Margaret as she glanced at the thirteen cairns. “But perhaps a small burning will allow their spirits to pass into the afterlife.”

      Sergeant Malcolm lit and distributed several torches, which they used to light the cairns in silence. Despite her sore muscles, Margaret returned to the valley’s edge and waited.

      “Will we wait the full thirteen candlemarks?” Sergeant Malcolm asked, and she shook her head.

      “Without the Holy Few’s special oils, the fire’s too cold to sustain the burning, but we will remain as long as the fires last to honor those fallen.”

      As she spoke, one fire dwindled to a few glowing embers beneath the bones. She could pray, but to whom? The Thirteen who murdered the soldiers in the first place? Margaret pursed her lips as she watched the flames falter.

      When the last one ceased delivering its smokey souls to the sky, she returned to her horse and accepted a leg up from a guardsman. She pointed to the cliff overlooking the valley. “If the others are waiting on us to be visible, our honoring the fallen should have been visible enough. But in case it was not, that cliff is easily viewable from all sides.”

      “Hard to defend though,” said Sergeant Malcolm.

      It was, but if she wished the other rulers to meet her under a banner of truce, she would have to show them she trusted them enough to meet at all. “We will make our new camp atop the cliff,” she said. While the three guards followed her lead, they flinched at every bird call or wind gust. Margaret focused on the cliff ahead, which helped her ignore the bits of bone, blood, and dust that clung to her leather armor.

      Once atop the cliff, the whistling sound of an arrow forced her to dismount as she dropped to a crouch, sword drawn. A rustle of pale purple moved in the brush, and a woman stepped out with a bow in her hand. The silver in her hair nearly matched the silver thread on her tunic, and Margaret sheathed her sword. “Queen Catia, I’m honored that you have agreed to meet,” she said.

      The woman lowered her bow, though she scanned the area thoroughly before doing so. “Cousin,” said Catia as she inclined her head. “I apologize for shooting at you, but we weren’t sure if you were friend or foe.”

      “Did you face difficulties in your journey here?” asked Margaret, and the woman nodded. “You’re the first one to arrive, I believe⁠—”

      “It’s her,” Catia called out, and tree branches snapped as multiple people stepped forward into the clearing. All of them were well guarded, but if she counted the colors, eleven kingdoms now circled her. One face in particular, that of King Havin Bajit, scowled as the Little Dozen Kingdoms’ rulers drew their weapons.

      “Welcome to the meeting, Queen Margaret of Alexander.”

      

      Being met by a few rulers, weapons drawn, would not have surprised Margaret—it was to be expected—but to find herself surrounded by the swords of every ruler of the Little Dozen Kingdoms, including those she counted as allies in the potential civil war, made her insides scream with fear. Though honestly, she could not blame them for wondering if they walked into a trap, and she motioned for her guards to lay down their weapons.

      When she touched her sword’s hilt, King Havin Bajit’s sword tip gently touched her hand, and she froze. “I’m going to unsheathe my sword and lay it on the ground. We mean you no harm.”

      The other rulers’ gazes never left hers, and when she made no move to attack, several of them sheathed their weapons. Havin was the last to do so but only after encouraging her to remove the hidden daggers on her person.

      “I-I’m glad you have accepted my invitation to meet.”

      Queen Catia said, “It’s not every day that someone proposes a war against the Boahim Senate. Perhaps you care to explain?”

      “Yes, I’d like to hear what reason you have to propose such madness, or is this merely an attempt to rid yourself of the army at your border?” asked King Marco of Halelind.

      Margaret allowed them to mutter their complaints, but after a minute or two, she raised a hand to silence them. The moment her hand was in the air, Havin resumed his defensive stance with his sword aimed at her.

      “Please, there is no need for weapons. I brought you here to discuss the evil in our midst. There is no need to fight with each other when a true enemy seeks to end us,” she said.

      “And how can we trust you?” asked Havin.

      Rather than respond, Margaret strode into the clearing where her guards had made a fire and gathered near it to warm her fingers. “Please, come join us,” she said and turned her back to them. One of her guards raised a brow at this, and she shrugged. The only way to gain their trust was to appear nonchalant about any potential threats the monarchs posed.

      Guards wearing a variety of colors moved about, laying down pillows and mats on the ground. As the Little Dozen Kingdom gathered together for the first time since the fall of Boahim, Margaret smiled. They might never again be united as one kingdom, but perhaps they could unite in their purpose.

      “Tell us why you imagine the Senators to be a threat to us.” This from a wiry man of short stature who sat on a stack of pillows. His brown mustache twitched as he spoke, giving him the look of a beaver rather than a king.

      Margaret inclined her head in his direction. “One has only to look at the Meridi Pass to understand why they are our enemy. While murder is against the Thirteen, the battle between my kingdom and Shad is not the first dispute to arise. The evil committed against our peoples stretched far beyond anything King Havin or myself could have done. They slaughtered indiscriminately, and then raged quakes that killed innocent people across all of our lands.”

      “One could argue that you were deserving of such punishment.”

      Margaret’s eyes narrowed. He was not a beaver but a weasel, a sneaky rodent ready to sabotage the meeting. She would have to be careful with him. “And your people? Were they deserving of punishment? What did they do to deserve to have their homes destroyed and families killed by falling debris or gaping holes in the ground?”

      When he didn’t answer, Margaret continued, “There is more to this than the murders at the Pass. The Senators use magic. Real magic. The very magic supposedly removed from the world centuries ago by the original Boahim Senate. In Alexander, we spent a great deal of time researching Senate members and discovered that they…they aren’t human. Those we thought of as representatives are much more than that. They’re gods.”

      Some of them laughed at her, including King Damiano Carrasco of Monpoli, but one face remained still as stone. Havin looked upon her as if seeing her for the first time. Was it respect she saw in his eyes? The moment the thought crossed her mind, his features changed to impassive, and he glanced away.

      “You expect us to believe this?”

      “Your mind is addled, cousin.”

      “Children often lie to gain attention. It’s no wonder you would do the same. Someone of your age lacks the wisdom to rule.”

      The disparaging remarks continued around the fire as if Margaret were invisible. King Adir of Sadai stood from his small stool, his tall frame casting an eerie shadow about them, and all talk ceased.

      Had Margaret stood, no one would have noticed. She repressed a sigh.

      “I believe Queen Margaret. While it is an understandably difficult concept to believe, my own research and that of Grand Master Bredych of the Order of Amaska has led to the same conclusions. Those we call the Thirteen are alive and ruling over us from the Boahim Senate. This would explain their use of magic, and the Senate’s ability to appear all-knowing.”

      Havin stood, his frown casting wrinkles across his brow. “I, too, believe this. There are many unanswered questions I’ve had over the years, and this…this would explain much.”

      Beside Margaret, Catia paled as she clutched her hands together. “If this is true, I have no interest in fighting them. To fight the Thirteen is utter madness. We have no hope of winning a conflict of that nature, no matter what the reason.”

      “You say there is evidence they are the Thirteen?” asked Damiano, and when she nodded, he added, “Then show us. Prove it, or this meeting is finished.”

      Margaret snapped her fingers and her two guardsmen approached carrying several saddlebags filled to bursting with scrolls, parchments, and more than a few books.

      “The oldest of documents, a book known only as The Circle, confirms that the Senate’s creation was intended to help the Little Dozen, not harm it. Every document we found points towards the truth that our Senators are the Thirteen. Even the very number of them. Why would twelve kingdoms need thirteen representatives? Why not stop with twelve? The power they have…have any of you been down to the Pass itself?”

      When no one nodded, she continued, “The very earth is split asunder. Gaping chasms swallowed our people, chasms opened and controlled by these Senators. Have any of you ever known anyone with such power? Who else would but the Thirteen themselves?”

      Margaret pointed at the parchments before her. “Look at them. Decade after decade, the same faces. The same Senators. No familial appearances are that strong across so many years.”

      No one made move to study the documents, but they listened as she recounted everything her research had uncovered. By the time she finished, no one spoke. No one needed to.

      “They really are the Thirteen then.” The weasel’s mustache remained still on his face, the corners of it downturned in disappointment. “I…I think I need to return to my kingdom posthaste.”

      When others nodded in agreement, Margaret held up a hand. “Please wait. Nothing has changed. Yes, our Senators are gods, but they possess an evilness that needs combating if we are to survive.”

      “What they possess is power, Queen Margaret. The kind that smotes anyone willing to go against them. I realize your family is dead, but mine is not. I value growing old enough to see my grandchildren born,” said Catia as she brushed dried leaves from her skirts.

      Havin was the last to stand, but even he turned to his guards and made to leave.

      “We are lost then,” whispered Margaret. “Lost.”
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        * * *

      

      Calling upon the name of Sharmus meant the potential of healing or protection, though sometimes people called upon him solely to call upon anyone at all. Sharmus did his best to listen, but as his siblings drained Boahim of its magic, his ability to hear the people of Boahim wavered.

      Even now, as he walked among them, their words mushed together into a garbled mess he could barely hear, let alone understand. Maybe magic’s fading had stolen his hearing and comprehension, or maybe he had lived too long amongst his siblings to decipher the mass of words.

      The group split from each other, leaving one woman to stand alone on the cliff. Below her, death painted the ground crimson and ebony, death brought about by his siblings, and Sharmus sighed. It was long past time for he and his kind to fade from the world.

      A woman with long, dark hair stood a short distance away from a group of people, and while her face was turned away from him, Sharmus would know her anywhere. His veil kept him from view, though Queen Margaret turned in his direction, her gaze searching for something that wasn’t visible.

      Her eyes narrowed, and she gave the air a brief sniff before she shook her head.

      “Please, don’t leave,” she called to rest of the group. “If you do, the Senate wins. The Thirteen will continue their destruction until nothing remains.”

      Her words rang with truth, a truth he could hear. He focused on her with complete concentration. The Little Dozen Kingdoms’ rulers shuddered at the sudden chill when Sharmus gave a long exhale, rooting them in place.

      “What have you done?” cried Damiano as he tried to lift his foot and failed. “What evil have you cast to keep us in this place?”

      She raised both hands. “I am not responsible for your predicament. Perhaps it’s the Thirteen you cling to in fear.”

      Sharmus grinned at her gumption. “No wonder they fear you,” he whispered.

      Wide eyed, they glanced at one another until Havin said, “Something walks among us. Be you friend or foe?”

      Sharmus removed the cloak from his head first, followed by his shoulders and body. Havin tried to kneel, and finding his feet still stuck, he bowed deeply at the waist. “Senator Raj, w-what brings you to the Meridi Pass?”

      Margaret noted the deep green of his cloak and his lack of weapons. “Sharmus, you honor us with your presence.”

      While Damiano nearly fell over himself in his attempt to curry favor with the god, the others paled and fell on their rears as they attempted to flee.

      “Why am I not surprised that you would be the one to recognize my true identity?” said Sharmus to Margaret. “How could you tell?”

      “Your cloak is green, a color long synonymous with healing, and I recognized your picture from older sketches in a variety of notes about the founding of Boahim. Also, when your cloak moved, I could see your hooves beneath them. You mentioned someone feared me. Who?”

      “The Senate, or the Thirteen. Whatever you wish to call us.” Sharmus rubbed his thumb and index finger together, releasing the rulers’ feet. When several made to leave, he wagged a finger at them. “Please stay.”

      “Excuse me, Senator Raj, but you admit to being He, Sharmus, and one of the Thirteen?” asked Catia.

      Sharmus nodded and pointed to the fire. “Let us sit and talk.”

      While their expressions ranged from disbelief to outright fear, they reclaimed their seats about the fire and waited for him to speak. When he didn’t, Margaret interceded. “My God, please tell us why you are here.”

      “The Thirteen have marked you for death, young queen. You who have outed them and marked them as enemies of the people. They sent me here to warn you to stop this foolishness. A battle against us will only end in death—yours and those you love.”

      She opened her mouth, but he shook his head. “I’m not going to kill you, Margaret, fear not.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      The god closed his eyes. For them it was the briefest of moments, but for him, a lifetime as Luthia’s prophecy resounded in his head. If he chose the humans’ side in this, the prophecy would surely come true and the Thirteen destroyed, but if he didn’t…

      Sharmus smiled. “I was sent with a different purpose, but it was my own that brought me here. No one could force me to walk where I am not wanted, so I say to you, I am not here to harm you, not intentionally.”

      He turned to face Havin. “You know she speaks the truth, and yet you don’t trust her.”

      The King flinched and said, “She’s responsible for my son’s death.”

      “She is no more responsible for it than her sister was. Your son was responsible for himself, though I would say he learned much in the ways of torture from watching you. You would do well to cease blaming her for your incompetence. Besides, it was Itovah who took your son.”

      “You would go against your own family?” asked Catia.

      “When they are determined to be wrong, I would. Besides, we grow tired. The world no longer needs us, and we no longer need each other. It is time for us to rest now.”

      Havin laughed. “Beings that can live forever, with magic and power, and you wish to rest? I don’t believe it.”

      “Just because you would use such powers doesn’t mean you should,” said Margaret.

      Sharmus nodded. “We’ve long had the power some of you seek, and what did we do with it? We frightened the very beings who made our existence worthwhile. Then we set to slaughtering them. The time for gods is past, as the prophecy states. It is time for us to be at peace with our coming mortality. The longer we live, the closer we draw to death.”

      Margaret tilted her head. “Is that why Senator Montero…I mean Asti died?”

      “And my brother, Diomus. I’ve spoken too much. I came here only to confirm what Margaret said.”

      The fire popped, and twelve sets of shoulders flinched. When no one else magically appeared, nervous laughter scattered across the clearing. Havin stood and with a glance at Sharmus, strode away.

      Following him to the cliff’s edge, Sharmus said nothing to allow the king a moment with his thoughts. When the king spoke, he did so at a whisper. “I’ll not help you die, you nor the rest of the Thirteen.”

      “You would rather fight a civil war against the Alexandrians?”

      Havin nodded. “At least that fight makes sense. What would it gain me to attack the Thirteen, other than my people dead?”

      “You’re approaching this all wrong. Rather than seeing what could be, you’re looking at it this in terms of what it will gain you, which matters not at all.”

      “It matters to me,” King Havin hissed as he kicked a rock over the cliff’s edge. “I’ll not have my people dying for nothing.”

      Being the God of Healing, Sharmus was used to people thinking of him as a benevolent deity, but healers fought daily. The body was no less a battlefield, and when Sharmus turned his gaze on Havin, the man’s confidence drained from him like a mudslide. “I did not say you had a choice, Havin. You are mine to command, or have you forgotten the treaties between your people and mine?”

      “Y-Yes, Senator Raj, I mean Lord Sharmus.”

      Sharmus allowed his eyes to spark a moment longer before returning them to a peaceful green. “Withdraw from Alexander. They are not your enemy. Focus your efforts on uniting the Little Dozen Kingdoms for the battle to come.”

      The man before him squirmed, but in the end, he acquiesced before returning to the summit. Sharmus draped his cloak about him and remained long enough to see what he wanted. What he needed.

      It would have to be enough.

      His aching joints reminded Sharmus of how much magic he had used to travel to the Pass and how much would be used returning to the island. He rubbed his shoulder with the palm of his hand.

      It was far past time to rest. But first, he would face whatever punishment his siblings deemed necessary for failing to kill Margaret.
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      One moment Sharmus stood at the cliff’s edge, and the next, a bright ball of light shot up into the sky. By the time the light faded and Margaret’s eyes ceased burning, the God of Healing was gone. Of those at the gathering, most sighed with visible relief, but Margaret bit her lip. Now that one of the Thirteen wasn’t present, would those gathered agree to her terms?

      She glanced up to find eleven people staring at her, and she resisted the urge to leap on her horse and ride home. This is what she had wanted—a united Little Dozen Kingdoms—united against the Boahim Senate. So why did she feel as if she were walking through a forest full of Tribor? Margaret forced a smile out of thin lips. “I guess we have their attention,” she said.

      “In this case, I don’t see that as a positive,” said Catia. The silver in her hair sparkled in the firelight, much like Sharmus’s had. The Little Dozen Kingdoms’ rulers remained seated around the fire pit. Damiano refused to meet her gaze, as did Havin, and the rest met her with a mix of consternation and outright fear.

      “I believe this should serve as confirmation that the Senate are the Thirteen. In fact, it appears that some of them wish to rest and leave us be. I see this as a positive,” said Margaret.

      Catia rubbed her gloved hands together near the fire. “So how do we do this then? We all come to some sort of agreement? How do we kill gods? You said you’ve killed one before?”

      At this, Havin’s face paled. “How? How could you kill a god?”

      “Senator Whitlen…Itovah…threatened me. We were speaking through the orb in Alesta, and when she tried stepping through it, I panicked and smashed it. When the glass broke, it beheaded her. Killed her.”

      “Itovah’s not the only one dead.” Havin’s hands clenched into fists in his lap. “At the Meridi Pass, when the quakes began, Senator Ammons died. Don’t ask me how because I don’t know. He sent a bright light towards the front line of fighters and then collapsed.”

      Margaret nodded. “Senator Montero came to Alesta during that battle to deliver a message to me. Afterwards, he died, though his wound wasn’t fatal. Something about their use of magic is draining them of their life force, but how is that possible? They’re gods.”

      “How did the orb kill Senator Whitlen?” asked Catia.

      “That at least makes sense. The orbs use magic so perhaps her casting such a powerful spell left her vulnerable in some way, weak enough for the orb’s destruction to kill her. I certainly meant her no direct harm, and yet I did. With three of them dead, ten remain.”

      “Ten is ten too many,” said Damiano.

      “If everyone here were to return home and call their senators, give them a reason to come through the orbs, then maybe everyone could shatter them. Maybe it would kill a few more. It would certainly make future battles easier.”

      Havin cleared his throat. “You’re asking us to murder them.”

      “That should be easy enough for you,” said Catia.

      “I kill when it’s needed and nothing more.”

      “Is that why you killed my father with your pet?” Once the words started, Margaret’s heart refused to stop them. “What did I ever do to you to deserve death? Admit it, you kill when it suits you, and you enjoy it!”

      Damiano shot up from his cushion like it had sprouted thorns. “Enough arguing. Whatever we need to do, we will do it. Agree here and now, before all.”

      Margaret ground her teeth but nodded in agreement. There would be plenty of time for Havin to pay for his crimes. “Agreed. Those of you with representatives remaining will attempt to kill them. You will send messages to the rest of us on what occurred. We will make decisions on the next steps from there.”

      “Why do I need to agree?” asked Catia. “My senator, the goddess Itovah, is already dead.”

      Queen Beleviar of Nicen raised her hand. “As is mine. I’m not certain why all of us must be in concordance.”

      “What we are doing—the destruction of not just the Boahim Senate but the Thirteen themselves—will have wide stretching implications across all of the Little Dozen Kingdoms. The Thirteen laws will no longer be enforced by the Senate. Our every action will no longer be observed and weighed. Our actions will change everything. We will be free,” said Margaret.

      At first, no one spoke. Then one by one, they swore agreement. For the first time in hundreds of years, the Little Dozen Kingdoms were unified.

      It should have lifted her spirits to see them agree to work together, but something lurked beneath their words—something dark, something disparate. When the last ruler avowed to destroy the Thirteen, a tightness settled over her shoulders.

      “What’s that?” asked Catia.

      Margaret wrapped her hands around her shoulders. “You feel it too?”

      “Like an itch I can’t scratch,” said Havin. “Sharmus?”

      The others glanced around the circle, but the god wasn’t visible. Damiano opened his mouth to speak, then closed it.

      “We swore before those we intend to destroy. I suspect this…feeling…will persist until we do that which we’ve sworn to uphold.” Havin pursed his lips. “I suppose the details of this revolt should be determined.”

      King Ermen Clavine, a quiet man of slight stature, cleared his throat. “Naribor is the furthest journey from this Pass, meaning we would need to agree upon a date at least twenty days from now, if not longer.”

      “We should attempt to break the orbs on the twenty-fifth of Anurus. That would give everyone enough time to travel home and plan their attempts in more detail,” said Margaret.

      “On the Feast of the Thirteen?”

      Margaret nodded at Catia. “They won’t expect an attack on their holiest of days. It will pique their curiosity and concern them if the rulers stop their thanks to cry out for help.”

      “After all, why should we leave offerings for those who have continually lied to us and are actively trying to kill their believers?” Havin scratched his chin as he thought. “The twenty-fifth of Anurus is perfect.”

      When the rest agreed, Catia sighed. “Since you all have agreed to this madness, I can do naught but follow along. At what time should we focus our efforts?”

      “High noon,” said Margaret.

      Ermen cleared his throat again. “The sun is not highest everywhere at once, cousin. Deciding a time is not as simple as that.”

      To have forgotten such an early lesson…warmth spread to Margaret’s cheeks.

      A time chart was produced and the candlemark upon which each ruler would attempt to contact their senators was decided. By the time they had finished, Margaret’s back ached from sitting still for so long, and she stood to stretch.

      “One more question, if you don’t mind, cousin,” said Queen Catia as she, too, stood, one hand massaging her back muscles. “There are twelve of us to their thirteen. Agaia represents no kingdom, though she will need to be…dealt with as well. Perhaps you could call on her? Since you have experience in killing a god.”

      “I have no way to contact any member of the Boahim Senate as my orb is broken. However, your orb is intact, as is Nicen’s. Either of you could call on Agaia. Honestly, we have no way of guaranteeing that any one of us will be answered by our representatives. I say that those who have orbs attempt to make contact with the Thirteen, ask for help, and do what is necessary to harm them. It’s unlikely that our plans will kill all of the Thirteen. The best we can hope for is lessening their number.”

      Havin nodded. “I say Beleviar and Catia should both try. It does no harm and if we’re lucky, perhaps it will help us in our attempt.”

      When the other rulers nodded, the two queens agreed, though Catia sighed heartedly in response. Before anyone could comment further, Margaret gave a single nod and strode past her guards toward the horses. She led hers out of the clearing and into the surrounding trees. In the privacy of the forest, she allowed her shoulders to slump forward as she bit back a sob. Her guards ignored her moment of weakness as they followed.

      The plan was in place and yet something lay unsettled in the pit of her stomach.

      It wasn’t until she was mounted and galloping towards Alesta that she remembered the look on Havin’s face as he had learned she had killed a god.

      The glee in his eyes…

      Her bones trembled all the way home.
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        The City of Alesta

      

      

      Leolin stared at the old man and forced himself to take a deep breath. By the time the walls had been breached, most of Margaret’s council had fled to safety, the exceptions being Her Holiness of the Holy Few and Lord Cornish. It was the latter that drove Leolin to insanity this morning as he stood inside the new council chambers, the previous having been appropriated for those injured or seeking shelter inside the safety of the castle.

      Somewhere outside, Captain Fenton held off the Shadian army while the queen’s physician patched up whoever still had limbs to use in the fight. All while Leolin was stuck inside with a poor excuse of a vassal. He glanced up at Lord Cornish, and the man’s cheeks were flushed as he opened his mouth to speak.

      “Most of Her Majesty’s council is dead, young man, and with the queen off galivanting through the Pass, the likelihood of her return is slim. As slim as us winning this war. Someone must step forward and rein in this battle. Considering my friendship with Her Majesty’s late father, the Thirteen bless him, I am privileged to accept this duty myself. Her Majesty would want this, of that I’m sure.”

      The man carried on with a list of reasons why he should make the necessary decisions, which included everything from his vast intelligence to his lengthy experience giving advice to the royal family, which they “always considered helpful.” It was everything Leolin could do not to drown out the old man as nothing Lord Cornish said was helpful in the least.

      So far as Leolin knew, Margaret had planned to retire Lord Cornish to his estates when the Shadians attacked, but nothing Leolin said could convince the man of that truth. Her Holiness sat silently at the end of the table, her face still despite the magical quakes that shook the walls around them. There were fewer quakes since the battle at the Pass. Not that it mattered with the Shadian army emulating them with their trebuchet.

      “Are you listening to me, young man?” asked Lord Cornish.

      Leolin ceased pacing to glare. “Listening to what? You say nothing of consequence. There’s an army outside our walls, walls I might add that have been breached twice now. Unless you wish to take up sword and join in the fight, I can’t see how you’ll help. It’s Captain Fenton making the real decisions⁠—”

      “Now just a moment, young man. I’ll have you know I fought⁠—”

      “Yes, yes, we know—in the Little War of Three—but that was quite a while ago, Lord Cornish. It would be wise to leave the fighting to those more able bodied. I ask again, what decisions do you think need making outside those of military consequence?”

      Lord Cornish rose from his chair, standing tall and stiff in his outrage. Before he could protest, Her Holiness broke the silence with a simple tap on the table. “Her Majesty would wish those of us remaining to work together. Fighting like children over who leads misses the point entirely. Are we not her council? What is our purpose but to work together?”

      Heat spread across Leolin’s cheeks, and he bit back a curse. “My apologies, Your Holiness, for my behavior. I should know better than to participate in squabbles, especially when we are at war.” He waved his hand in Lord Cornish’s direction and waited for an apology that would not come.

      As expected, Lord Cornish merely cleared his throat.

      “Has there been any word from Her Majesty?” asked Her Holiness.

      Leolin shook his head. “Not since the message she sent when she arrived at the Pass.”

      “Why was she allowed to go to the Pass in the first place?”

      It was a genuine belly laugh that escaped Leolin as he stared at Lord Cornish. “Would you seriously propose to tell the Queen what she can and can’t do? Not even I can do that.”

      “That’s the purpose of this council. To advise her and make her see reason.”

      Here we go again. Leolin glanced at Her Holiness to see the polite mask had returned.

      There was a light knock at the door before it opened, and Bredych stepped through. Lord Cornish frowned as if something foul dangled from the tip of his nose, but the Amaskan paid him no mind.

      “Has there been any word?” asked Bredych.

      “That information is necessary only to those official members of Her Majesty’s council, of which you are not.” Lord Cornish jabbed a finger in the Amaskan’s direction. “Why are we allowing a murderer into this room, let alone this Kingdom? This is why someone needs to be making the important decisions in Her Majesty’s absence…”

      “Someone like you?” Leolin’s cheeks flushed as the words escaped him, despite his promise to maintain civility with the old fool. He inclined his head. “My apologies, Your Holiness. It seems the late candlemark leaves my tongue uncivil.”

      Bredych claimed the empty chair beside Leolin with a heavy sigh. “I will assume then that no word has come from the Pass. What word from Captain Fenton regarding the city walls?”

      “The walls have been fortified and should hold for the time being, but our army’s comprised of those with little training and those so injured they shouldn’t be fighting at all. Somehow Fenton has managed to hold the Shadians off, but if Margaret doesn’t return soon, we won’t last the season.”

      The moment Leolin ceased speaking, Lord Cornish shook a finger at him. “You leave me no choice, Lieutenant. If events are as dire as that, someone must lead. As the highest ranking member of this council, I will step up in Her Majesty’s absence. Several surrounding cities could send fighters to our aid. I’ll have messages sent at once so that we might strengthen the city’s defenses. Those who can’t help should be sent away. We have no time to protect the helpless…”

      Her Holiness frowned. “My lord, that is the sole purpose of this city—protecting those who need it most.”

      “Pulling fighters from the smaller towns will only leave them defenseless. For now, I suggest we all make decisions together until Her Majesty’s return. I would also add that you are not the highest rank present. That honor would go to Her Holiness,” said Bredych.

      Lord Cornish worried the inside of his cheek. While he said nothing, Leolin watched as the man jotted down notes on a scrap of paper—probably his plans for seizing the crown—and Leolin made a note to ensure no messenger birds were sent without full council approval. “I agree that removing support from our cities⁠—”

      “Our?” asked Lord Cornish.

      “Yes, our as in Alexandrian. I meant no slight, nor did I intend any assumptions.”

      Bredych sighed. “My lord, you may be one of Her Majesty’s vassals, but it is no secret that Her Majesty values Leolin’s insight more than yours. Should their relationship continue to develop, you might well be speaking to your future king, a fact you should remember when choosing your words.”

      The wine in Leolin’s mouth burned as it tried escaping through his nose. While it was true that he loved Margaret and shared her bed, two facts that were not secret throughout the city, he had never envisioned a future where he wore the crown. While his guts churned at the idea, the reminder silenced Lord Cornish, a fact for which everyone seemed grateful.

      “As I was saying, these towns you speak of have been sacked by the Shadians on their way to Alesta. Those who have not are safe only because of their fighters—those same fighters you wish to remove. I have no doubt Margaret would be against such actions. We’ll have to find other means of keeping the city safe.”

      When no one responded, Leolin continued. “I suspect we all want the same thing—for Queen Margaret to return posthaste, and for the Shadian army to retreat. My recommendation is that Her Holiness and the other healers continue to help the wounded while we three do what we can to aid Captain Fenton and our fighters. Perhaps we should meet less to talk about what to do and spend more time with the doing.”

      Lord Cornish remained silent though the other two nodded their assent. After they left and only Bredych remained behind, the Amaskan’s brows furrowed as he stared at the unlit fireplace. Crammed into what had once been King Leon’s sitting room, the room felt smaller than Leolin remembered, a feeling that doubled as Bredych began to pace.

      “If the queen doesn’t return soon, she won’t have a crown to return to.”

      Leolin studied the Amaskan as he wore footprints into a small blue rug on the floor. In the short while Margaret had been gone, Bredych had aged. Well into his seventies, every wrinkle was more pronounced as worried. “I fear you’re correct. Lord Cornish will do everything he can to steal control from her.”

      “Leaving her people behind during a war could be seen as abandonment. Some might argue she’s abdicated her crown.”

      “Who would listen to his complaint? The Senate?” Leolin laughed, though his shoulders hitched up as they tensed. If someone did complain to them…

      When he sucked in air between his teeth, Bredych nodded. “A new king, someone not directly of the Poncett line means the Shadians wouldn’t have a reason to attack. The war would end, not to mention any conflict with the Senate themselves, and everything would return to normal. The people of Alexander would be hard pressed to find fault in that.”

      “Oh gods,” whispered Leolin.

      “We can prevent him from sending any messages from Alesta, but how do you stop someone from talking with their gods?”

      “I-I didn’t think of that. We can’t. There’s nothing we can do but hope Margaret returns soon.” When Leolin glanced up, Bredych’s face was shadowed in deep in thought. Whatever the Amaskan was planning, he wanted none of it. Leolin finished his wine and fled the room.
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        257 Atlinas 23rd —City of Alesta

      

      

      Stone slabs and lumber stakes shored up most holes in the city walls. Every day brought another weakness in the city’s defenses as the Shadian army broke through another portion of wall, Leolin sighed. Perhaps Lord Cornish had been right—maybe it was time to abandon the city as lost—but as he paced across the castle battlement, his gaze hovered on the corner of wall where Margaret had fled Alesta. His gaze shifted towards a tree where he had kissed her one evening during a leisurely walk. Memory after memory rolled across his mind.

      There was no way he could leave the city. To abandon it to the Shadians would be sacrilege. Besides, Margaret would never forgive him, so he continued pacing as he waited for some miracle to save them. Queen Margaret’s troops were scattered across the city and by their slumped shoulders and dull eyes, even Leolin had to admit that the soldiers had given up.

      Men and women leaned against heaps of crumbled stone as they caught sleep when and where they could. Some drank water or nibbled on stale bread and cheese as the sun rose. Once the sky was light enough, the fighting would resume and Her Majesty’s people would continue to die.

      Someone’s footsteps skittered across the stone floor in a hurry as they approached Leolin, and he swore. What fresh hell would this messenger bring? Would it be a summons from Lord Cornish or worse, a report on how many had died the day before?

      “Lieutenant, a message for you!” the boy called as he approached. “From Her Majesty!”

      Leolin’s heart leapt in his chest and for a moment, it forgot how to beat. Let the news be good. Thirteen knows we don’t have it in us for another sustained battle.

      The boy handed him the scrap of parchment and waited while Leolin unfolded it.

      
        
        L,

        

        We are united.

        

        M.

      

      

      He didn’t stop running until he reached Captain Fenton. He could hear the messenger boy running behind him over his own breathing, and when Leolin stopped, the boy wasn’t even winded. “I’ve been too long in the castle,” he said to the captain as he passed him the note.

      “If you’re huffing like that then yes! Grab your sword, Lieutenant, and I’ll put you to work.” The captain unfolded the parchment and scanned the message. “Great news for the future, but who’s going to tell this to the lad out there convinced he’s tasked with killing us all?”

      Leolin grinned. “I would guess that’s your job, Captain.”

      “Without his father here, he won’t stop. Shadians hate like Tribor; they’re relentless in their killing.”

      “Then perhaps we send that fool home in pieces.”

      Captain Fenton glanced down at the note before passing it back to Leolin. “I never thought I’d say this, but let’s hope she brings King Bajit with her.”

      “Lieutenant Leolin, sir, do you have a return message for Her Majesty?”

      Despite the messenger boy waiting near his elbow, Leolin had managed to forget his existence until the lad spoke. “I’m sorry to keep you waiting, but no, no return message,” he said, and the boy scampered off towards the castle.

      “I’m surprised he followed you out here. Brave boy. Perhaps he might be interested in joining the royal guard in the future.” Captain Fenton directed a group of men bearing a piece of the city wall towards the last gap, and then turned back to Leolin. “Meet me outside the walls. Let’s give our queen a proper welcome home.”

      It wasn’t until Leolin was at the city gate that he paused. His Queen wouldn’t relish a blood bath as a welcome, especially after returning from the Meridi Pass. What had this war done to him—to them all—that they could think cheerfully about bloodshed?

      The message burned in his brain. A united Boahim. Too bad Prince Amar of Shad wouldn’t care. When the gate opened, Leolin’s sword was ready as he led the charge towards the Shadians.

      One voice shouted, then another, until the Royal Army took up a chant. Leolin stabbed a man to his left and added his voice to the cry.

      “For Boahim!”
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        * * *

      

      Prince Amar towered over people with his impressive height, but astride his horse, a halfling born of a stolen battle steed out of Sadai, he sat like a god stepped down from above to lead his people to victory. Rather than his wiry and lithe build, he pictured himself to be more like Anur, God of War and Justice, with a warrior’s frame and beautiful enough that warriors would weep to be near him.

      That is, he pictured all of this until one Alexandrian shot a bow at his horse, nearly hitting her in the flank. The archer missed, but that wasn’t the point. The arrow’s close proximity worried the horses around him into bumping his lady until she bore dust and mud instead of her beautiful golden coat. They’d ruined Amar’s boots as well, and he scowled when his fingers failed to remove the scuffs.

      Instead of the picture of perfection, his dirty self sat upon a dirty horse upon a pile of dirt rather than a proper hill as he watched his troops fight to regain footing after yesterday’s battle. Something had given new life to the Alexandrian Army as they had renewed the battle with vigor. “No sight of their queen?” he asked one of the Tribor beside him.

      “No, Your Highness.”

      Dust kicked up as a rider approached the “hill,” and Amar raised a brow. “Perhaps this is word now.”

      A simple Shadian guardsman, he dismounted in a hurry and bowed low to the ground before offering a piece of parchment to Amar who gestured for the Tribor to take it first. When the assassin began to open it, Prince Amar slapped the man’s hands. “That message is for me.”

      To the guardsman, he gave the briefest of nods to dismiss him.

      “If it’s for you, why’d you have me take it?”

      Amar scowled. “Why should I sully myself by touching him, hmm? Proper etiquette dictates that someone of your station receive it for me, then pass it along. Don’t they teach you anything in that cult of yours?” The Tribor frowned but remained silent. When Amar opened the parchment, he let out a curse before throwing it to the ground. He bit his lip to keep from kicking his horse and when that did not cool his temper, he dismounted and scuffed his boots further by kicking a large rock.

      “Bad news?”

      “I’d ask you not to assume, but your kind excels at nothing else.”

      The Tribor laughed, a grating sound that gave Amar a headache. Why his father kept these pests around escaped him, though they had proven decent enough at fighting when attacking the Alexandrians.

      “Are your men ready?” he asked the Tribor beside him.

      “They are. They await your word, Your Highness.”

      “My father wishes us to withdraw.” He wasn’t sure why he said the parchment’s message aloud, only that doing so gave him a perverse sense of joy. “As long as my father has his way, there will be no justice for my brother. Would you follow me into battle, even if it means defying my father?”

      The Tribor laughed again, but this time the pitch was deeper, more serious as the man nodded. “Soon your father will pass like all the others, and you’ll be our King. Young though you are, you understand that there’s no Justice to be found in peace.”

      “Then at sunset, we attack.”

      “At sunset.”

      The Tribor urged his horse forward to spread the word, and Amar smiled as he patted his lady on the neck. Without their queen, the Alexandrian Army would stretch itself thin fighting both the Shadians and Tribor. If their queen showed up, they would divide her up as well.
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        * * *

      

      The man possessed a name, though it was unknown to Prince Amar. No Tribor gave their name to anyone as their existence became only Tribor, but even if the man had given it to the conceited prince, the prince was too careless to recall it. He was the only one that mattered.

      He and the Queen of Alexander.

      He lusted after her death the way one lusted after their first woman. The Tribor snorted as he approached his brother who sheltered beneath a tall tree. “He wishes to attack at sunset,” he whispered, and his brother nodded. “King Bajit sent a message. Did you read it when it came through?”

      Another nod.

      “Then you know we can’t allow the fool to attack.”

      His brother glanced to where the prince had returned to his horse, his dirty armor clean of anything that mattered. “Let him attack, on his head be it. We’ll be halfway to the Pass before he realizes we’re gone. Maybe the fool will get himself killed in the process and save us the trouble.”

      “Perhaps. Still, we must report the defiance to the King.”

      His brother nodded. “The message will be sent. Be ready to leave before sunset. Itovah’s honor.”

      “Itovah’s honor.”

      The few Tribor nearby retreated further into the woods as word of the peace treaty spread. The man would join them shortly, but first, he needed to alert those Tribor hidden within the Shadian army.

      Personally, he was never a believer in peace, but the Tribor followed King Bajit. If he ordered it so, it would be done. Justice would find a way no matter now or three weeks from now. When the fool prince attacked tonight, he’d be waiting for a second attack that would never come.

      Good riddance to spoiled brats. Itovah’s honor.
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        257 Atlinas 28th

      

      

      How many are there?” asked Margaret as she tugged at her horse’s reins.

      “More than I like.” Her guardsman held a spyglass to one eye as he scanned the city walls. Mostly bare of Alexandrians, the outer walls were pierced with holes and some parts were little more than crumbled heaps of gray rubble. “The way the Shadian army’s set, I don’t think the battle’s stopped.”

      That was Margaret’s assumption as well, and she shook her head. “How far behind us is King Bajit?”

      “A day. Maybe half-a-day if we’re lucky.”

      Neither side fought at the moment, as the barest of yellows and pinks painted the horizon. Ahead of them, several guards paced back and forth in front of the city walls, though they wore Shad’s purple rather than Alexander’s blue.

      Something glittered atop a parapet as someone crouched down, their sword drawn. On a whim, Margaret removed her short sword and held it aloft. A couple of calculated tilts signaled to whomever was on the wall that assistance was needed.

      Beside her, the guardsman scowled. “Your Majesty, that could be the enemy. You’ve given them our position!”

      “Captain Fenton would never allow the enemy inside our walls.”

      “My apologies, Your Majesty, but what if Captain Fenton’s…gone? Look at the walls. Alesta’s probably overrun with Shadians at this point. I can’t protect Your Majesty if we’re discovered.”

      She did not bother reminding the man of her position. It would not have solved anything as he considered his orders from Bredych to be above her own. It was one thing to protect her and another to stifle her. A cry at the gate distracted her from figuring out how to transverse the army outside, and the sounds of metal on metal reached them.

      Margaret crouched behind the grove of maquis shrubs that served as their hiding spot. “What do you see?”

      At first, her guardsman remained silent, and then a muttered oath passed his lips, followed by an apology to her person. She didn’t have to wait long to decipher his concern as the sounds of hoofbeats approached. A small group of fighters in blue pushed their way through the Shadian army while a black horse carried a man towards them at a gallop. For all his hair had grown in, she’d recognize his sharp nose anywhere.

      Bredych urged his horse forward as bodies fell to his sword. With the Shadians engaged with her army, only a few minutes passed until Bredych reached her. “Your Majesty, your presence is quite welcome to these eyes.”

      He removed a knot of clothes from his satchel and tossed it to her. “Drape this cloak over you. When you hear the whistle, ride for the walls at all speed.”

      A million questions plagued her, but she did as she was told. There would be time later to ask what had occurred in her absence. The cloak reeked of horse sweat and manure, and she breathed through her mouth to keep the stench from her nostrils.

      The whistle came sooner than she’d expected, and she pulled herself into the saddle as Bredych swatted its croup with the flat of his hand. The horse leapt forward, bolting in the Shadian’s direction, and she unsheathed her blade. Beside her, Bredych did the same.

      Someone made a grab for her horse, and she kicked the Shadian in the jaw. Another man stubbled into her mount’s path, his cries lost as her horse trampled him. The cloak disguised her identity, but the Shadians cared little as they saw her only as Alexandrian and thus, their enemy. A sharp whistle cut the air and combat ahead cleared a path for them.

      The whistle repeated and beside her, Bredych pointed at a dark-haired man leading a second group of Alexandrian fighters towards them. The man turned, giving Margaret a clear glimpse of Captain Fenton. In the moment she took to urge her horse in his direction, a Shadian grabbed her horse’s reins.

      Her sword slid down into his chest where it caught on his ribs. After a second tug, she abandoned the blade to the dust. Daggers would do little in a major battle but it was better than no weapon at all. Margaret grabbed one from her waist while Bredych urged his horse closer to hers.

      The Alexandrian fighters formed a tight circle around her and her horse danced, eyes wide with fear. Like a wave, they carried her inside the city gates, though the fighting around her continued until a gap allowed them to close the gates. Captain Fenton held out a hand to help her dismount, seemingly ignoring the steady stream of blood trickling down his cheek.

      “Did my messages arrive?” she asked, and when he nodded, she frowned. “Let me guess, Prince Amar doesn’t believe a pact has been made?”

      “No, Your Majesty, though I’m not sure he cares either way. I don’t suppose you brought King Bajit with you?”

      “We believe he is a day or two behind us.”
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