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The Daughter of Lava is the third installment of the four-volume epic journey of Rahda and Roland in a heart-pounding blend of romance, fantasy, science fiction, and adventure, perfect for fans of Kushiel’s Dart, Cruel Beauty, Graceling, and Sea of Shadows.

Stunned when Prince Roland abdicates, Rahda’s family secrets surface she confronts the fact that she is the Sevradan heir. Forced to tackle her own demons while fielding threats from multiple factions, Rahda takes matters into her own hands, leads her army, and pushes the boundaries of her heart, her soul, and her future.

Everything Roland does—and has done for the last decade—is for Rahda and his belief that she is the true heir and the Sacred Soul. There is no doubt in his mind that she will save the continent. Sacrificing himself is the easy part. Losing Rahda will forever torment him if he is wrong.

The Daughter of Lava will have readers asking themselves, "Who Knows Your Secret?”

This novel is 61,000 words and is the third volume in a four-volume serial. This novel ends in a cliffhanger.
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Dedication
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Confidence doesn’t grow on trees. You must first walk through fire. The Daughter of Lava is dedicated to “fire walkers” everywhere.
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“The trees whisper, the rocks shake, fear thunders, yet, ever-so-slightly, hope springs up from within my heart. My soul knew the truth long before her form grew inside me: a new Sacred Soul emerges. Now war begins.”

Fernley Sevradan



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1


[image: ]




“Your new queen!” Roland shouts from the balcony, his voice echoing throughout Izkirka.

Vertigo crawls up my spine and explodes behind my eyes. The balcony shifts. My heart slams into bruised ribs. I don’t know what’s up or down right now.

Get a grip, Rahda. Roland must have some far-fetched, yet logical-sounding explanation for doing this.

No. I shake my head. There is no logical reason for any of this. I stare into his mesmerizing green eyes. The scarred and hooded Roland Rexus—Izkirka’s dark prince, the man I have been in love with for almost half my life, the man I was sent to kill—just abdicated the throne.

Not only that, he proclaimed me, as the last Sevradan, the Queen of Scarred Hearts and the Priestess of Reclaimed Souls, and the continent’s rightful heir. 

Below us, Izkirka’s citizens cheer, their thunderous voices reach a near deafening pitch, and my pulse elevates in unison. 

The Priestess of Reclaimed Souls...

The vertigo morphs into numbness.

I’m cold inside, outside, every side of me, and the only thing that feels real is the cold concrete beneath my fingers, and the concrete’s gritty material pressing into my back. 

The glimmer of a memory flashes before my eyes, and an instant later, the entire memory comes alive.

I am young, nine or ten years old, and I run into our house to tell my father something.

“Father, the marsh water is turning black. Why?” I ask, my voice thin and out of breath. My only goal was in beating Pareu before he could tell our parents this information.

My father looks up from behind a simple, dark colored desk, a thick book beneath his fingertips.

The page crinkles as he leafs through it, halting mid-turn, and I enjoy the sound it makes, as if the pages themselves had tiny heartbeats.

Beside him, the glow of a nearby candle shades in his deep wrinkles, while simultaneously highlighting his warm eyes. He pauses before answering.

“Several generations ago, a great sin was born, and the Goddess has been punishing the continent ever since.” His voice is soft, yet pragmatic. Father does not lie, so I believe it instantly.

“We should say we’re sorry, then, Father.”

A small smile stretches across his face. 

“Come here, Rahda,” he says, motioning for me to join him at the desk. He turns sideways, and I climb into his lap as his ink stained fingers gently fit around my thin shoulders. His tobacco scented voice is low when he says, “The Goddess waits for the one who will save her. She waits for the Priestess of Reclaimed Souls. One day this will make sense to you.”

The Priestess of Reclaimed Souls...

The memory fades and I’m back on the balcony.

My lungs refuse to operate, and my mind turns into a pile of mush.

A kaleidoscope of emotions rushes through me. It feels political. It feels very confusing, but more than anything, it feels right. The earlier numbness cracks, and something inside of me rejoices.

If I hadn’t seen, with my own eyes, that my family line traced all the way back to Amaris Sevradan, the Feeble Princess, I would think all of this was one huge, cruel joke.

But the way Roland looks at me tells me differently. His bright green eyes admire me, love me, respect me, and something... more. 

Darkness flashes behind his eyes.

He clasps my hands. They are rough and warm. The hands of a hard worker.

This is not something he just planned. Roland is a strategic thinker, a planner, and a cunning opponent. There is something dark, deep, and unforgiving in his countenance right now, like an internal battle is brewing heavily inside him, and, like any good army general, he’s putting the pieces into place.

I wish I could read his thoughts. All I can think about is how Roland’s uncle, Lord Jaucey, threatened to burn Izkirka to the ground if Roland didn’t declare Jaucey’s daughter the heir.

“Why are you doing this?” I whisper. He closes the distance between us as if he means to kiss me. At the last second, his head shifts and his lips are at my ear.

“We each have a role, Rahda. I do, you do. I’m not doing this because I love you; I’m doing it because it rights a wrong. I’ll explain everything to you tonight.”

With this, he does kiss me briefly on the cheek and Roland, with his hooded, secretive eyes, steps back into the palace and stands next to Cat, his chief of staff.

I’m alone on the balcony. With a deep breath, I look down.

And I see them, hundreds of the continent’s citizens. Dirty, poor faces. Clean, gleaming wealthy faces. Half-humans. And everything in between. Clapping. Cheering. Yelling. Crying.

Crying?

These are the citizens who lived in fear under Roland’s father’s rule and, after the barbarian king’s death, had turned cold and cynical during Roland’s mostly absent regency. 

I scan the faces, but it’s no use. I wouldn’t know anyone save a few souls—Dorni, a skilled medicine woman and a dear woman I’ve known for years; and Gilly and her grandmother, Wren Iddon, whom I only met a few hours ago.

As I look up, cloaked, brown shadows at the tops the buildings claim my attention.

Dark figures, like stealth assassins, stand erect atop each roof, and, upon closer inspection below, I find them interspersed with the population. A vibrating tingle crawls down my spine, and goosebumps ripple my flesh.

My eyes narrow. Earlier in the day, someone wearing a brown fabriskin robe followed me as I journeyed through the blue spike forest.

Assassins in plain sight? They remind me of the monk-assassins that Pareu used to tell me about. Shaking my head, I turn to say something to Roland, but his shadow is gone and, when I look back at the dark figures, they also are gone.

Overhead, the sky begins to darken again just as a boom thunders above us.

Mr. Underwood, Roland’s weapons expert, has fired off another one of his brilliant hover-flares.

The ball soars into the darkening clouds, hovers, and then explodes into a giant moon-like orb. Unlike the first flare at the start of the ceremony, where the color was a bright, sunny yellow hue, this one casts a lush ivory-white tint over a several-mile radius around the city.

It feels like a brand new day: fresh, warm, and celestial, like today is a new beginning.

Everything glows, even the harsh rust stains on the buildings in front of the palace. The anti-royal graffiti painted on a far wall now sort of resembles a soft mural, and the people below, decked out in their best, even if nothing but rags sewn together to make a robe, evolve into one living organism to me.

Precious.

Alive.

Worthy of attention.

I doubt I’ll ever understand why Roland did this. He risks his uncle’s wrath and promise of war. 

Does Roland think I can actually rule a kingdom? Not only that, that I want to rule a kingdom? 

All I’ve ever wanted was freedom. 

To live my life how I wanted to live it. 

No barriers. 

No obstacles. 

No rules. 

No forced loyalty, love, or devotion.

Shouldn’t everyone live that way? Without fear? Without uncertainty? 

The roar dies down, and an instant hush settles below.

That’s my cue. I see the microphone two feet away. I let go of the concrete half-wall and walk toward it.
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The steps take an agonizingly long time. I know it’s only a microphone, but what it projects will be more than just words. This moment will be their first impression of me.

And I am unprepared. Where is Roland? I want to strangle him.

Dear Goddess, will my voice even work?

“Good evening,” I say, my voice soft and shaking. “Thank you for being here and for welcoming me like a member of your family.” 

My words echo off the buildings and I wonder just how far my voice can be heard.

My entire body vibrates from sheer nerves and anticipation. In truth, I haven’t a clue of what I should say. But I’ll try for the right words, and if I get that wrong, I should at least sound sincere.

“I am not special,” I continue, and the faces below scan mine silently. Even children are mute. “I’m not better than you. I want the same things that you do.”

“All you want is power!” a male voice screams. 

While no one outright disagrees with him, slight murmurings can be heard.

“I have no power,” I reply more confidently to the voice. “I have no power because I have yet to earn your trust. I believe in a few firm principles. Freedom for all. I believe that babies shouldn’t starve to death. I believe that your sons and daughters do not deserve to sell their bodies to put food on the table. Inside each of us is a warrior who operates just to survive day to day. It’s wearying and exhausting to the soul and—” I halt, knowing that my words are ineffective, even to me. 

It’s all prose and no depth. I look at the crowd below, those across the street in balconies, windows, and even roofs.

On a balcony to my left, I spot a familiar figure. It takes everything within my power not to visibly react.

Avos.

His white hair, and his attire—a soft tulle and muslin robe, perfect for the hot night—are beacons of familiarity. He is not alone. 

A beefy shadow lingers behind him. Gryan, Avos’ bodyguard. Gryan is a hairy bear-like man who tried to detain me earlier today. This, coupled with the fact I blatantly disobeyed my mentor by not killing Roland tonight when the second moon came into orbit—an event that came and went an hour ago when White Rose, Avos’ new disciple, tried to kill me with poison—the message is pretty clear: Avos is my enemy.

It’s a crushing feeling, as if I have learned that my own father has always secretly hated me.

Heat creeps into my face and I take a few calming breaths. 

Okay, I think, I can deal with this.

“When I was a young girl,” I say, louder and with more animation, “I had an older brother. I loved him more than anyone else in the world. I always knew I could count on him, trust him. We used to sneak away and steal apples from our neighbor’s orchard.” 

I hear a few chuckles. 

“Naturally it was wrong, but we were young and felt invincible, and this was before a single apple could fetch an entire bedallion coin. We ended up in one scrape or another as we explored dense forests and muggy marshes. My earliest memory was watching the very first starship landing that brought our newest citizens, hoping for a better way of life.

“Sadly, Pareu was taken away from me. It destroyed me and because of that, I questioned everything I thought I knew. I threw my past away, and created a new life for myself, but fate has a way of always being one step ahead. I’ve done a lot of wrong things in my life. Maybe you have, too. Maybe we share the same pain. I know you’ve lost loved ones. I know the wars and battles you’ve faced. They are also my wars and battles. But know one thing: you are stronger than you realize. Things will be tough for a while, maybe even far worse than what you anticipated. Keep your head up, your heart full, and your soul close. Thank you. I hope you enjoy the rest of the celebration.” 

I step away from the microphone, not knowing what else to say, not without exposing more of myself in the process, and I really don’t want to do that. 

I want to fill the silence. It bothers me, like I’ve left something hanging out there that needs to be resolved. I care about that, and I don’t know why I care. I shouldn’t care. 

All I should be concerned about is leaving the balcony, grabbing my gear, and departing the palace.

Shifting my position, I turn my gaze upon Avos’ balcony—to see his reaction—but the space empty.

Not knowing what else to do, my fingers fidget with the fabric of my golden gown, and I take another step back, then another, before a noise jolts me awake.

It starts low and slow, like the hum of a song you can’t quite remember the words to. The hum grows louder and faster. It takes several seconds before I realize they are saying my name over and over, like a chant.

“Rah-da! Rah-da! Rah-da!”

It’s inspiring. It’s humbling. It’s hypnotic. 

And it churns my stomach. 

I do not deserve their admiration. 

With another backward step, I wave and exit the balcony. My mind whirls and spins and I have a feeling I’ll be sick before I can reach the residence hallway, which is were I stashed clothing so that I can make a quick escape. I can’t exactly slip out of the palace unnoticed while wearing a golden, shimmery gown.

From the back corner of the balcony, Cat Evinas watches me. Her purple eyes take on a stalking quality, and while her exotic scent stimulates my senses as I pass her, I don’t stop. 

Briefly, her face lights up, and she opens her mouth to say something, but as she reads my expression—I’m pretty sure I’m scowling—she says nothing.

She doesn’t follow me and for that, I’m grateful. I’d rather be alone. As for Roland, I have no idea of where he’s hiding. All I know is that he’s not nearby. 

And I know when he’s near me. I can feel him. His emotions become physical things to me. 

His joy, his anger, the warmth in his heart, the heat in his soul, as well as the darkness in his eyes. I can feel all of that, and more, when he’s near me. And right now, I don’t think he’s even on this floor.

The chanting of my name follows me like an ominous echo as I walk deeper into the palace’s numerous hallways, turning corner after corner as quickly as possible. 

The way they say my name, it sounds like a salvation to them. 

Unfortunately, I’m certain I’ll be the reason for their untimely deaths.
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Once on the lift and on the sixth floor, bile bitterly bites the back of my throat. The tender flesh stings and it’s like my tongue and the insides of my mouth are coated with sand. 

Sweat pops on my forehead as I run toward the residence hallway. Up ahead I see the warm wood paneling. Relief sinks deep into my pores.

Almost there.

Just as I round the last corner, my abdomen churns again, I crouch over, and vomit. The contents of my stomach are pink, but it’s not from blood.

The pink is from the red-colored anti-inflammatory, antibiotic juice Cat forced me to drink a few hours ago when she removed the blueblood spikes embedded in my leg. 

The juice tasted terrible then, and it’s even worse now—coming back up. My breath is hot and putrid, like sewage. 

Wiping my mouth, I crawl to the opposite side of the hallway and lean against the wood walls. The hem of my gown gathers around my knees. 

The solid panel is cool against my back. It’s the only thing that actually feels real at the moment.

Stars float behind my eyes as the realization of what Roland has done hits me hard. Dear Goddess, I think I’m going to be sick again. My stomach knots with fresh worry and confusion.

Queen.

Priestess.

The Sevradan heir.

By some technicality, I am the ruler of this continent—for the time being, at least. Once I leave, kill Jaucey, and go in search of my parents, Roland will have to figure out what to do without me.

And, for all I know, Roland calculated on my doing exactly this.

I close my eyes, concentrating.

You are a poor substitute for a real queen, Rahda, reason whispers in my ear.

For once, I am in total agreement, I tell reason.

You do not deserve Roland’s love, reason says.

Love has nothing to do with his actions, I answer. Nor mine. There were no emotions involved in tonight’s decision. This is a strategic move against his uncle.

After that, reason stays silent, and in the silence I listen to the humming of the lifts. Internally, my heart thuds as sporadic as a too-wound-up clock, but as the minutes tick by, it begins to settle. 

Thankfully, beyond the palace’s walls, the chanting has long died down. Or, if my name is still being called, I can no longer hear it, which is just as well.

In the oppressive, heat-filled darkness, I have a heightened awareness of my injuries. My head pounds, my eyes are blurry, my throat feels like it’s filled with battery acid, my leg burns from the blueblood spikes, my cheek throbs from where White Rose’s metal climbing gear struck me, and my shoulder pulsates where her dagger dug a chunk of flesh out of me. 

There are parts of me throughout the palace.

My blood.

My heart.

My soul.

A grim smile flits across my face.

In my mind’s eye, I can see Roland’s tiny medical room; I see him above me, fixing the gash in my cheek while his medical droid—Washbourne—repaired my shoulder with little black bugs whose only job was to clean the torn and lacerated flesh.

It was an uncomfortable moment when Roland realized his little black bugs died from ingesting the Quietus Bane poison—the poison coated on White Rose’s dagger. I remember the question in his eyes, “I’m hoping that you can explain to me how you managed to survive one of the deadliest poisons known to man.”

I may be immune, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt.

Absently, I roll my shoulders. The muscles are stiff from not only White Rose’s attack, but from the stress. I’m going to feel worse before I feel better. 

Much worse.

I wipe the sweat from my brow, stand up, and head to the armoire halfway down the hallway. Several hours ago I placed my getaway clothing inside. I pull them out and quickly change. 

As I remove the pearls from my hair, they slip out of my fingers and clatter harmlessly against the floor. On all fours, I search for them, but I give up when I can only find half. 

“Blasted little things,” I mutter.

I really don’t want to leave evidence, but I don’t have the luxury of time. Grabbing my hair, I twist it, and knot it at the back of my head.

The loose pearls I do find, I pocket them. Precious gems are still a form of currency. 

Before I close the armoire’s door, I retrieve the coral lipstick, the key to the cabinet that houses The Pale Waters, and my communicator tablet from my bag, place all three in a side pocket in my trousers, and toss the golden gown and matching slippers inside the wooden cubbyhole. It will buy me a little bit more time since Roland or Cat won’t find it right away—unless they are watching me, which would not surprise me—allowing me to leave the palace before they notice.

I have to stop Lord Jaucey before he can wage a war against Roland or his people... er, my people.

Dear Goddess, it’s a mess. No one is my people. No more than the palace is actually my home. It’s all temporary. 

It’s all insane.

Suddenly, to my left, a shadow moves and then, as I press myself against the wall, a nautical stench hits me: black water and dead fish. The figure is too short to be Roland or Cat, and there’s only one person who smells like that.

Alben Underwood.

“Figure ya might be needing this wherever ya be heading,” he says in a hushed tone, almost conspiratorial like, thrusting a small object in my direction.

While the hallway is dark, I think I know what it is.

Reaching out, I take the object, its weight satisfying in my palm.

A dagger. 

The leather sheath is still warm and slightly damp. Mr. Underwood must have just finished making it. It feels like a lifetime ago that I asked him to craft me a weapon. In reality, it was only just this morning.

Even without a close inspection, I know the weapon is perfect.

I clasp the leather and remove the dagger. The contoured, braided handle is faultless in my grip. Slim and grooved where it needs to be, smooth at the base, and then pebbled and slightly flared where the handle joins the blade. 

It’s an unassuming blade. Dull, matted and pewter in color, its lack of shine and sheen might make it seem like an inferior blade, but, in fact, I prefer my weapons more practical than ornamental.

A sightless, silent weapon is a deadly weapon.

“Thank you, Mr. Underwood,” I say just as quietly, re-sheathing the dagger, sliding it under the band of my trousers at my hip. “You honor me. I won’t forget that. I’m not going to ask you to not say anything about meeting me right now. But perhaps it’s best if you don’t say anything at all unless you’re specifically asked.”

He huffs at me. “Like I give a rat’s ass. Ye business be your own, mizzy.”

His statement brings a smile to my lips.

So much for my new royal status. Alben Underwood couldn’t have cared less, and for that, I think I like him more.

He slinks back in the same direction he came from, to the dark corner at the end of the hallway, and slips into a doorway that leads to the subbasement floors. I take notice that, as he walked away from me, he did so with a limp that wasn’t there earlier today.

Just like me, Mr. Underwood has his own secrets. I’d follow him if I thought his path led outside. Instead, I retrace a route that will lead me to the back courtyard. 

The palace is just too big, too busy, and too confusing to explore a new way. I know I’m on the right path, though, when I find the regal staircase that leads to the kitchen. 

In one of the refrigerators, I find a small pie filled with meat and potatoes covered with a thick crust. My mouth waters as I take several large bites of the crunchy, cold pie. I put the rest back and cross the room.

To my left, and under the door that leads to the courtyard, the moon-white light from the hover-flare pours through. 

My fingers are a baby’s breath from the doorknob.

If I do this, I can’t turn back. If I wanted to, I could turn around, find Roland, and let him figure out everything. I might order Cat to never let me leave the palace. Block every door to me.

Or, I tell myself, you can run, and keep running until you forget what you’re running from. You have the skills to survive on your own.

Closing my eyes, I send a prayer to the Goddess. 

“Beloved One, guide me now,” I whisper.

My soul answers with this: “To advance, one must step forward, not back, but forward isn’t always what is in front of you. Step carefully.”

Making the right choice isn’t always about choosing between two opposing options, sometimes it’s about doing what feels right in that moment, and tonight, in this moment, leaving is the right decision.

But, deep in my heart, I know I’m taking the easy road. No one in their right mind would want me as their queen.

My hand grips the cool metal, twisting the handle.

For the second time today, I leave the palace, and slip through the gate at the edge of the courtyard. 

A gate that now separates me from him, from Roland. Perhaps forever.
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During the time I questioned whether to stay or go, the sky changed color, and it now resembles midnight, a black, velvety backdrop with a million stars slowly orbiting two bright moons. Streaks of white lights ripple across the nighttime landscape, the lines mimicking shooting stars.

I stop, crane my neck, and stare, marveling at the brilliance of it all. Roland stopped at nothing short to make tonight special for me and for the citizens. 

And here I am, outside the palace, fleeing like thief, without any guarantees of a return. 

Or success.

Don’t look back, I tell myself, and for once I actually listen. 

Lampposts, yellow and dingy in the moonlight, do nothing to actually light Izkirka. The faces of the moons illuminate everything, and I can see perfectly fine, but the citizens of Izkirka have their own system.

On each corner, fires burn deep within metal barrels, and gray plumes of smoke travel up and westward in the gentle breeze. The cigarette-perfumed air is warm, but not humid like earlier in the day, and the loud humming of insects joins pockets of yelling, laughter, and other merrymaking noises. 

As I throng through the streets, elbowing my way in and out of the celebrating crowds, I cross over Saints Road, onto Izkirka Main and head east toward the lower side of the mountains. 

My destination is Royal Alcove. 

Lord Jaucey lives there, with the rest of the royal elders, and, in the past, while following Avos’ orders, I have visited the area to extinguish several elders—jobs I now regret.

You can’t change the past, Rahda, but you can alter your future.

As I pass a large intersection, one vociferous crowd draws my attention. Spectators have formed a circle, and in the middle, two men, with glistening bare torsos, wrestle each other, their thick arms locked upon the other’s head. 

Dog-like grunts come from the opponents and the audience.

It’s a weaponless fight, with the goal to get your opponent flat on the ground or pushed out of bounds; and in this case, I’m not sure if there is an out of bounds since several spectators rush in and out of the circle to encourage, or annoy, the fighters. Obviously the sanctity of the circle isn’t exactly being enforced.

A few feet away, I spot the man taking bets, and I consider using one of my pearls to bet on the match, but from the fighters’ punchy and almost drunk-like moves, I figure it’s about to end anyway. I turn just as the crowd cheers—they must be happy with whomever won—and someone grabs me.

“Yer turn, honey,” the heavyset man drawls, his hand wrapped about my bicep. It’s the betting man. “Thin, but ye’ve got a stalwart build. Need a woman in the next round.” 

His grip isn’t strong, but it’s commanding in an authoritative way, as if he’s used to giving orders—and those holding the money usually do—and he looks me over the same way someone inspects a horse. 

The betting man’s eyes are alert—no alcohol for this one—but he’s flabby, and not a fighter himself. However, he could easily pull my injured shoulder out of alignment, so I don’t struggle.

I’m not even remotely worried. I look beyond him, into the circle, and smile.

He was too slow in this round: another fight started without his help. Two women run at each other, grunting, punching, tripping the feet of the other.

“Maybe next time, pal,” I tell him, pointing with my other hand at the fighters. His fingers loosen just at the right time, otherwise I was prepared to remove them by force.

He looks into the ring, sighs, and then inspects my face like he’s trying to figure out if he knows me or not.

I watch as his face changes from irritation to shock. 

“It’s you,” he says, his eyes round.

He breathes in and out in quick succession, his skin flushed. Right now, all eyes are on the fighting women—who are tearing the clothes off each other—but that might not last long.

“The tall brunette looks promising,” I yell over the crowd, referring to the fighters. “But the smaller female is very determined. You didn’t take any bets.” 

In his absence, someone else took on the betting responsibilities. I look around, unsuccessfully, for a quiet spot.

“But yer you,” he moans, his bottom lip thick and quivering. How does one answer that? I have the feeling that if we continue down this conversation, he’ll start crying. “And I touched you. Don’t kill me.” His voice is a combination of moaning and shrieking.

I smack his grimy face and instantly, he sobers. 

“Get yourself together, man. Follow me,” I order, and he does. We pass a burning trash can and I instruct him to sit on the curb. I crouch. 

“What’s your name?”

“Tomoko.”

“Okay, Tomoko, why in the name of the Goddess would I kill you?”

He opens his mouth, thinks better of whatever he was going to say, pauses, and then answers with, “The barbarian king woulda kilt me,” he says in a low, mournful voice. Suddenly, he jerks his head up. “And I insulted you by calling you thin.”

Roland’s father would have killed Tomoko for something as minor as a touching offense, but he never would have been in the situation in the first place since Roland’s father was recognizable. The betting man would not have dreamed of touching the king.

Several young boys and girls run at us, pivot at the fire, and race up and down the sidewalk. I wait until they are gone before I answer him. 

“Surely you understand that grabbing random people isn’t exactly a good idea—you never know who you’re going encounter, as evidenced right now—but, do I look like a barbarian?”

“Oh no! Yer a tough, scrappy-looking angel, even with that gash on yer face,” he says, his tone complimentary. “I guess even without yer brother, yer still getting into jams.”

I feel the beginnings of a smile. 

At least one person paid attention to what I said up on that balcony. 

“Let’s hope the Goddess is engaged elsewhere tonight. She doesn’t like angelic competition. The barbarian king is gone and you don’t need to be afraid anymore. Come morning, everything will be different. You’ll see. I must be going.” 

I stand and he looks up at me with so much faith that I’m blown away. I pat his shoulder, tell him goodbye, and move away from the fighting circle just as the tall brunette wins. Tomoko waves at me, but then rushes back to his honored place within the circle.

For a brief moment, I hear her victory shouts above all other noises. I should have bet a pearl, I think, grinning.

Scrappy-looking angel, indeed.
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After leaving Tomoko, his fighting circle, and the crowds, the darkness cloaks me as I become absorbed in my own echo chamber of thoughts. My mind weaves together narratives of Pareu, Roland, the abdication, and the job I’m on my way to perform: kill Jaucey.

Strangely, these three men represent my past, my present, and, potentially, my future. Each have shaped me in ways I can never measure—in ways unquantifiable. There’s a thread there, a connection, and I’m not sure if I’m the sole connection, or if there is something more. 

Something that’s just outside of my mind’s reach.

When I get to the outskirts of the city, my boots crunch against broken cobblestone and gravel. The further east I go, the less populated the streets. Lampposts, as well as torches, line my path—an indication that Roland predicted activity in this sector.

Or maybe, I think, he knew you would come this way and planned accordingly.

Roland seems to know my actions before I do.

For my part, having visible surroundings is certainly preferable to indistinct ones, but further up the road, the torches are unlit, and the lampposts burn dimly under the blanketed, starry night. 

I’m not too worried about my own safety. I’ve already escaped death twice today—Gryan, and then White Rose. 

I figure the chances of it happening three times in one day are rather slim.

Even with the shadow following me.

Intuition nips at the back my neck, and it doesn’t take long to realize that, from a small distance, I’m being tracked. I hear nothing. I see nothing. But I know. 

I can feel the follower, this hooded figure, and if it’s not the same person from the blue spike forest, it will be someone like him.

The gender isn’t clear to me. It could easily be a her.

Once I pass the lit torches, the cool night air kisses my lightly sweaty skin, and the inky, winking sky above me continues to bewitch. 

The stars circulate and twinkle like little gems in a jigsaw puzzle, which reminds me of the times Pareu and I would gaze up at the far-off stars, and point out the constellations, and how my mother, in hand-language, would recite stories of the Goddess when we trampled in for the night, dewy, tired, but excited. 

It’s not a sad memory. 

It’s not necessarily a happy one, either, but memories of happier times have a way of reminding me of what I have become. Of who I was. Of who I am right now. And who I will be tomorrow, and the day after that, and so on.
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