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Chapter 1

	

 

 

 

Caya let out a strangled gasp as they crested a rise and caught their first unobstructed view of the destruction Arnost had rained down on Rostand. Scorched fields and charred timbers stretched as far as the eye could see, the air heavy with ash. The scent of smoke clogged Morgan's throat, and Caya pressed a fist to her mouth, tears spilling over her cheeks. Crude graves dotted the landscape, but the scavengers wheeling above betrayed the fact that the survivors hadn't had time to give all the dead a proper burial. A light breeze brushed over them, and Morgan could smell a hint of rot beneath the acrid scent of smoke.

His vision narrowed for a moment, the smells bringing back unwelcome memories of his own, but the sound of Caya's voice jolted him back to the present.

"Soraphian soldiers did this?" she whispered, staring at him beseechingly. He could see that the words had spilled out of her not because she didn't believe Soraph was responsible, but because she wished it weren't.

Morgan gestured to his troops to fan out and search for survivors, even though he was certain the effort would be fruitless. Even if any were still lingering, they would doubtless hide from his armed group.

"I can't— I—" Caya said, her voice ragged. Her knees buckled and she staggered back toward the ridge. Bending double, arms wrapped around her midsection, she retched, spilling the contents of her stomach over the ground.

Morgan and Naveed exchanged glances. Morgan wasn't certain how he'd expected Naveed to react, but the deep weariness on his friend's face took him by surprise.

Holding a water skin out to her, Morgan said, "Here."

"Thank you," Caya said, the words so faint he almost couldn't hear them. She swished water around her mouth, spat it out, and turned back to him, wiping her face with her sleeve. Again, she thanked him.

Overwhelmed by a mixture of feelings, he replied with a curt nod. Though she looked wrung out, determination settled over her features and she straightened, holding her spine rigid.

As expected, his troops had found no sign of survivors, and they fell back into formation as Morgan ordered them forward, continuing their march. 

The more the distance between him and Wyleia's border increased, the more the quality of his sick sense of anticipation changed. While he was glad to finally be taking steps to bring the fight to Arnost, leaving Wyleia behind and witnessing the devastation in Rostand heightened his fears. Their chances of success were so slim.

Caya's face was stark, her lips pressed tightly together. The long march had to be causing her some discomfort, and the evidence she'd seen of Arnost's brutality certainly had, but the set of her jaw made him suspect no word of complaint would escape her. He knew the last thing she wanted was to give him any proof that bringing her with them had been unwise.

Her reaction to what Arnost had done tempted Morgan to believe she truly had decided to take his side. He didn't think she would have left Pili and Hala behind in Wyleia if she hadn't intended to return with him, but he was loath to trust in that reassurance. If she thought her kingdom depended on her escaping, would she deem any cost too dear?

Where would she even go if she did escape? Why are you so determined not to trust her? Why is it that whenever you start to think you and she may have struck an accord, you begin to retreat?

Deep down, he knew the answer to that question. Nothing frightened him more than hope. He was terrified that allowing it to take hold would lead him astray, that it would blind him to the realities of the situation he faced. 

He hadn't always been like this. He couldn't say he'd been a particularly optimistic child, but he had once moved through life with the blithe assurance that everything would work out as it should. As long as he was disciplined, as long as he devoted himself to his lessons and learned how to be the king his parents had taught him Wyleia needed, his kingdom and his people would thrive.

The older, more experienced version of Morgan wanted to have sympathy for his younger self's naivete. He wished he could protect that child, keep him ensconced in a world that had made sense to him, a world where justice existed, but he was powerless against the scorn that festered within him whenever he thought of the child he had once been. His hope had been murdered along with his parents, and he had vowed to himself he would never again be foolish enough or weak enough to believe in it.

Gritting his teeth, he forced the dark thoughts aside. Wallowing in them would get him no further than trusting in blind faith would.

Were he even more honest with himself, he would acknowledge that trusting Caya was such a challenge because forming attachments terrified him. Wyleia and his people meant a great deal to him, and there was nothing he wouldn't do to ensure their safety, but his relationship with them was distant, remote. Naveed alone was close to him, and he was the only person in the world Morgan could say he truly loved. Should something happen to Naveed, Morgan didn't know what would become of him. He had barely survived the pain of losing the other two people who had meant the most to him. The thought of letting anyone else in, of opening himself to the possibility of losing them, was unthinkable.

Yet he couldn't stop himself from wanting to open up to Caya, no matter how hard he fought against the instinct. However indifferent he had believed himself to be, he had felt true terror on the battlements when she had experienced her solo vision. And now, watching her trudge along in an attempt to keep up with him and his troops, he wanted more than anything to comfort her, to offer her precisely what he was denying himself: the hope that they could make everything right in the end.


 

 

Chapter 2

	

 

 

 

Clammy sweat coated Caya's skin when they stopped to make camp for the night, and sweet relief flooded her at finally being able to stop walking. Every part of her body ached, but the pounding in her head troubled her the most, and she pressed her fingers to her temples and closed her eyes briefly, hoping to calm the relentless flood of her thoughts.

How could she have been so surprised by what she had seen? How many reports had she read in Wyleia, how many accounts of the Soraphian devastation sweeping across Rostand? How much more proof had she needed?

Yet she understood she could never have prepared herself for the reality of what she was seeing. What was more, as awful as that reality was, she was glad she hadn't been able to prepare herself. Brutality and violence were so easy to ignore from a distance, but hard to excuse when witnessed. Her eyes had wanted to slide away from the ruined village as they had marched from it, but she had forced herself to see it, to face what Soraph had done.

"Rough day?" a rather sardonic voice asked.

She bristled, but then forced herself to relax. "Yes," she said, meeting Naveed's eyes.

Softness flickered over his features, then disappeared. "It won't get any easier tomorrow."

She had the impression he'd meant to issue the words as a challenge, but they had come out gentler than he had intended. A wave of nausea washed over her, but she shrugged it off. "I know."

"You can still go back." Again, a challenge that wasn't as much of a challenge as he'd probably wanted it to be.

"No, I can't," she said. Defiance rose within her, but this wasn't a battle of the wills and she refused to let it devolve into one.

He studied her for a moment, then nodded. "I'll show you to your tent."

"Thanks," she said, following him.

"You'll be bunking with Arihi."

"The guard captain."

"That's the one," he said, one of his eyebrows creeping upward.

Caya didn't take the bait. She was irked, but it was no surprise they had decided to pair her with the person they felt most capable of keeping an eye on her. Anxiety made her chest tighten, and she wished she knew what to expect from the guard captain.

"Still up for that talk?" Naveed asked, shaking her from her thoughts. This time he was issuing a challenge, but she could hear the misapprehension in his voice too. His fear of what she had to tell him was almost equal to his need to know.

"Yes." She didn't really feel up to it, but she doubted she ever would. She had feared peace would elude her for the duration of their mission, and now that she had seen the blight Arnost had left in his wake, she was certain she wouldn't get a moment's rest. If flashbacks to her vision of King Basilio and Queen Chanthea being murdered didn't keep her awake, what she had seen in the Rostand countryside would.

"Here we are," Naveed said, stopping outside a tent and nodding at the guards as they saluted him. "I'll find you later. For now, you have ten minutes before the debriefing in Morgan's tent."

"I'll try not to get lost on the way," she said, too tired to resist at least one jab at him. Morgan's tent was right next to hers, its occupant made evident by the tent's size and the guards posted outside it.

Despite that Naveed looked taken aback, a smile flashed over his face. "Until later."

He was already striding off as Caya nodded, and she let out a soft sigh. She wished she could crawl onto her pallet, cover her head with a blanket, and shut everyone and everything out for a few hours. Instead, she went into her empty tent, cleaned herself up as best she could, and smoothed her hair before heading for Morgan's tent.

Arihi was already inside, as were several scouts, Naveed, and a few other soldiers. The scouts launched into their intelligence report as soon as Caya walked in, giving them numbers for both Arnost's depots and his trade routes.

"The guards are thinner along this route," Naveed said, trailing his finger over the map stretched over the war table. "We should strike this leg." He jabbed a spot on the map, and Arihi nodded.

"Agreed," she said. "We neutralize any threats and incapacitate any soldiers who don't resist, allowing them to carry word back to Arnost once we're done. We then take whatever supplies we can carry and destroy the rest."

"No," Caya said, her voice so sharp every head swiveled toward her.

"What do you propose we do?" Naveed asked, his face darkening as he crossed his arms. "I don't like letting them return to Arnost either, but we're not equipped to take prisoners."

"I'm not suggesting we take prisoners. What we should do is take the guards to the nearest village—along with the supplies," Caya said, staring him down.

"It's too time-consuming," one of the soldiers said.

"I'm well aware we're pressed for time, but our actions will set the tone for this conflict," Caya said, balling her hands into fists as she fought to keep her voice under control. "We need to win Rostand to our side, not just exact vengeance on Arnost."

Arihi examined her with a calculating gaze. "And how do we explain who we are?"

"We don't," Caya said. "We just dump the prisoners and supplies and leave. Word will spread. Whispers will move from village to village, whispers Arnost can't control. If we're lucky, they'll spread all the way to Soraph, sowing fear amongst the citizens."

"It's a good idea," Morgan said, meeting her gaze. "Yes, it will take more time, but it will help our cause in the long run more than simply hobbling Arnost would."

"I agree," Naveed said, surprising Caya, and she wondered if she'd expected him to argue solely because the suggestion had been hers. He stared her down as he added, "But are you prepared for the consequences? We don't know how the villagers will react. Don't delude yourself into thinking the soldiers will be treated gently, or that they'll be held for ransom. Many of the villagers will be eager to take their vengeance out on any Soraphians they can get their hands on."

Her heart was racing and she felt sick to her stomach, but she willed her voice to be steady as she replied. "I understand the consequences, and I stand by my strategy."


 

 

Chapter 3

	

 

 

 

Caya did her best to remain composed, and perhaps she fooled the others with her act, but she wasn't fooling Morgan. The solution she had proposed left her sick to her soul.

Knowing this profoundly changed the way he saw her. Convincing himself she was sincere when her view of the world had been so simplistic, so uninformed, had been difficult. Now that he saw her dealing with savage reality, her actions appeared in a whole new light. None of them would come away from this conflict without blood on their hands, and for all her idealism, Caya's pragmatism was coming to light. He had thought she was convinced she could resolve the conflict without having to make terrible compromises and sacrifices, but he saw that the impossibility of that was beginning to dawn on her.

His own feelings on the matter were conflicted. The primal part of him saw nothing in shades of gray. Soraphian soldiers had murdered his parents, had waged war against both Wyleia and Rostand, killing thousands of innocents, and they deserved no mercy. The more evolved part of him, however, understood that those same soldiers were men and women who had chosen to fight either because they believed in the purity of Arnost's vision or because doing so put food on the table for their families. That part of him knew they had been deceived by the leader they trusted, and that disobeying orders would bring severe consequences down on them, and possibly their loved ones. In an ideal world, there would be trials. There would be investigations, the soldiers would be questioned, their culpability would be decided after all the facts had been presented, and punishment would be meted out fairly.

They didn't live in that ideal world, but that was no excuse to allow his primal side free rein. He had to act with an eye to the future, always. He couldn't let the needs of the present outweigh the long-term consequences of his actions. Caya understood that too, in a way that was no longer abstract.

"We must decide on our own rules of engagement and abide by them," he said.

"Even if Arnost doesn't?" Arihi asked.

"Especially if he doesn't," Morgan said. "We agreed long ago that we were seeking not vengeance for Wyleia, but justice. We know who we are, and we stand in defiance of Arnost."

Several of the soldiers and scouts murmured their agreement, and Arihi nodded. "Long live Wyleia," she said.
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