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Chapter 1

Neja shifted her sword to one hand. The once-pristine blade, lovingly polished last night as she sat awake under the moon when sleep wouldn’t come, was unrecognizable now, drenched in blood. With the other hand, as bloody as the sword, she pushed open the heavy wooden door to the throne room.

She had prepared for this moment since she had first heard the prophecy: on the morning of her fifth birthday, when the solemn-eyed soldiers had showed up at her door. Back then, she hadn’t known what it had meant to be chosen, to have her name written into history that hadn’t happened yet. She hadn’t understood what kind of weight had fallen on her at that moment—not until much later. She hadn’t known what battle was, or even what it meant that the king on the throne did not sit there by right, and how could she? All she had known was playing in the mud and making flower crowns. All she had known was that the men at the door treated her like royalty, and gave her sweets and words of praise while telling her parents how important she was.

She hadn’t understood why the news of her importance had made her mother cry.

Now she understood. Now, with the weight of her sword dragging at her bruised and bloody arm. Now, with the smell of the burning city in her nose and the blood of her companions streaking her armor. They had died to get her into the castle so she could fulfill her destiny. The corpses that lay strewn across the hallway behind her were proof of their efforts. Some belonged to her enemies. Some to her friends. She was the only one left.

That, she was fairly certain, was what prophecy meant: that she was the only one. That she was alone.

She wished she had understood that when she had let the soldiers take her from her parents at five years old.

For years, she had known her life would lead up to this moment. To stepping into this room just as she was doing now. This was where her greatest triumph would take place. The outcome was foreordained, decided before she was born. This was where she would finally become who she was meant to be: the slayer of the false king.

And yet, as she stepped into the opulent room, all she felt was small.

The room was drenched in gold and gems, draped in thick velvet tapestries depicting the false king leading his army down the mountain to win the war that had been lost before she was born. The throne itself sat atop a dais taller than her. King Baasun, as he looked down on her from his perch, looked neither surprised nor afraid at the sight of her. He reminded her of a crow, with his sleek black hair and his sharp eyes and the shiny baubles that adorned him. Fragrant smoke rose up around him from bronze burners in the shape of flowers, making him look like he was hidden behind a wall of mist like a god.

Her arms were weak with the effort of holding the sword up. Her legs were weak with the effort of carrying her here through the battle, through all the death. Her weary eyes, stinging from the smoke, hadn’t yet shed any tears from all the friends she had lost to get here. A chosen one, she suspected, wasn’t supposed to cry. She wished she could.

She was no hero. She was a bug that had wandered under the wrong boot.

She took a deep breath, straightened her back, raised her sword. She had always known the final confrontation would be hers and hers alone. If she hadn’t thought through how that would feel, that was her problem to deal with—later, after the final battle had been won.

A dozen guards surged forward to protect the king. Baasun shook his head, waving them back with a lazy hand. The smoke around him swirled at the gesture.

“Thank you,” he said to them in a deep, rich voice, “but your protection won’t be necessary.” His sharp eyes found Neja’s gaze and held it. “This was always just going to be the two of us, isn’t that right? That’s what your prophecy says.” He smiled, lips closed, as if thinking of some private joke.

“You don’t look worried.” Neja had thought she was speaking boldly, but her words fell flat in the cavernous room.

“I think I can handle one half-trained warrior half my age.” His smile grew.

Neja lifted her chin. “I’ve been training since I was five years old,” she said. “And if you know about the prophecy, you know I can’t die by your hand.” She eyed the guards, and in case they got any ideas, added: “And that you’re destined to die before me.”

“Destined. Fated. Prophesied.” He gave another lazy wave. “I don’t put much stock in prophecies. And forgive my saying so, but you don’t look like a formidable opponent.”

Nor did she feel like one at the moment. She felt like one more step forward might make her legs give out from under her. Like one more swing of her sword might send it tumbling from nerveless fingers. Like if he stared at her with those eyes for one more moment, she might lose her nerve and bolt from the room. This was the man she had been born to kill, and that gave his presence an outsized weight, like he really was a god sitting in front of her.

And yet the insult, true as it felt, burned in her veins in a way that gave her life. It burned like all the comments the soldiers had made over the years when she had thought she couldn’t hear, questioning why the chosen one had been a girl instead of a strong man, how a tiny thing like her would ever grow into someone with the strength to defeat the false king. She had spent her life trying to suppress the pain of that burn, to focus singlemindedly on her purpose and not hear what those around her had to say about it. Now she let the pain in. She let it straighten her to her full height, let it tighten her hands around her sword.

“A lot of people have underestimated me,” she said. “Some of them are lying dead behind me now.”

His eyes crinkled around the edges. “Very well,” he said, rising from his throne. “Show me what you’re made of.”

He descended the steps of the dais with preternatural grace, like a bird gliding down to meet her. Only when he was at the bottom did he draw his weapon, a sword of iron so black it seemed to shine red when she stared into its depths. She realized she had gotten lost in the look of the weapon, in her imaginings of how it would feel when it drew her blood, and tore her gaze away.

The guards hung back nervously, hands hovering near their weapons. But they didn’t intervene as Neja and Baasun circled each other, taking each other’s measure. She tried to shut out the presence of the guards the way she had once cut out the comments the soldiers had made behind her back. But she found herself wondering about the finer points of the prophecy. If she couldn’t die so long as Baasun was alive, did that mean they could kill her as soon as he was dead? She had never thought to ask. And while she had been raised to die for the cause, she would very much prefer to live.

She ordered herself to focus. Her opponent certainly wasn’t distracted; his crowlike gaze stayed locked on her. He moved with a grace she couldn’t hope to match. She had never been an elegant fighter at the best of times, and she was not at her best. She felt like an ungainly ox tromping through the throne room as he all but hovered on dancer’s feet.

That black sword darted out toward her. She dodged back, but not before it drew a line of pain down her arm, cutting through her armor like it was made of spidersilk. She stared down at the blood that welled up from the wound.

“As I said,” Baasun said, not bothering to hide his smugness, “I don’t put much stock in prophecies.”

“There’s a difference,” she said, “between drawing a little blood and winning a fight.” On her last word, she drove her blade forward. He spun backward with an unnecessary flourish, evading her attack by inches.

She pressed the advantage, attacking high, then low. He wanted to dance? Well, then she would make him dance. He evaded blow after blow, moving backward, always backward. If she could only get him against the wall, then she would have the advantage. He wouldn’t be able to dance away then.

He gave a mock sigh as he ducked under her blade. A handful of black hairs drifted to the floor, sliced through by her sword. “I’m disappointed,” he said. “I would have expected more style from a grand hero of prophecy. But you’re really a rather boring fighter.”

“I wasn’t trained to perform,” she said, driving him back another step. “I was trained to win.” Her voice was ragged. She was losing her breath.

She swung again. Missed. He didn’t even have to dodge. Her blow was sloppy this time. It had never had a chance of connecting. The sword was heavy in her hands. How much longer could she keep this up?

His sword came up toward her chest. She saw the blow just in time, and stumbled back. A smile played along his lips again—of course he could see her exhaustion. He surged forward to take advantage of her weakness—

And she was ready. She ducked in with a sure step and a surer sword arm, driving the blade up toward his exposed throat.

She was tired, yes. She was weakened. But she wasn’t quite so much of either as she had allowed him to think just now.

The moment seemed to stretch like taffy. She caught the firelight shifting on the bloodstained blade as it crept toward his throat with excruciating slowness. She saw his smile vanish, his eyes widen with fear. His blade came up to block her, but she knew he wouldn’t be fast enough. He knew it, too. She could see it in his eyes.

The guards surged forward. Hands clamped down on her arms, forcing them down. Time resumed its relentless march as someone wrenched the blade from her hands and tossed it to the ground.
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