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Trigger Warnings




Gardens of War & Wasteland is a dark fantasy series that contains the following content and trigger warnings:

    
  Strong language


Violence (blood, murder, torture)


Gore


Alcoholism


Sex scenes (explicit)


Sexual Assault (past event; discussed on page)


Child abuse (off page; past event)


Birth trauma/child loss (off page; past event)


    
  If you are impacted by any of the above events, this may not be the book for you.

Please proceed at your own discretion. 














  
  
The Story So Far ...




Amikharlia — runaway princess and huntress born with the ability to perceive and wield khe’torla, the magic used by the immortal Meah-Hyren to break the sky and flood the world with demonspawn. 

Amika is the first of four prophesied Chosen destined to break the seal on the Goddess Miatha’s soul and return her to her seat of power. 

But doing so will tear the world asunder once more, poisoning the land and ushering new evil into the realm. 

Despite her reservations, Amika’s hand is forced and now the Prophecy is set in motion, it cannot be stopped.

    
  Rei-Hai Shaw — childhood friend to the Holani siblings and member of the Tower brethren of assassins. 

Rei abandons his creed when he learns Amika’s the target of his masters’ latest mission, effectively sealing his own death. 

But he was condemned to die long before betraying the Tower: as a Siephymn, the product of human and demon, his life is short and destined to end at the tip of a hunter’s blade. 

All Rei wants is to see Kio one more time before he devolves into demonspawn—even if it means returning to Qhoraak. 

    
  Kiokharen — Amika’s older brother who has spent years trying to control the fall out of Amika’s disappearance while grappling with the loss of his wife and unborn son. 

Crippled by doubt and drowning in drink, Kio makes one poor decision after another—eventually landing in the dungeons of Cirahk for attempting to kill their prince. 

Any hope of being reunited with his childhood love, Rei-Hai Shaw, is quickly dashed when Kio learns he is to be shipped to Qhoraak as a slave.

    
  Kriah — the Meah-Hyren halfblood created specifically to fulfill a role in the Prophecy. 

After breaking the Skrevaar seal and watching his grandfather die, Kriah is disillusioned by the path he’s been forced to walk. 

But as a new threat arrives on the shores of Whyt’hallen, Kriah now accepts the end really can justify the means …
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Prologue




The floor was cold beneath his feet. The boy shivered, pulling the thin blanket around his narrow shoulders, though it did little to stave off the chill of the stone. 

	He hadn’t moved in three days. This room was all he’d seen of his new home. A pile of straw for sleeping. A pail for relieving himself. A sad blanket for warmth. He’d never known cold like this. Or loneliness. Here in the dark, he would even welcome the companionship of his father’s fists.

A shadow stopped outside his room. The boy swallowed. It wasn’t time for rations. No one had been to visit him since he’d arrived. A strange blend of hope and fear swirled in his chest. The knob turned with a greasy squeak.

A girl’s head poked around the opening door, a flickering lantern clenched in her small fist. She was youthful and fair-haired and she gave him a smile that was not warm, but not exactly inviting either.

	‘You’re a Siephymn,’ she said.

	‘I’m Rei-Hai,’ the boy corrected her.

	‘Elles. But that’s not what I meant.’ She padded into the room. The door groaned shut behind her. She couldn’t have been much older than he, but was certainly larger. Rei had always been small, and at thirteen years of age he was often mistaken for a child far younger.

‘You’re part of my batch.’

	‘Your what?’

	‘Batch. It means we’ll train together. We’re still waiting for others to arrive, though.’

Rei hadn’t asked too many questions the night they’d taken him away. When a white-haired woman came through a puddle in his wall, he’d thought he was dreaming. The woman had not been threatening or even unkind, but when she gave the command to leave, Rei simply nodded and followed. He understood power when he saw it.

 ‘I’m from the Ice Coast,’ Elles said, stabbing a thumb into her chest. ‘Northern Bararn. Mam said it was the Tower or the pleasure house. I chose here. What about you? Where’re you from?’ 

‘Adria.’

The girl frowned. ‘But you’re a Siephymn.’

‘What’s a Siephymn?’

‘Don’t really know. A curse from the south? At least that’s what the man said, and he looks just like you.’

So he looks different, too, Rei thought, picturing the blood-red sheen of his own hair, which his father always insisted he shave to the scalp; the way his pupils grew narrower with each passing year; the luminescent golden sheen he saw in his eyes whenever he caught his reflection in a certain light …

The blackness of his blood.

‘My mother was from Kheshtarl,’ he said softly.

‘Guess that explains it, then.’

It really didn’t. Rei looked down at his hands, his fingernails bloodied from scratching against the floor to try to calm the dread that had been building inside since his arrival. The scabs were as dark and dry as charcoal.

‘The Siephymn man’s downstairs. Wanna see him?’

Rei hesitated, looking around the cold and empty room.

‘Are we allowed to leave?’ he asked, voice small. 

The girl shrugged. ‘Not like the doors are locked or anything. You coming or not?’

Rei nodded this time and clambered to his feet, legs stiff and numb from sitting. Thin blanket still draped across his shoulders, he padded after Elles, stunned by the light spilling in from beyond the open door. He squinted and raised an arm to shield his eyes. He’d been in the dark so long, even the dim illumination from the wall sconces stung. 

‘Have you only been here three days, too?’ Rei asked, head turning left and right in cautious wonder as he trailed the stone corridor after Elles. There were no windows. No paintings or wall scrolls. Just yards of grey rock dotted with flickering torches, spiralling down what Rei assumed to be some sort of spire. 

	‘Maybe four,’ Elles admitted with a casual shrug. ‘Could be five. But definitely not more than seven. Was still the Hirathi Moon when I left home. But look.’ She pointed to the first window they’d seen since leaving Rei’s chamber. ‘The Myrahn Moon’s waning now.’

The crescent was partially hidden by a swathe of cloud, both pale and grey against the night sky. Rei shivered at the icy breeze blowing through the paneless opening.

Snow, he realised. Nothing but snow. As far as the eye can see.

He turned back to Elles, almost accusingly. ‘Where are we?’ he demanded.

The girl shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Somewhere north, I guess. You should ask the Siephymn man. He might know.’

Elles hurried on, her bare feet quiet on the stone, dust motes dancing in her wake. Wherever they were, this tower was old and disused; the scent of mildew itched the inside of Rei’s nose. 

They’d travelled here by magic. Through whatever tunnel of water had opened to his room and come out the other side in that cold stone box. The woman had left again straight after, not saying a single word. He had no idea how far from Adria they’d travelled, or if anything existed out there beyond the snow. He wished now that he’d asked more questions.

He wished that he’d said goodbye.

‘Hmm,’ Elles said as she came to a stop. The floor had finally evened out onto a solid landing, and a heavy wood-and-iron door lay ajar at the end of the room, a stronger—warmer—light crackling from within.

‘The Siephymn man’s usually here.’ She placed her hands on her hips as she thought. ‘Never would let me go any further. Guess now’s our chance. Come on.’

Elles hurried through the open door, her excitement and carelessness making her oblivious to the dark spattering of blood across the floor.

But Rei saw it.

‘Elles—’ he called, but the girl was already skidding to a shocked halt inside the adjoining room. A strangled sound escaped her lips, part gasp and part scream. Rei raced after her.

A red-headed man hunched on all fours spewed torrents of viscous black blood onto the stone. His back arched grotesquely like a drawn bow, vertebrae and ribs protruding at odd angles beneath the shroud of his robes.

‘Deities dead …’ Elles breathed, hand reaching out for Rei in shock.

But Rei didn’t take it. He couldn’t move. Couldn’t tear his eyes from the sight before him. From the man—the creature—screaming and writhing and clawing at his own face with fingers like talons. There was blood, so much blood, and screaming and pain, and all Rei could think was This is me—Elles said this was me.

He turned to run, but a door at the other end of the room burst open. The white-haired woman appeared, with a shining blue crossbow in her hand.

And put a bolt in the man’s brain.













  
  

1

Kiokharen





Each cresting wave brought fresh bile to Kio’s throat, burning and choking his airways like the cheapest liquor he’d ever had the misfortune of drinking. He’d forgotten what it was to be still; the rocking beneath his feet was so constant it reminded him of a night on the wine without the pleasure of its taste on his lips. 

This was his life now. 

No more council meetings or state dinners or decadent banquets dragging into the early hours of the morn. No—Reminas had stolen those, along with his name. His dignity. His home.

Prince Kiokharen Erhin Josten Holani was dead.

‘This one sounds desperate fer some sex,’ jeered the mess captain—a hulking lump of a Kheshtarli by the name of Bryn-Daal—from the bunk above. ‘Calls out for a lover in his sleep. Likes us southerners, by the sounds of things. Better watch meself, eh, lads?’

Kio rolled over in his cot to face the wall.

Fourteen days at sea. Fourteen days locked in a box with the most insufferable creatures he had ever known: rapists, thieves and murderers all bundled onto a convict trawler bound for Qhoraak, sentenced by those with enough coin to see their enemies gone. Kio didn’t belong here. He wasn’t a criminal. He’d been trying to bring one to justice. And yet he was the one confined to a mess day and night with the likes of Bryn-Daal, a petty thief called Ylan, and Davyn the Wife Killer, in what he could only describe as a new kind of torture.

‘You reckon he’ll try ‘n’ ’ave a go?’ Davyn sniggered. ‘Don’t got the sack, I reckon.’

‘Slow in the head, I’d say,’ grunted Ylan. ‘Not said a single word. Nothing except, “Uhh, Rei-Hai. Uuuuugh.” Maybe we ought to remind him what he’s missing.’

Callous laughter erupted among the mess. Kio huddled down deeper into his cot. He hadn’t dared to speak—not since he’d been dragged half-conscious from the dungeons of Cirahk only to watch a man’s head blown off on the docks. The horrors he’d endured at Reminas’s hands felt a lifetime ago, eclipsed by the misery of the ever-swaying ship, filled to the gunnel with shit and rot and disease. 

But it was the phantom persistently haunting his dreams that kept the real agony raw and inflamed in his mind. A recurring vision he’d first seen in the dungeons, of Rei-Hai appearing before him, desperate and distraught. A tormenting, vivid hallucination—one where he could still taste Rei’s kiss on his lips. Feel the touch of his skin, smell the sweetness of his hair. It almost felt like a memory. A distant, blurred memory, but a memory all the same.  

Only it wasn’t. Rei-Hai Shaw was a spy, their relations just another job—a truth Reminas had so cruelly shared, boring a hole through Kio’s chest so deep he had no hope of ever plugging it closed. 

Kio squeezed his eyes shut and hugged himself a little tighter. Ylan and the others continued to grunt and groan, no doubt accompanying their noises with a string of equally obscene gestures. But their cackles were cut short by a baton rattling the barred door to their mess. 

‘Quiet down in there, you lot!’ the guard shouted. ‘You know the rules—no noise after lockdown. Shut yer faces or I’ll rouse the Boatkeep.’

The Boatkeep. The threat of her fury hung over them like storm clouds. She ran the ship with a spear in her hand and a sword on her hip. Her tongue was her sharpest weapon, one she wielded sparingly but with precision—or so Kio had heard. He had not yet had the displeasure of crossing her path, but if he kept his head down and did as he was told, then perhaps he never would.

Bryn-Daal grunted and rearranged himself in the bunk above. His great hulking body dipped the mattress, bringing his stinking girth inches from Kio’s face. He hadn’t had a decent sleep since boarding the ship. Between the snoring and the rocking and the fucking stench of these painfully small confines, the former prince had given up hope of ever feeling comfort again.

    
  The mess captains were roused before dawn to prepare the slop that would be breakfast. Bryn-Daal descended from the bunk with a tremendous thud. He cursed and snorted, scratched and farted, lumbering around in the dark for his boots. When he finally trudged out, complaining about the hour, the cabin smelt a bit sweeter.

And so began another morning. While they waited for their turn to wash, the inmates were given their daily rations: water, a couple of hard, stale biscuits, and citrus. Today it was a scruborange, lifting Kio’s spirits ever so slightly. Breakfast was a bowl of sticky, tasteless oatmeal; dinner salt beef and hard cheese; and supper, more salt beef, a sprinkle of dried peas, a slice of bread and a thimble of fortified wine. Kio would have traded his entire weekly allowance of beef for a full flagon of wine, but that would mean engaging with these beastly men more than necessary. 

‘Dally, yer on scullery. Up yer get.’

It took Kio a moment to respond. Dally Grant was his name now. A farmer’s boy sold to the convict ship for treasonous crimes against the crown. Named for the dog Reminas kept as a child—a sickly runt of a thing Reminas used to beat so often it would piss itself whenever he passed. Kio burned at the continued insult every time the name was called. 

Of all the shit duties aboard the ship, scullery came with one small perk: a chance to go above deck. Kio had not yet been assigned to the task and almost salivated at the thought of fresh air hitting his lungs after so many weeks behind bars. He swallowed his eagerness and waited for the other men to finish their meals so he could collect their plates to take above. But his impatience was palpable. Ylan dropped utensils on the floor to absorb more time; Davyn chewed slower. Snarling, Kio gritted his teeth and snatched the spoon out of the Wife Killer’s crooked mouth. They hooted and guffawed as he stamped after the guard, unable to smother his bubbling rage.	

Even before he laid foot on the ladder, Kio’s heart began to quicken. It had been an age since he’d last seen the sun and he could already feel its warm glow against his skin. He squinted, pre-empting the sting in his sensitive eyes … but what he found above deck was an undersaturated world, the sun a sad, dull orb in a battered and bruised sky. 

Kio rubbed his eyes. Had weeks of darkness ruined his vision? No—the muted veil persisted. A sickly red hue spread from the northwest, staining the horizon like blood.

And there, above the swell of coastline in the distance, a great crimson scar tore across the sky, jagged and raw. 

He’d heard the others speak of the wound in the clouds, but he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, hadn’t been able to imagine it. Seeing it for the first time made his palms sweat. Unsettled nerves skittered beneath his skin. A horrible knot tightened in his chest. 

That was when he saw her—the Boatkeep. Perched upon the fo’c’sle, telescope in hand, she pored over sea charts, leather tricone precariously balanced atop her head. Kio swallowed dryly.

The woman from the docks. 

The night he’d come aboard, when numbers had been branded into his flank, he’d seen a woman—this woman—kill a man in cold blood with a stick that belched fire. A firearm, he’d since heard it called. A weapon so devastating it blew a body away like a leaf in the wind. No wonder the prisoners spoke about her in fear.

 She was tall for a woman, almost of a height with Kio himself, with taut and toned arms the colour of the midnight sky. At ease in breeches and jerkin, she commanded a presence as sure and powerful as any military general he had known. There were gold rings on her fingers, and ornaments of bronze, brass and bone in her sun-bronzed locs, all twisted together into a larger braid hanging down to her waist.

‘Right, get washing,’ the guard barked, shoving Kio in the back. His boots collided with a trough filled with dishes brought from the other messes. ‘Utensils go back in that box when done.’

The washing water was a putrid grey, thick with half-eaten food, a film of grease, and deflated foam Kio hoped was soap and not an accumulation of scum. He battled the instinct to gag as he submerged the plates he carried in the trough, trying instead to focus on the fresh air filling his lungs. Unless in charge of cooking or cleaning, the prisoners remained below, confined to their messes of four. It was his first time even seeing the ship itself, his eyes having been too swollen and bleary to take it in the night he came aboard.

It was a barque—a hundred feet long with three masts and an iron hull. A far smaller ship than the galleons of the mighty Bararnite armada, but grander than any vessel Holania owned. Being a landlocked kingdom, Holania’s only boats were single-manned fishing crafts on the Faethou River. Kio might have appreciated the craftsmanship had he not been locked in a cage below deck, filled with contempt for how he got here, and—

A smack rattled the back of his head.

‘Didn’t bring ye up ’ere to daydream!’ the ashen-eyed crew member growled. ‘Move it along or ye’ll be emptying the shitters fer a week.’

The threat did not make him hurry. He’d already spent most of his time aboard emptying the bucket for his mess; it almost didn’t bother him now. At least he had a bucket to shit in. He’d not been left to stew in his own filth like he had in Cirahk. He still didn’t feel clean. 

Kio continued to dally, and must have rinsed the same cup eight times before moving on to another. The sun felt so good on his shoulders, even if it was muted by the shroud of the Tear. The fine salt spray tingled on his skin. The breeze made him suddenly aware of the length of his hair, the thickness of his beard. He was so used to being clean-shaven that it made him itch and his face feel heavy. 

‘Look at that,’ a bronze-skinned young man remarked to a fellow officer across the deck. ‘Don’t oft see elkaven this far from the coast.’

Kio dropped the cup and glanced skyward, hope filling his throat. Piren-Ha!

The officer scoffed. ‘Prob’ly them witch-fuckin’ jungle dwellers sending demonspawn to spy on us. Don’t trust nobody this side of Khel. Think every ship that comes in their way gonna steal their damn fish. Paranoid bastards.’

‘Shhh,’ the young man hissed, glancing towards the Boatkeep, who was still engrossed in her charts. ‘Boatkeep don’t like us talkin’ like that about them folk. Remember what happened to old Dyxx?’

Kio’s heart plummeted back where it belonged. Rei-Hai had a bird just like that—a messenger they used to communicate when they were apart, which was always. Piren-Ha used to linger on his windowsill, waiting for Kio to pen his response before returning to Rei’s side. He never saw her otherwise. Probably wouldn’t see her again.

Dinner came and went. As did supper. Dusk fell and the prisoners were once again locked in their mess for the night. Kio rolled straight into his cot; Bryn-Daal and the others gathered about the rickety wooden table between the bunks. The lantern had but a drizzle of oil left in its base and the orange glow rendered the convicts’ faces skeletal and haunting.

‘Alright, which one o’ yer witch-fuckers wants a game of Um-Narl?’ Bryn-Daal produced a pair of misshapen wooden dice from his meaty fist. 

Ylan whistled. ‘Now where the fuck’d ye get dice from, Bryn?’

‘I smuggled them in me arse ’fore I came aboard!’ the Kheshtarli guffawed, and the whole table shook. ‘Yer daft pricks! Got ’em from one of the crew. At least one of them poor witch-fuckers got some balls about ’im.’

Davyn scowled. ‘Aye. Takin’ orders from that Boatkeep bitch. What business a woman got being cap’n o’ a ship?’

‘What business a woman got bein’ anywhere but a brothel?’ Ylan added, and they all cackled.

Kio released an involuntary scoff. All eyes snapped in his direction.

‘Ah, look who found his tongue!’ Davyn chuckled. ‘What’s the matter? Mam sent to a pleasure house, was she? Sister, maybe? That why you won’t stick yer prick in a woman? Worried you’ll be pokin’ family?’ His laugh gained volume with each lashing jeer, the others soon joining him.

‘Maybe his prick’s no good,’ said Bryn-Daal.

‘Or too small,’ Ylan chuckled.

‘Would you like to see for yourself?’ Kio growled, sitting up on his elbows. ‘No? Then shut your fucking mouth or I’ll shove it down your throat.’

There was a hoarseness to his voice Kio did not expect. Blood pumped hot in his ears, eyes burning as he denied them the will to blink lest it betray the weakness he felt.

‘Alright then, Princess, settle down,’ Bryn-Daal scoffed, holding up his palms in mock placation. ‘Yer want yer dick sucked, all yer gots to do is ask. Why don’t we up the stakes in our little game here. Loser pops the winner in his gob. Feelin’ up to it, boy?’

Kio grunted and rolled over, the fire gone from his veins. When had he become such a coward? A fearful boy subdued by the pathetic taunts of insignificant lowlives? 

You’re not a prince anymore, Kio. You’re Dally. Dally the dog. Less than nobody.

When the light from the lantern finally died and the others packed themselves off to bed, silence overtook the mess as the guards made their rounds to check the locks. But even in the still of the quiet night, Kio could not sleep. His mind returned to the dungeons, as it invariably did. Rei-Hai stood before him, obscuring the hollow stare of his dead mother’s face. He was there in the darkness—pale and real and beautiful—stroking Kio’s face and kissing his lips, fingertips a cooling salve upon his many bruises.

Kio pounded his fist against his forehead, desperate to rid himself of the images. He couldn’t trust them. Phantom pangs of hunger and thirst had whittled away his mind, rendering it unreliable. Dreams felt like memories; memories like nightmares where everything was blurry but vividly tangible all at once. Then there was the elkaven flying overhead—was it her? He should have whistled. Piren-Ha would have responded, would have recognised him.

Even if he no longer recognised himself.

    
  Once Kio had met Bryn-Daal’s torments with a vulgar threat of his own, the big Kheshtarli attempted to initiate a somewhat strange form of friendship. Rather than the intimidation he had planned, Kio’s foul outburst instilled a kind of awkward respect among the group, an acknowledgement that Kio was perhaps just as fucking horrid as the rest of them. The taunts soon turned to questions, and despite himself, Kio found he answered more often than not. They may have been some of the worst people he had ever met, but at least they were people—living, breathing people.

‘What the fuck you doin’ that for?’ Davyn asked with a scoff as Kio poured the contents of a waterskin into his empty bowl to drink. Bryn-Daal and Ylan also paused in their breakfast to watch with curious eyes as his fingers stiffened and trembled.

This was a truth that he would not—could not—share. It was hard enough to even look at the wrinkled leather of the waterskin, let alone drink from it. It was too much like the greying face of his mother’s severed head. Just holding it made his flesh crawl, his stomach clench and churn. 

He brought the wooden bowl to his lips and drank, the tepid water tasting faintly nutty from the porridge. But he didn’t care. He was just thankful the bowls were made from wood and not clay, which was so, so similar to bone, and conjured flashbacks of drinking from Ty’s fractured skull. 

‘Don’t know where it’s been, so I’m not putting it in my mouth,’ Kio tried to say casually. He popped a sliver of scruborange onto his tongue, attempting to swallow without gagging while the memories were fresh in his mind.

Bryn-Daal snorted, picking at what was left of a dry biscuit. ‘What’d a rich bastard like you do to get put on a prison ship with this dumb lot?’ 

‘And what makes you think I’m rich?’ 

‘Yer talk all fancy,’ said Ylan.

‘That makes me educated, not rich.’

‘Aye, and only the rich are educated. So what’d yer do?’ the Kheshtarli pressed.

Kio tossed the flakes of citrus skin into a pile on the table. ‘Tried to kill the prince.’

That earned him a hearty laugh. Crumbs burst from Bryn-Daal’s mouth as he chortled. ‘More like yer tried to fuck his whore.’

‘Maybe I did that too.’

‘Aye, maybe ye did.’ Bryn-Daal slipped his now empty plate across the table towards Kio. ‘Alright then, yer dangerous witch-fucker. Go clean up me plates like a useful wench.’

It was the only good part of his day—heading above deck for scullery duty. He rolled Ylan’s neglected fruit onto the table and collected up the final plate before pattering up the stairs into freedom. The day outside was overcast, but the vermilion rays bouncing off the swollen clouds only made the scene more ominous. Kio tried not to look at the sky, focussing instead on the crew scattered around the deck. But the guards all seemed tense, as if things were somehow worse than before. 

The Boatkeep stood upon the fo’c’sle, eye pressed to her telescope as she peered at a cluster of islands rising before them on the horizon. The ship was headed straight for them—or rather, for a narrow channel between the isles and the mainland. Kio frowned. Koreemal was the westernmost point of the Khesh Cape, and no map he’d ever seen depicted islands off its coast.

‘Why are we headed for that channel?’ Kio heard himself ask. The sea before them was shallow and speared with sharp rock below the surface. Drift too far either direction and the hull would be torn to shreds. He was no seaman, but even he could see the obvious danger.

The guard eyed him suspiciously, likely because most of the crew thought him mute. ‘All ships take the channel,’ he said.

‘Why?’ he questioned. ‘Risk a shipwreck to save a few days at sea? What utter madness!’

‘Because those who go round the Dread Isle don’t oft return.’

As Kio made to argue, a sharp cry pierced the air: an elkaven circling overhead.

The same foolish hope overcame Kio once again. He broke away from the guards, bringing his fingers to his lips as he raced for the gunnel. His shrill whistle reverberated off the rocks of the narrow crossing.

The bird’s trajectory did not falter.

Kio’s heart retreated from his mouth and sank back down where it belonged, sullen and defeated. The crew were staring at him, shocked and silent. Ice crept up his spine.

The Boatkeep spun on her perch, huge braid whipping like a tail as her green-brown eyes found Kio. She stalked towards him, a predator on the hunt, lips drawn back in a vicious snarl. ‘What the fuck is he doing?’ she whisper-shouted. ‘Get him below deck—now!’

Several more elkavens burst from the island’s peaks like a puff of dispersing leaves. Panic rippled through the crew. The birds gathered overhead, descending closer and closer … until Kio saw they weren’t birds at all. 

Each the size of a stallion, the beasts were huge black blights in the crimson-tinged sky: four-limbed and draconic with scaled serpentine bodies and leather wings. Their claws were scythes, their jaws filled with multi-rowed teeth the length of daggers. 

With a harpy-screech, they dove for the ship.













  
  

2

Amikharlia





The rain hadn’t stopped for days. Amika adjusted the cowl on her cloak as she and Rei trudged into the township of Honnah, Holania’s westernmost district, known for its pear orchards and little else. The runaway princess had not been here in years. 

‘The Tower has a safe house here,’ Rei said, voice lower than the exhausted slouch of his shoulders. ‘We should avoid the tavern. And the inn.’

‘Perfect,’ Amika said, the word heavy with sarcasm. Her boots left squelching imprints in the sodden path as they snaked through the town square.

The miserable weather did not deter the townsfolk from their daily lives. Farmers displayed their produce on trestle tables around the square, more engaged in conversation with one another than hawking their goods. But there was a wariness in their eyes, and it wasn’t from the arrival of strangers.

The Tear in the sky.

It had darkened on the day of Amika’s wedding to Reminas—the day Kriah must have succeeded in breaking the seal in Kherunis. The angry fissure had widened and lengthened, stretching across the Great Meytaran Plain from Ciraselo to Adria like a festering wound.

Mud hardened to cobblestones as they moved away from the markets and into the residential area. The houses, no longer the feeble thatched-roof dwellings of the commonfolk, grew into two-storey structures that culminated in a large manor at the end of a cul-de-sac, overlooking the town. It had a grey shingled roof and an ornate steel fence surrounding well-manicured gardens. A memorial had been erected out the front: a statue of a blank-featured woman with a babe in her arms. Wreaths of white flowering dogwood were laid at the effigy’s feet as well as little bunches of colourful pansies. Amika swallowed; Rei bristled beside her.

This was the Berne residence.

Moyna’s home.

Amika first met Moyna Berne when the heir of the Honnah estate was fifteen years old, after she was determined to be the best match for the increasingly fussy Crown Prince Kiokharen. When the betrothal was finalised, Moyna moved to the Holanian capital of Adria, where she boarded with a distant cousin in the upper echelons of the city. She was a good match for Kio, Amika agreed; Moyna was steadfast and pragmatic where her brother was impulsive and tempestuous. She’d been excited to see them wed, but the ailing health of Moyna’s father saw the nuptials delayed until after Amika had fled to Ciraselo. Moyna and Kio would have ruled well together.

But then there was Rei-Hai Shaw.

Amika edged towards the monument. It had been here for months, a year perhaps; moss had begun to grow across the surface of the stone.

‘I always thought he really loved her,’ she said softly.

‘He did,’ Rei agreed. He stood several paces away, huddled into the shroud of his woollen cloak, his golden eyes surveying nervously.

‘And you?’

Rei rubbed his elbow, gaze diverted. ‘A different kind of love. Let’s keep moving.’

Amika exhaled slowly. Her brother had known two great loves and she was yet to find a single one. Love was a complex emotion, one she only seemed to half understand. But she saw its power, saw how it enslaved Rei-Hai every bit as much as the Tower had. His love for Kio kept him on his feet when all he wanted to do was collapse. Amika saw the pain he struggled with growing stronger each day. And yet he kept moving.

The rain was setting in now; the misty sprinkle turned to a heavy downpour, with icy winds whipping down from the mountains that lay before them. The western road through the delta flats led on to the Crags in the distance, the ranges that divided Qhoraak and Meytar. Snow dusted their jagged peaks—something Amika had not seen in all the years she could remember. Winter would be bitter this year.

‘Rei, stop,’ she said, eyes coming to rest on the town’s noticeboard. The wooden placard was pinned with a great many flyers: parchments outlining the dates of town events; advertisements for the local barber; posters for the lost, wanted and found. Many were old and fraying, but right in the middle was a freshly pinned notice, complete with a crude charcoal etching of a monster.

Amika ripped the parchment free. ‘Someone’s posted a mark.’

‘Who cares?’ Rei grunted. ‘Let’s go.’

‘I care,’ she hissed. ‘Kio would care. These are our people, Rei-Hai. Something’s tormenting them.’

Amika inspected the listing as Rei came squelching back through the mud. The creature described was like nothing Amika had ever encountered on the plains, or even in the depth of the Li’Nea Wood.

‘Looks like a wannari,’ Rei muttered, glancing over Amika’s shoulder. ‘They’re supposed to be extinct.’

She raised an eyebrow at his unexpected knowledge as he took the parchment from her.

‘There was a bestiary in the Tower archives that I spent a great deal of time reading,’ he clarified. ‘Call it morbid curiosity, if you will, but ever since I found out what I was, I was determined to learn what I could become. Never did get that answer.’

‘So if this demonspawn is extinct, then what is it doing here? In Honnah, no less.’

Rei shrugged, his right shoulder stiff from the wound he still carried from the Tower. He pushed the flyer back into her hands. ‘Come on. It was last spotted where we’re heading. May as well check it out.’

    
  Night fell as they arrived at the westernmost arm of the Faethou River delta, where the demonspawn sighting had been reported. The wintry downpour had subsided to an irritating sprinkle that left Amika sodden and shivering. Rei had managed to kindle a little campfire upon a rocky outcropping among the marshes, but the meagre flames provided them with little warmth or light.

Amika shifted through her supplies for her bedroll and dry blankets. ‘I’ll take the first watch,’ she said, plumping the bundle of fabric under her backside to soften the stone seat.

Rei gave no protest; he was already hunkering down to rest. Dark circles bagged under his eyes and his pale complexion was more pallid than usual—if that were even possible. At least the colour had returned to his hair; now that the black dye had washed out, it shone like a brilliant crimson flame, visible even in the dark. But still, he was not the same.

She wasn’t the same.

Amika cleared her throat. ‘Rei-Hai.’

Rei’s eyes snapped open, exposing golden irises.

‘Have you … ever been with a woman?’

A smile lit his tired features. ‘Are you propositioning me, Princess? At this hour?’

‘What? No!’ Amika blanched. ‘Of course not! Look—have you?’

‘Once or twice. Didn’t much enjoy it.’

‘You didn’t?’

‘I like men, Amika.’

‘With my brother, then? You enjoy that?’

Rei sat up, face hard. ‘Why are you asking me this? Are you bored? Surely you can find a farmer to entertain you, or some beast to go slay. Anything is preferable to this conversation.’

‘I just …’

I just feel wrong.

Amika prodded at the dull coals with a nearby stick, well aware of Rei’s steady gaze on her. She wasn’t so much avoiding his questions as struggling to put her racing thoughts into words.

‘I don’t understand the love you share with my brother. I can’t understand it. It’s like a language I can’t seem to learn. That night with Reminas in my bed, I felt nothing but anger, hate, disgust …’

‘Understandable.’

‘But even with Tallas. Beautiful, kind Tallas. There was no desire, no passion. I gave no more thought to our wedding night than I give the style of my hair. Oh, I don’t know.’ She threw the stick into the fire. ‘How did you know? How did you know you loved my brother?’

Rei considered his answer in silence. ‘When I look at him, I stop breathing.’ A distant smile grew. ‘Kind of like how Kriah looks at you …’

Kriah.

Amika’s pulse tripped at the thought of him. It had been two months since they parted ways on the Meytaran Plain, when she left their mission for Kherunis to liberate her people. She would have gone with Kriah, had Kio’s life not been at stake. Had Rei not been so recklessly desperate to save him from Qhoraak. She cared for Kriah. She missed him. But …

‘Why is this bothering you?’ Rei asked after a while.

‘I don’t know,’ Amika confessed. ‘Maybe there’s something wrong with me.’

‘Because you didn’t want to fuck Reminas?’

‘Because I don’t want to fuck anybody.’

The redhead shrugged, irritatingly nonchalant. ‘Some people seek pleasure from men. Others from women. Some from both and others from neither. There’s nothing wrong with you, Princess. Now get some sle—’

Amika opened her mouth to question Rei’s sudden pause, but he raised a finger to his lips before she could speak. Golden eyes scanning the darkness, he reached towards his boot.

‘Something is watching us,’ he whispered, a dagger in his hand.

‘The Tower?’

‘I said something.’

Amika drew her sword. She knew Rei’s affinity with demonspawn and was grateful for the forewarning. Years of experience had taught her how quickly these monsters could sneak up on their prey.

‘Where is it?’

Rei dipped his head towards the riverbank. ‘I can’t get a clear sense of it,’ he said, edging closer to Amika to form a defensive stance. ‘It’s concealed somehow.’

Amika was blind in the blackness. Even Rei, with his impeccable vision, was struggling to focus his gaze on any one spot. They couldn’t fight an enemy they couldn’t see.

She glanced over her shoulder at their pathetic little fire. Its khe’torla resonance was faint but rhythmic, and she was confident in her ability to stoke it to a vicious flame, but the blaze was still too far behind them to see what lay ahead.

‘Move back,’ Amika instructed, also taking a step away from Rei. ‘I’m going to give us some light.’

She’d transported flame to her hands before, without even meaning to, when she’d burned Reminas alive in her bed. If she concentrated, perhaps she could control it. Amika outstretched her palm towards the coals, closing her eyes to focus on the thrumming pulse in her veins. When the beats synchronised, she clenched her hand.

Her fingers peeled open, and fire danced above her skin.

Rei gasped. Amika, too, could not hide her shock at her success. The glowing flames licked and curled around her flesh, but never burned it; the warm glow was an ally. She drew strength from its presence—and from her own power.

‘Direct it that way,’ Rei suggested, pointing at the water’s edge. Amika nodded and unleashed the flame in a spiralling torrent, illuminating a path across the marshy plains. Light bounced off tufts of spiky grass, off glistening rocks. Ripples on the river’s surface quickened.

A great maw burst from the water, snapping at Amika’s fireball. She and Rei ducked to shelter from the falling spray. Amika tugged on her khe’torla, and the fire came spiralling back to hover over them like a chandelier.

The creature slithered towards them on short, stocky legs, belly almost dragging on the ground.

‘What … is that?’ Amika breathed. Her grip tightened on her sword.

‘Nothing that should still be alive.’

The wannari had a long snout, slender and rounded like blacksmith pincers, filled with row upon row of sawblade teeth. The muck and river weed revealed patches of obsidian hide, thickly scaled like a reptile. This demonspawn was old: ancient battle wounds pocked its flesh in silvery craters, and its golden eyes held little sheen.

‘I can’t get a hold on it,’ Rei said, grimacing from some unseen strain. ‘It doesn’t recognise my presence. I’ll run decoy—I’m sure you can handle taking it down.’

He flashed a brief grin before darting off into the darkness, flinging an ineffectual shower of poison-tipped needles towards the beast; they clattered off its scaled hide into the mud.

‘Thanks,’ Amika muttered. She assessed her options. Unlike the ukarats she poached on the Meytaran plains, this demonspawn was armoured. Unless she could stick her sword in its soft underbelly, weapons would be of no use.

She’d have to use magic.

‘I’m going to try something,’ Amika said. ‘Think you can keep it busy?’

‘What do you think I’ve been doing?’ a voice shot out of the darkness, followed by a throwing knife. It pierced the wannari’s left eye and sent it howling.

Snarling and snapping, it lunged blindly in the direction from which the blade had come, great jaws open in search of meaty purchase. Rei rolled out of its path and into the light of Amika’s fire lantern. Sweat beaded on his forehead and his breath came quick and heavy, far more forceful than Amika expected from such little exertion.

‘Don’t get too close,’ the princess warned as she reached her khe’torla down into the soil. The earth’s thrumming pulse was low and deep; distant and difficult to grasp. Amika had harnessed its power once before, when she’d unleashed an earthquake that rattled the old capital. This time she would have to be more precise.

Rei’s needles clattered off the demonspawn’s flank like pebbles on a wall. Black blood streamed from the wound to its eye, which did little more than aggravate it. Rei kept his distance but made the odd daring dash to collect his deflected weapons.

Once he was clear, Amika waited for the magical beats to synchronise before sending a surge through the ground. She could see the disturbance moving through the earth, like an animal tunnelling too close to the surface. It approached the wannari with speed Amika hadn’t expected. She clenched her fist. A sharp spear of stone burst from the ground near the beast’s jaw.

It missed.

Rei tumbled out of the way. He didn’t get back up. In her panic, Amika sent another burst of khe’torla, larger and less controlled than the last. The ground rumbled beneath her feet; the demonspawn snarled and whipped its great head around, anticipating an attack but unsure from where.

Six, seven, eight stone spears erupted below it, piercing its soft underbelly and raising it several feet in the air.

Amika dropped to her knees. The beast quivered with residual life; one of the spears impaled its head through the throat.

She rose shakily to her feet and strode over to inspect her kill. Its jaw was open, leaking thick dark blood onto the earth. Once she would have eagerly scoured the corpse for a trophy. Now, she looked at it with guilt.

Rei groaned as he walked stiffly towards her, hand pressed to his hip. A graze cut his forehead above his eyebrow, sending a trail of black blood down his face. Amika looked back at the wannari’s broken form, remorse swelling anew at the reminder of the connection between her friend and the demonspawn.

‘Could this have been one of them?’ she asked. ‘A Siephymn?’

‘Not any time recently,’ he said, jaw clenched. He reached up to pull his dagger from the beast’s eye. It released with a pop and shower of blood and clear jelly. ‘This thing is centuries old. I don’t know how it’s been alive all this time. It must have been in some kind of hibernation.’

A cold shiver raced down Amika’s spine as an uncomfortable thought stole into her mind. ‘What if …’ she began, swallowing. ‘What if the Great King never banished the demonspawn from Holania? What if they just went into hiding? What if breaking the seals has awakened more than just the Tear?’

Rei wiped his dagger on his cloak and returned the blade to his boot. ‘Then we have far bigger problems than we realised.’
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Kriah





‘You should ask Lomi for a job,’ Amika said, propping herself up on an elbow, bedsheets twisted around her naked form. ‘She’s always complaining that she can’t find helpers who know an onion from a radish.’ 

‘I don’t know much about Qhoraakese food,’ Kriah confessed, rolling onto his side to face her. ‘But I do know what a radish is.’

‘And how to cook it.’ She leant in for a quick kiss. ‘Speaking of cooking, are you going to leave your mother to fix breakfast on her own again?’

He waited for a moment, Amika’s fingers fiddling with his curls, before answering. ‘I’d really rather stay here.’ 

Her smile broadened and his heart sang. ‘No regrets, then?’ she asked.

None, he thought. He regretted nothing. Not his decision to abandon Greist’hal’s quest, denying his destiny as Chosen and choosing instead a life in Ciraselo with his mother and Amika. And he certainly didn’t regret his decision to stay in bed.

‘Never.’ Kriah took her lips passionately, wrapping his arms around her battle-hardened body. Amika melted into him and time slipped away into a perfect dance of tangled—

Rough hands pawed at his shoulders. Kriah hit the ground with a wooden thud, water spilling from his lungs. A fist thumped at his back to help expel the ocean.

‘I told yer to hold his bloody arms!’ a gruff voice barked. ‘Yer damn near nearly drowned the poor lad!’

‘I wasn’t expectin’ him to start thrashin’ around like that!’ An equally rough reply. ‘Thought he was dead, to be honest.’

Kriah groaned as he was rolled onto his back. He blinked in the sun, struggling against the horrific glare. Dark silhouettes hovered over him like phantoms. He opened his mouth to address the faceless figures, but his tongue was fat, his lips cracked.

‘Deities dead, look at the poor lad. Dry and shrivelled as an ol’ prune. Get ’im into the shade.’

Hands gripped him under his arms and dragged him across the deck. Out of the sun’s harsh bite, Kriah could still feel its searing kiss, his entire body taut and stretched and raw. He tried to speak again, but no words came out; instead, a waterskin was thrust between his lips, sending cold liquid splashing down his throat. He choked on the deluge.

And then he passed out.

    
  He didn’t dream this time. Having lost consciousness, Kriah had been unable to conjure a dreamscape, and instead opened his eyes feeling disorientated, with no concept of time. How long had he been out?

Stretching his legs, he rolled onto his side and sat slowly upright. He was in a cabin of sorts. A kitchen—no, a mess. The sailor’s mess on Amikharlia’s Tears.

Kriah hoisted himself to his feet, using an uncorked barrel of wine as a crutch, then taking a seat on top of it. His head spun a little at the movement, but at least his senses had returned—even if his memory had not. He tried to piece together what had happened since he’d fled Grey and Azet’haal’s battle on Kherunis, but the relentless sun had left him delirious. Fragments flashed before him: the endless ocean. Sails on the horizon.

The sea parting.

How did I get back to the Tears? Did I really see—

‘Yer awake!’ a gentle voice said from the doorway. Kriah looked up to see the one-eyed boatswain, Nell, holding a tray of food, a coarse blanket over his arms. He set the tray down on the table in front of Kriah, then draped the blanket around him. ‘You were shivering, so I thought you’d need this. It’s a terrible case of sun fever yer got there. Had to use a whole tin of salve.’

Kriah looked down at his red-brown arms, now slick and shiny with an earthy-smelling ointment. His face was tacky to the touch, as was the back of his neck, and suddenly his whole body felt sticky—and sore. He ached from head to toe, and there was a persistent throbbing at his temples. Never had he felt so ill.

Another familiar face joined Nell in the doorway. Rhenar, first mate of Amikharlia’s Tears, strode into the room, arms folded over his round belly as he inspected Kriah. ‘Ah, so yer awake now. Gave us all a mighty scare out there on the deck, lad. Thought we’d hooked ourselves a corpse.’

‘I—I’m fine,’ Kriah managed, his voice dry and hoarse. ‘I think.’

He’d never been sick a day in his life. His Meah-Hyren blood protected him from common ailments, so aside from the fatigue of hard labour, he had no idea how it felt to be anything other than well—or how long it’d take to recover.

‘Not ev’ry day yer see a nomad boy floatin’ off the Silver Coast on ’is own, that’s fer sure,’ Rhenar said. ‘Raises a question or two.’

‘I’m sure he’ll answer them in time, Rhenar,’ Nell said, picking up the meal tray and setting it on Kriah’s lap. ‘Goddess only knows what he’s been through.’

Kriah considered the bowl before him: a watery broth, filled with still-hard salt beef and partially rehydrated peas. His stomach howled and he brought it to his lips, gulping it down with enthusiasm as though it were a flavourful creation he’d made on his own hearth.

‘Yer got a name, boy?’ the first mate grunted.

‘It’s Kry—’

He paused. No one remembered him here. Not Rhenar, or Nell, who’d been his bunkmate; not the crew or Captain Yless, who’d welcomed Kriah and his grandfather aboard when they set out from Gerrick Port. Their memories had all been lost. Addled by Greist’hal’s khe’torla before he and Kriah abandoned ship for Kherunis.

‘My name is Kriah,’ he said eventually. ‘My family are travellers from the plains. While wintering in Midden, we caught wind of a rumour out of Tennan Cove that promised riches too good to ignore.’

He scrambled to piece together a story from bits of information he’d acquired in his travels. Kriah had known nothing of the world before leaving the Li’Nea Wood, and the chance of misremembering what he’d heard and making a fool of himself was high. But Rhenar and Nell watched him earnestly, waiting for him to continue; his lies were going down well.

‘My clan had lost much of their flock to ukarats—’

‘What’s an ukarat?’ Nell asked, head cocking slightly to the side.

‘Uh …’ Kriah took a long drink of his hot soup. Were there no demonspawn this far east? ‘It’s, uh … the nomads’ word for “wolf”.’

He glanced across the rim of his bowl at Rhenar and Nell; they were both nodding in acceptance. Kriah exhaled a careful breath and continued.

‘My father heard a rumour of giant snow crabs up the Ice Coast, on the ocean shelf off Kherunis. Sent me out to find them.’

Rhenar and Nell exchanged a glance. The first mate unfolded his arms and pushed himself off the bench where he’d been leaning. ‘Looks like we caught the same wave,’ he said, taking a seat on another makeshift chair opposite Kriah. His beard had thickened in the short time Kriah had been away, or perhaps his cheeks had just grown more hollow.

‘Though it seems we fared a little better than you, lad,’ Rhenar continued. His hand curled around an empty cup left on the table, but his searching eyes found no ale to fill it. ‘Might not’ve found any bloody crabs, but at least the crew’s intact. Mostly.’

Nell lowered his head. Kriah sensed more to this story. Amikharlia’s Tears had been wracked by more than rough seas. Thunder rumbled outside with its ever-present temper. Incessant storms had raged ever since Kriah fled Kherunis after breaking the Skrevaar seal, leaving Greist’hal behind. 

His grandfather was dead. There was no point in hoping otherwise. It was a fact as clear as the ocean was wet. He and Azet’haal had been trapped inside a shield crafted from Greist’hal’s own life force, keeping the effects of the battle bottled inside. When it failed, the resulting flood of khe’torla was enough to disrupt the very world around them. No wonder the storms were so violent.

‘Well, not much we can do about it now,’ the first mate muttered, raising the cup to his lips, forgetting it was empty. He sighed and looked into its dry bottom. ‘Yer must need some rest. Now yer belly’s full and body’s dry, looks like yer can barely keep yer head up. Find a cot for him, Nell.’

The sandy-haired boatswain nodded at Rhenar’s suggestion and gestured towards the door. Kriah set down the soup bowl and stood to follow. Rhenar was right: every inch of his body longed for sleep now that it was no longer distracted by more pressing needs. As half Meah-Hyren, he did not require sleep as often as the mortal Second Born, but he could not even remember the last time he’d closed his eyes to truly rest.

‘There’s a spare bunk in my cabin,’ Nell said as he closed the door to the officers’ mess behind them. He glanced briefly at a room across the narrow corridor. A soft, pained wail resonated within.

The captain’s quarters, Kriah recalled.

Nell coughed gently and directed them up onto the deck. Kriah squinted as he emerged and was greeted by large, heavy raindrops splashing on his face. The rest of the crew watched on as he passed, their faces sullen and full of pity for the shipwrecked sailor they no longer recognised as one of their own.

‘It’s away from the other lodgings,’ the boatswain continued, ‘but you’ll rest better away from the noise of the crew’s mess.’

He descended back into the ship’s bowels below the fo’c’sle, where the scent from the galley rose up to meet them. Kriah’s stomach growled the moment his nostrils caught a whiff of the rations boiling for the evening’s meal, despite him having just consumed two bowls of the reheated stew.

‘I’m sure Cliff will scrounge up something extra for yer,’ Nell said, noting Kriah’s gaze on the galley door. ‘He’ll complain, but he’ll do it.’

Kriah smiled faintly as he recalled the curly-haired cook he’d swindled out of a win in his first game of Um-Narl. 

As Nell opened the door to his narrow lodgings, Kriah was filled by the comforting warmth of familiarity. The crate the young boatswain used to keep his ledgers was strewn with additional documents and sea charts. Candles, melted down to stumps, spread across the makeshift table in dry, waxy puddles.

‘What happened to your father?’ Kriah ventured, recalling the moaning from the captain’s chamber.

Nell turned back towards him, head cocked curiously. ‘How’d yer know Cap’n Yless is my da?’

‘Uh,’ Kriah floundered, ‘just a guess. You reacted strangely when Rhenar mentioned the toll this voyage has taken.’

The boatswain rubbed his forehead where the bandages concealing his blind left eye wrapped around his temple. He suddenly seemed every bit as exhausted as Kriah; Rhenar, too, had worn the troubles of a weary man. Whatever ill had befallen the captain had left its mark on his son and first mate, too.

‘Aye, he’s my da,’ Nell conceded with a heavy sigh. ‘Though not too many folks know it. Yer got a sharper eye than most, uh … Sorry. Yer name slipped my mind again.’

Kriah’s heart fell a little. ‘Kriah. My name is Kriah.’

Nell gave a smile as slight as his nod—his mind appeared to be far away now, most likely with his father.

Kriah sat down on the cot that had once been his. ‘What happened?’ he prompted, then remembered he was a stranger. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t—’

‘No, it’s fine.’ Nell too eased himself onto a swaying hammock. ‘Nice, actually. Rhenar ‘n’ I’ve tried to keep the cap’n’s condition from the crew. We don’t even know what happened to him, really. One mornin’ we woke up not really rememberin’ much of anything, ’cept that we’d been at sea for weeks with not much to show for it.’

Kriah’s belly clenched. That had been Greist’hal’s doing. He was the one who’d planted the seeds of rumour that sent the Tears off course to bring them closer to Kherunis.

‘Cap’n kept mutterin’ somethin’ about snow crabs ‘n’ how we can’t turn the ship around now. He was ravin’ mad! One minute he was shoutin’ orders, and the next he was whimperin’ ‘n’ moanin’ ’bout bein’ swindled by a witch. Rhenar ‘n’ I locked him in his cabin for his own good. He’ll be right, though,’ Nell said with sudden certainty. ‘Just gotta get him home to Mam.’ His good eye drifted towards the stack of ledgers on the makeshift table. ‘Gonna be a grim ol’ winter, though.’

Kriah’s fists curled as guilt screamed in his ears. He had no words of comfort to offer Nell. ‘I’m sorry,’ was all he muttered, but the placation felt hollow.

Nell just shrugged, somewhat defeated. ‘Nothin’ yer’ve done, Kriah. I’d wager yer losses are greater.’

Neither of them had any more to say after that. Kriah kicked off his boots, swung his legs up into the suspended cot, and waited for sleep to find him.

    
  The crew treated Kriah differently in the days that followed. He was not so much a stranger as an outsider, no longer ordered to pitch in and pull his weight. Jyn, the wiry seaman who’d once shared the dice table with him, nudged Kriah aside when he tried to help, shouting for him to get back to his cabin and let the real sailors work. It stung more than Kriah expected. While he’d never been a real sailor, for a time he’d been one of them. He’d felt like he belonged.

Kriah was on the fo’c’sle with Rhenar when the Whyt’hallen coastline finally rose from the horizon. The first mate’s lips drew thin and taut as he lowered his brass telescope.

‘Call for Nell, will yer, lad?’ Rhenar asked.

Eyes straining, Kriah tried to follow Rhenar’s gaze, but the clouds—no, smoke—hung too low and thick in the distance.

‘Now, lad,’ Rhenar barked, sending Kriah scuttling down the deck in search of the boatswain.

He found Nell on the quarterdeck, arms folded and face stern as he oversaw the repairs to the mainmast’s rigging during a brief respite from the rain. The boatswain’s posture softened as he spied Kriah’s approach.

‘Rhenar’s called for you up top,’ Kriah said, chasing his breath.

Nell nodded and turned to his sailors. ‘Finish up ’ere, then move on to the mizzenmast.’

He followed Kriah back to where Rhenar was perched on the bow, unhurried so as not to cause alarm—a junior seaman racing across deck to deliver a message was one thing; a ranking officer another. Wordlessly, Nell took the telescope from Rhenar’s grasp and pressed it to his good eye. After a moment, he lowered it again and looked gravely across at the first mate.

‘That smoke’s comin’ off the beach, not the town,’ he said.

‘Aye,’ Rhenar agreed softly.

Kriah’s brow furrowed as he struggled to discern the importance of the observation. ‘The beach?’ he asked. ‘What would be burning on the beach?’

The mate swallowed, jaw clenched. ‘Bodies.’
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Kiokharen





‘Hit the deck!’ the Boatkeep yelled, and someone tackled Kio to the floor. His cheek smashed against the slick wood, shame welling up inside him as he covered his head with his arms. A great screech whirred overhead. Kio felt the vibrations of the soldiers now scooping up weapons and racing to the gunnel to defend against the attack. Panic choked the air. Commands flew in tongues he didn’t understand. Screams and drums, horns and firearms sounded all around—a cacophony of confusion that assaulted his senses and seemed to drive the winged beasts mad. 

‘All prisoners below deck—now!’ the Boatkeep shouted, firearms cracking as smoke filled the air.

An unseen hand hauled Kio back to his feet by the collar of his tunic. ‘You ’eard her, down you g—aagh!’

The man’s head disappeared into the great maw of a winged beast before it dragged his flailing body overboard. The weapon he had brandished—a short, iron-tipped spear—fell where he stood.

It wasn’t a sword, but it would do. Kio plucked it from the deck just as another creature came careening out of the clouds towards him. With an upward thrust, he pierced its belly. Blood and black viscera slopped onto the deck in a slimy puddle. Kio gagged at the putrid smell, thick with shit and rotting fish. He kicked the skewered monster aside, tore the spear free and raced for a group of sailors currently under siege along the stern. 

A smaller creature flitted about the group like an irritating fly in the summer. It plucked firearms from their hands with its agile claws while onlookers aimed misplaced shots at the leathery membrane of its wings. The distraction allowed larger beasts to descend with ease, snapping and tearing at the confused guards around the mizzenmast. 

Are they … intelligent?

Kio’s thought died when the wail of a young man caught his ears.

A winged beast hoisted the Qhoraakese guard into the air, talons hooked through the meat of his shoulders. Kio skidded to a halt. Readjusting his grip on the spear, he sent it catapulting towards the creature, where it embedded in a sinewy flank. The beast howled. Pounding its wings, it released its grip on the guard as it fled. 

Kio was too far away to catch the boy with any grace. He threw his body across the deck, trying to cushion the young guard’s fall by catching him on his chest. The impact forced air from his lungs with a groan and the prince lay stunned on his back, staring up at the red sky. The horde of beasts hovering above had started to thin as the ship cleared the channel and passed out of their territory. The guards continued to shoot at their retreating assailants, cheering as the creatures dropped from the air into the ocean below. 

But the joy was short-lived. As the shooting died away, the screams of pain became all the more prevalent—none so desperate as those from the boy strewn across Kio’s chest. The prince wiggled out from beneath the wailing young sailor and scrambled to his knees to assess the damage. The boy’s arms were hunched over his chest, trying to stem the blood that flowed from several punctures. The wound on the left was most severe, the white of his clavicle visible among the gore.

‘I need a chirurgeon!’ Kio called, glancing frantically around the deck. ‘Someone help him! A healer, please!’

No one came to his aid. 

‘Healer!’ he called again, a touch of desperation in his voice. Didn’t anyone speak his language? Or, as a prisoner, was he simply invisible? 

The boy gurgled a bloody cough. ‘No! Come on, hang in there.’ Kio pressed his hands to the bubbling wound, blood spilling faster than he could plug it. ‘Come on, come on—’

Kio found himself plucked away from the boy and restrained by two men. He struggled against their grip, adrenaline still strong in his veins. 

‘Enough!’ a commanding female voice boomed. ‘He is gone.’ 

Heavy footsteps clacked across the deck; Kio dared not face the approaching sailor, knowing full well who he’d turn to find. 

The Boatkeep.

She stood over him now, tall and imposing, her tricorn hat askew and a smoking firearm over her shoulder. She wiped a trail of blood from her cheek.

‘This one’s a prisoner?’ Her Meytaran was clipped but fluent, and the man who responded spoke with a native lilt.

‘Aye.’ He lifted Kio’s tunic to inspect the brand on his side. ‘57892.’

‘Where is he from?’

‘I’d have to check the manifest, Boatkeep,’ the guard explained. ‘But … I believe he boarded with the main shipment in Cirahk.’

Her hazel eyes narrowed. ‘Have him and his papers brought to my cabin,’ she said, then straightened and turned away. ‘And review the full manifest for any prisoners who may be experienced with healing arts. Bring them to the sick bay to assist with the injured. Strip the fallen and throw the corpses overboard. We’ll hold a vigil at sundown.’

They dragged Kio to his feet and prodded him back across the deck. But instead of being shoved down with the messes, he was marched towards the captain’s quarters at the aft end of the ship. There was no point in struggling, he knew that. His body had grown weak since his time in Cirahk; still, that did not stop him fighting against the restraints as they pushed through the doors. 

The captain’s quarters comprised a spacious cabin, lavishly decorated—even by Kio’s standards. A double bed, heavy with embroidered quilts and throw pillows, consumed the far wall, framed by ornate wooden panelling. The centre of the room was filled by a large table with a single high-backed chair; the multi-purpose space held a half-finished tray of breakfast rations, a pewter goblet, and an array of papers and sea charts. Even with the mess, the quarters made the ship seem more like a royal frigate than a convict trawler.

Perhaps this ship once lived a grander life, just like me, Kio thought bitterly as he was forced into a sitting position on a large oak barrel, opposite what must be the Boatkeep’s chair. The wood smelt heavily of rum and his mouth salivated. He could use a drink now more than ever. 

‘Wait here,’ one of the guards barked as he fastened Kio’s wrists together. 

‘We’re in the middle of the ocean,’ Kio observed coolly. ‘Where could I possibly go?’

He received no answer aside from the standard clip around the head. He was alone now, the door swinging in the guards’ wake.

With a huff of frustration, he gave a futile tug on his restraints. Anxiety wheedled its way back through his body. Adrenaline left him, leaving a sick, heavy feeling at the base of his gut. His head swirled from his first encounter with the Boatkeep, the memory quickly joined by the distant splash of a headless corpse hitting the water.

If she was going to kill him, surely she would have done so already. Made an example of him in front of the crew, just as she’d done back on the docks in Cirahk. But what exactly had that man done wrong?

What have I done wrong?

The door creaked open, and Kio’s skin prickled. The footsteps were unhurried as they crossed the cabin, the Boatkeep finally coming into view. She set her firearm down on the messy table, loosening the buttons of her stained blouse with the other hand. She tossed the leather jerkin aside altogether and took a seat on the edge of the table, legs straight and ankles crossed. Her hard stare fell on Kio. He met her gaze.

‘You can fight,’ she observed, folding her arms. ‘Not an undisciplined brawler like all the other cockstains on board, but a true, trained swordsman.’ Her lips thinned to a fine line as she mused. ‘What were you? A knight? A lordling’s personal guard?’

‘A prince,’ Kio said. 

The woman laughed. ‘A prince, aye. Of course.’

‘I am Kiokharen Erhin Josten Holani, Crown Prince to the throne of Adria.’ There was little point in lying. She would either believe him or she would not; no amount of charading on his behalf was likely to change her mind. ‘I was sent here as a captive of Reminas Bara after I attempted to murder him for his attack on my people. This is his idea of justice.’

Her expression shifted to one of vague amusement. ‘Ah, so you’re him. I heard the crew gossip about a prisoner sold by the Bararnite throne. Well, well, well. Tried to kill the prince, did you?’ She snorted. ‘I’ve had dogs with brighter ideas.’

The insult stung. He bristled and clenched his jaw as he considered what allegiance this Qhoraakese woman held to Bararn. Had this revelation signed his death? She was in Reminas’s employ, after all.

The Boatkeep straightened, her fingers toying with a knife retrieved from the table. ‘Fool or not,’ she said, admiring the blade, ‘you can fight. And you protected my men.’

‘Not all of them,’ Kio muttered. He still felt the young man’s blood on his hands, dry and sticky. 

She nodded. ‘That boy was beyond saving. But we all benefited from your bravery and prowess. My men could learn from you.’

She threw the knife towards Kio, smiling when he did not flinch. It impaled the rum barrel between his legs. She swiped a goblet from the table and sauntered closer. As she crouched between his knees, the cavalier grin on her lips grew wide with delight.

‘I don’t care what bought your berth on this ship,’ she said, twisting the knife in the barrel. Amber liquid spilt from the cracks in the wood. ‘I care what it is you can do for me.’

‘And what exactly is that?’ Kio swallowed, acutely aware of the proximity of their bodies, of their faces. Of the rich, smoky bouquet of rum wafting upwards.

The Boatkeep thrust her goblet under the spilling liquid. ‘I need fighters. Actual trained soldiers. Not just violent ruffians who can mindlessly swing a sword and take orders when they feel like it. I need discipline. I need respect.’ She knocked the rum back in a hearty swig, then wiped her mouth with her forearm. ‘How’d you like to get out of those chains?’

    
  It was Kio’s turn to place a bet. The cup was still face down, dice hidden within, and all three men before him had wagered their nightly rum ration on high-even. Kio was new to Um-Narl, and he used this inexperience as an excuse to deliberate. There was no skill to this stupid game—it was just luck, something Kio wasn’t very familiar with these days. But he really wanted those fucking drinks.

‘Even … Low.’ He thrust his thimbleful of rum across the low table, bracing for Bryn-Daal to reveal his fate.

‘Deities fucking dead, two ‘n’ two,’ the burly Kheshtarli groaned. ‘Low evens.’

Kio nearly fell off the stool, mouth growing thick with saliva as Davyn and Bryn-Daal reluctantly slid their rations across to him. Ylan hesitated, a sneer forming under his flat nose.

‘Can I suck your prick or something instead?’ he mumbled, but Kio was already knocking back the first of his takings. He grimaced as the dark liquid roared down his throat; he’d never been fond of rum, but it was the first time in a long while he’d had more than a drop just enough to wet his tongue. 

‘Not a fucking chance,’ Kio said, slamming the little pewter cup on back on the table and reaching for the next. ‘Pay what you owe, Ylan.’ Drink. Exhale. ‘Besides, you’re not my type.’

Ylan’s scowl deepened and he slapped the cup sideways. Kio scrambled to right it, saving most of the precious alcohol from spilling onto the table. He drank it just as fast.

Sweet, burning bliss.

‘Holy mother Miatha, you fucking lucky bastard,’ Davyn moaned, licking parched lips as he ran his hands down his distraught face. 
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