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Content Warning

 

Please be advised that the Relics of Ar’Zac trilogy contains content some readers may find upsetting such as, but not limited to, violence. Please proceed with caution if this might cause distress.


Dearest Reader,

 

I have a 10-year-old.

Wtf

*ahem* I mean, a book, yes, but I’d be lying if I said this book (okay, yes, this whole series) hasn’t kept me up some nights, hasn’t caused its fair share of grey hairs, and that I’m not every bit as proud of these books as any mother watching her child take their first steps.

It’s been a wild ride. Rise of the Sparrows is my first book, and as such it was the steepest learning curve. Back then, I prepared so much. I read The Books. I learned from The Blogs. I thought I knew what I was doing, and I was so wrong. Maybe it’s unprofessional of me to admit this, but it’s true: writing is hard, self-publishing is harder, and marketing with undiagnosed and unmedicated ADHD is a bloody nightmare that just kind of doesn’t go anywhere most of the time.

You might, perhaps, feel like arguing that I still don’t know how any of this works, because I’ve decided to release all four anniversary editions at the same time. That’s not how you do this, Sarina, you might say as you shake your head at this book. You go one at a time, as the sequels have their anniversaries. I hear you. I considered it.

But, you see, I’m self-published and I can do what I want, and it wouldn’t have felt right to me to let these new editions trickle in slowly over the next few years when I could be celebrating my debut series in time for my debut anniversary. So, that’s what I chose to do. You only get one debut series, after all. I wanted to celebrate this first lot together, because writing all of these? Learning from each book? Growing as a new author with each one? It was awesome.

Debatable unprofessionalism aside, I’m still here, writing ever more books. This series is still here, and Rachael’s story has amassed a proud number of glowing reviews. Thank you. I’m so grateful for every single one, for every single reader who just had to read the sequels, and also to those who tried it but didn’t like it. I’m chuffed you saw something in these and wanted to try. Thank you.

Maybe you’re a returning reader who’s been with me and Rachael since the beginning and really wanted these beautiful new covers? Or maybe you’re a new-to-me reader who’s here because of these pretty anniversary editions? However you found your way to me, welcome, and happy reading. I do hope you enjoy your time amidst my pages.

Thank you, Sparrows.

And Happy Anniversary.
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To everyone who wants to give up:

Paschros kai zo.

Fight strong and live, Sparrows.
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Rachael dreamt of soft sheets and joyous chirping outside her window. Of laughing Sparrows. Of a bench by the fountain in her garden, her peace from all the world’s horrors and the people needing her to fix it. She didn’t want to wake up. Her nightmares waited outside her dreams.

A vicious hiss dragged her out of sleep and into the dark. She couldn’t close her eyes while the demons were with her. She needed to know what they were doing, where they were, what they were planning, how to get away.

But there was no way out. Rachael couldn’t see her own hand if she held it far enough away, let alone a door or what might lie behind it. It had scared her at first, but she’d got used to it—and that scared her more than the darkness itself.

And no matter how black the void around her turned, the demons were darker. They were shadows within gloom, the only thing blacker than her fears. And together, they formed her nightmare and erased all hope of freedom.

The Mother that had woken Rachael slithered closer. Rachael stepped back into the wall. She had nowhere to go, but she refused to just sit and let it happen. The Mothers hadn’t hurt her yet, but they wouldn’t have brought her here if they didn’t want something from her. All this time running from them across the Far Sea into Midoka and across the Krymistian desert, Rachael had assumed the demons wanted her dead. Why hadn’t they killed her?

The Mother filled the space before her and expanded until all Rachael saw was black Mist. Its long tendrils cupped her face and inspected her, held her tight, and fed her fear. Rachael could wish the wall behind her would swallow her as much as she wanted, but she was trapped in this prison. With her nightmare finally come true, terror paralysed her better than any monster could.

The Mother hissed again and drew away. Rachael couldn’t see where it disappeared—under her door or through a crack in the wall too small for her—but the black filling the room seemed a little less total.

Without any light, her eyes couldn’t adjust. To her sides, all she felt was stone. Beneath her, more stone; before her, an impossibly long stretch of darkness.

Rachael shivered and curled in on herself. When she had inspected the prison in the White City, she’d known she hadn’t averted her nightmare. She’d known it would come for her. Running from the demons seemed stupid now, a waste of time. They had travelled to the ruins in the Krymistian desert, entered chambers no one had seen in hundreds of years, but the Mothers had found her. Kaida had carried her and Cale across the continent and hidden them inside a library even Kaida had believed destroyed, but the Mothers had tracked her down.

Her heart ached. Her mind ached. Her body ached. She’d been in hopeless situations before, but she’d never been helpless. When thugs and rapists had cornered her in some backstreet in Blackrock, she defended herself. They had always underestimated her—she’d been a starving husk of a child—and she had always made them regret it. When Cephy had drawn a ring of hungry fire around her in the White City, she’d had her sword. When demons had overrun her palace, her own small army had fought by her side. Rachael didn’t know where her sword was now, or her armour. The Mothers had stripped her of everything she’d earned, everything that made her strong.

Cale and Kaida were probably still back at the library since the Mothers weren’t interested in them. She couldn’t fathom where the Mothers had taken Kiana. Her Sparrows were in the White City, defending it from more Mothers. Reeve and Ludo were back in Krymistis, and she didn’t even know where she stood with Ludo; it was possible he’d try to kill her again if he had another chance.

She couldn’t be sure where the demons had imprisoned her, but Kaida had mentioned something about Kaethe, an island far out on the ocean. The Mothers had been confined there at the end of the Sorcerers’ War, and the Dark One had been sealed with them. If that was where they’d taken her, then there was nothing Rachael could do. She couldn’t swim, but even if she could, she had no idea how far away she was from the nearest shore. She’d drown long before she ever saw land again.

Her visions were the only thing the Mothers hadn’t taken from her, but they happened in their own time, not when Rachael needed them. They were useless in this prison, anyway. Rachael knew how this would end if no one helped her.

Maybe she should have put more effort into her gift, but she’d tried with Ailis guiding her, and she hadn’t been able to tap into it. If she’d known how to control water or air, maybe there would have been a way across the sea. But it was too late now—if she hadn’t managed it with Ailis’s help, she didn’t stand a chance on her own. Wanting to survive, to find a way out, hadn’t brought her any closer to sensing her magic’s source within herself.

‘Paschros kai—’ Her throat was too dry, and she coughed. Paschros kai zo. Paschros kai zo. Paschros kai zo. Her eyes burnt. She wanted to fight back, escape, and reach her Sparrows so they could regroup, but she had no energy. She hadn’t had a vision since she arrived here, but then she didn’t know how long ago that was. Cale didn’t know where she was. She’d walked away from him and Kaida because she needed space; knowing Cale, he’d allow her as much as she needed. He wouldn’t look for her, not right away. Her Sparrows didn’t even know Kaida had taken them to the library. For all they knew, a dragon had swooped in, lifted them out, and taken them to its nest high in a mountain to feed them to its young.

All she knew was that desire to survive, that necessity, but she didn’t see a way of using it to her advantage now. It had kept her alive in Blackrock. It wouldn’t keep her alive here.
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Cale rammed his fist into the library’s cold stone wall. His knuckles split open, and he hissed. Pain erupted through his open flesh and gripped his bones. He slammed his other fist into the wall, into the same spot, and then punched with his first fist again. Twice, three times, until the pain blinded him and made thinking impossible.

His one duty as Rachael’s Sparrow had been to protect her. His one duty to his Sparrows, his family, had been to keep them safe and lead them to victory. But Rachael had been taken, and he was miles away from his Sparrows, who were left without a leader and without instructions. They didn’t even know a Mother had kidnapped Rachael. He knew only because the vile demon had let out a blood-curdling screech. It had echoed through the library’s corridors and carried straight to him, to let him know she was gone.

And Mothers—infernal servants of the Dark One made of the same ever-shifting Mists they came from—had overrun the White Palace when Kaida hauled him and Rachael out of it. For all he knew, his family was dead. Rachael could be dead too, but he doubted it. He’d run through the library’s corridors, checked every room, but he hadn’t found a body or blood.

He screamed and punched the wall again. Pain made him see red stars, and he fell to his knees. It had been a long time since he’d cried, but there was only so much he could take. So many people had relied on him. Arlo. Ailis. His Sparrows. Kiana. Rachael. His new family of fresh Sparrow recruits. He had failed all of them.

Cale grit his teeth. He doubted the Mothers would kill Rachael, at least not right away. They needed her to unleash the Dark One and destroy everything. Knowing that, however, didn’t make him feel any better. Rachael was suffering. She’d feared this outcome more than anything, and he had let it happen.

He needed to find her, but where to start? She could be anywhere.

Pick yourself up, Sparrow.

Cale jumped and spun around, bright explosions behind his eyes blinding him. He was alone. But someone—

There’s time to save her.

He sank back to the floor, head between his knees and arms around his ears to stop the madness. Was it Ailis or Kiana he was hearing, or his own voice? They all blended into one.

Every man had his limit. Perhaps he’d finally found his.

You must hurry.

He screamed in frustration with himself as much as his situation. They may have been voices, but they were right. He didn’t have time to wallow in self-pity. Rachael was imprisoned in her worst nightmare, even though he’d sworn to protect her. It wouldn’t end like this. He wouldn’t let it.

But where would he start? The only place he could think of was Kaethe, where the old sorcerers had banished the Dark One and His Mothers, but if Rachael was there, he couldn’t do anything about it. He hadn’t believed anyone still lived on Kaethe, but then Kaida told them about the hordes of demons worshipping the Dark One inside the island’s temples and working towards his return.

Cale grimaced. Kaida had also deceived them and turned into a dragon, the beast out of Rachael’s visions. He didn’t believe the Mist Woman any more than he would have believed a Mother offering the Dark One’s peace. He had no options—he either trusted Kaida and didn’t go to Kaethe, but Rachael might die, or he didn’t trust Kaida, found Kaethe overrun, and died himself, or he could go to the island only to find it deserted and waste time, or—

This was pointless. His hands throbbed and bled, and his mind felt like someone had pulled a spiky blanket over it—too clouded to think, too agonised to plan.

‘Are you done throwing your tantrum like a child?’

Just when he thought it couldn’t get any worse… How long had Kaida been watching him?

‘Go away.’ He hated how much his words proved her point, but he already couldn’t think without Kaida in the room. Rachael wanted to trust her, but as far as he was concerned, Kaida had betrayed them one time too many. Whatever he’d do about saving Rachael, he was done with Kaida.

While he believed that Kaida was a dragon, accepting the magnitude of it was another issue. Dragons were supposed to be extinct. He needed a moment to process that one of the ancient creatures had just flown him and Rachael away from his family, into the same country the old sorcerers had destroyed, and hidden them in a fabled library no one had thought still existed. Maker, even Kaida had seemed surprised to find it here. If there were things a dragon and Mist Woman didn’t know about, what chance did he have?

He needed to be alone for a bit. He didn’t need the reminder of how well she had fooled them.

‘Do not blame yourself for not seeing through my lie. I have far more years of experience than you can imagine. I dare say I am rather good at what I do. When Rachael lies dead, and the Dark One enslaves your remaining Sparrows because you sulked when you should have acted, then you can blame yourself.’

He pulled back his arm to punch the wall one more time, but the mere movement of his muscles made the pain flare, and he dropped his hand.

‘Just one moment.’ He sighed. Sometimes, war meant he had to appease his enemies. ‘Some of us don’t have thousands of years of strategic experience. I need a moment to accept… this. You. I just need a second to make sense of everything.’

‘Very well. But do not try to pacify me with petty words, Cale Spurling. We both want the same thing, do we not? I find honesty serves better than false modesty.’

Cale paused. He didn’t hear his full name often—his Sparrows just called him Cale, and he didn’t know many people outside of them. Even Commander Dryden, the new leader of the White Guard Rachael trusted with her people, called him Cale. At times, Ailis and Kiana had used his full name when they were angry with him or wanted to tease him, but they were both gone now. Kaida was the only one who’d called him by his family name in years.

He frowned. ‘How long have you been here?’

‘On this earth, you mean?’

‘I’m not in the mood, witch.’ He hadn’t been sure what to call her—dragon, Mist Woman, traitor? —but he supposed that sorted one problem. ‘In this room, watching me. How long have you stood there?’

She—or should that be it now he knew what she was? —cocked her head. ‘Not long. I thought you had punished yourself enough and came to heal your wounds and tell you to stop being a child. Instead, I found you on the floor, screaming with your head between your knees.’

‘You entered my mind, didn’t you?’ He had meant it as a question, but he was too sure for that. ‘You’re trying to manipulate me.’

She frowned, looking so human he hated her even more for the lie. If there had been some sign she was an immortal beast from ancient times, any sign at all, this would have been easier. Or maybe it would have been harder? He didn’t know anymore. What kind of sign did he even want? Horns coming out of her head? Smoke puffing out of her nostrils when she was angry? The stories he’d grown up with had been fabrication, but clearly dragons weren’t. Kaida was the most powerful…creature, person, thing, whatever he would choose that he had ever met. If she wanted to look like any other woman, he was sure it was as easy for her as sparring was for him.

He hated that she looked so human. He hated that he’d ever trusted her.

More than anything, he hated that he needed her help.

‘I know you are angry and cannot see it yet, but I am on your side. I regret that I had to lie to you before, but you will see why it was necessary once you have had time to think. Manipulating you through childish mind games is not how I work.’ She sighed and turned away from him. ‘Take the time you need to make sense of what happened. I admit, it is sometimes difficult for me to understand humans, no matter how many years I have spent as one. But do not take too long. I believe there is a way out of this, and I would prefer not to delay.’

After everything she’d done, he still believed her. It didn’t explain who he’d heard right before Kaida had chastised him, but perhaps it didn’t matter. Maybe he was going insane, or maybe something else was going on—either way, the voice was right. Nothing had changed; Rachael was his priority.

Cale leaned into a wall, felt the chill of the stone against his skin and through his clothes, allowed it to calm his mind and settle him. He wanted to get back to his Sparrows, and he needed to find Rachael. His emotions couldn’t get in the way. He’d been good at that once, but Rachael had changed everything. He didn’t want to be the cold leader who put the mission over his loved ones. Cale remembered the disappointment in Rachael’s eyes when he wouldn’t go after Kiana all too well. He’d thought Rachael just didn’t understand the hard choices he had to make, but her reaction had burnt itself into his memory and it reminded him of what he could be. His family. His mission. Could he have both without compromising either? Not just with Rachael—because he did care about her—but with his other Sparrows, too. He’d made Kiana his second-in-command because he trusted her with his life. She deserved the same commitment from him.

It was all so easy in his head—protect the people he loved, do his job… Simplicity itself. But it was beyond difficult to have both. Unlikely, but perhaps not impossible. He did enjoy a challenge.

Hearing what the dragon from Rachael’s vision had to say was a start.
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When Kiana was growing up in Grozma, trying to protect her mother and staying out of her father’s sight, she had taught herself several techniques to stay calm in terrifying situations. They’d never let her down.

None of them helped her now.

She lay on a cold stone table, wrists spread to opposite sides and bound to cool hooks behind her head, legs tied in the same way below her.

Kiana took one deep breath in, let one deep breath out. Repeated the process. Her heart still hammered.

She thought of her mother’s arms, the way she’d smelled of roses, and closed her eyes until she felt her mother’s comforting embrace. Her mind still raced.

She focussed on the spot on her hips where her daggers usually sat, tried so hard to feel them now, but nothing was there. Terror still gripped her.

Fear threatened to overpower her again. Her stomach constricted, her throat tightened, and wave after wave of horror washed over her. She sobbed, and her eyes burnt.

Kiana had never felt so pathetic. When her father had beaten her mother, Kiana stood against him. When her father had beaten her until she couldn’t see through the pain, she kicked back. When she had gone back to Grozma years later, her daggers a comfort at her hips and her step sure, she repaid him for all the times he’d made his mother regret marrying him.

But now she had nothing, and it terrified her.

Thanks to her father, she had grown stronger. Killing him had been easy, rational. There’d been only one of him. The Mothers were endless, and they didn’t bleed like he’d done.

Her daggers were somewhere she didn’t know, somewhere she couldn’t reach, but since she couldn’t move, she wouldn’t have got out even if they had been cruelly close.

A heavy door fell shut nearby, and she forced herself to calm down. She could appear fearless, at least, even if she’d never felt further from it.

Over the past few days, she had listened and learned as much as she could; the Mothers had taken her weapons, but they hadn’t taken her mind. Not yet. So, she swallowed the lump in her throat, blinked her burning tears away, and listened.

Another door, closer this time, scraped and screeched over the hard stone floor.

The Mothers were coming.

The cuts on her legs and back burnt. Kiana winced. She’d grown so used to the smell of her own blood she didn’t notice it anymore. She should have died by now—she couldn’t see how much blood they drew each time, but she knew how weak it made her feel, and she dreaded it. Death was close. She sensed it lurking in the shadows.

The door to her prison scraped against the floor, and two Mothers entered. She’d never get used to their ever-shifting shapes of Mist, the way they grew swords as sharp as any steel out of themselves, or how they disappeared and reappeared wherever they wanted, but she stared them down regardless. Kiana reminded herself that not every fight involved daggers; some battlefields were much smaller than duels or full-blown wars. She was bound, but she could fight back in other ways.

‘Your mistress can’t do it herself?’ Kiana taunted them every time they came, but so far, she’d failed to get a reaction from them. For all she knew, the Mothers didn’t feel anything and didn’t realise they were being challenged, but Kiana had to try. If she coaxed Cephy out, if she got just one punch in… From what Rachael and Kaida had told her, she couldn’t kill Cephy, not unarmed, but maybe she could break the girl’s nose.

The Mothers took their positions on each side of her, and her heart raced. Her eyes stung almost more than the cuts did. She wouldn’t cry. Not while they were here.

The Mother to her right laced its misty tendrils out under her and caressed her back. The other embraced her arm and held her still with unnatural strength.

They cut, and Kiana screamed.

The pain blinded her, took away her light, and left her in a black void she couldn’t escape. All she felt was agony and warmth trickling down her skin.

Their hold on her tightened. She vowed to make them pay.

Their tendrils sliced faster, drank deeper. She vowed to reduce them to ashes, one by one, no matter the cost.

Their unholy magic sealed the wounds, dragged her out of the dark lest she die and end their feast. She trembled.

The Mothers left. Kiana cried and shook on her cold stone table.

When the second door fell shut, and she was sure she was alone, she screamed. She’d never felt so violated. She’d never felt so helpless. She’d never been more determined to kill her jailors and pay them in kind.

But first, she needed to get out, and for that to happen, too many impossible things needed to change. She needed to get her hands free. She needed to open the bonds that tied her ankles. She needed to find her daggers.

Again, she screamed. None of that was going to happen unless someone helped her, but there was no one here to pity her. The demons were indifferent to everything, and Cephy hadn’t graced Kiana with her presence.

‘Cephy!’ She knew it was pointless, but she had to do something. Screaming didn’t feel quite as helpless. ‘I know you’re here! Stop being a coward and face me!’

Her threats had never been emptier, but maybe she could at least spit at Cephy before the girl killed her.

Kiana froze—the heavy door fell shut for the second time that day. Had the Mothers come back for more? The second door scratched across the floor. Had Cephy heard her and decided to show herself?

The door to her prison opened, and her breath hitched. She’d thought she didn’t hate anyone as much as Cephy and her demons, but the man standing before her made her reconsider.

‘Kiana. I gather you are unhappy with your arrangements?’ She wanted to punch the victorious grin off Arnost Lis’s smug face. ‘Please, do tell. Of course’—his crooked grin made him look every bit as evil as the Mothers—’I can’t promise we’ll care.’

She bit her tongue to save her energy for when she was out of these binds, but it was hard.

He had poisoned Cale.

He had abandoned Rachael in the middle of winter when she was a child.

He had treated his wife like she was a thing to be possessed.

He had killed every one of his children born with the gift.

Except for Rachael, and while Kiana wasn’t his child, he hadn’t killed her, either. He’d regret everything he’d done, just as soon as she was free.

Arnost Lis laughed when all she could do was glare. It wasn’t anywhere near what she wanted to do, but she put all her hatred for him into her eyes and hoped it intimidated him at least a little—if not now, then later once she was coming for him.

‘That’s right.’ His face was so close, his disgusting breath warmed her face. ‘You’re in no position to demand anything. But I have actually come with a gift—information.’

She braced herself. Whatever he had to say, she doubted it’d be anything good.

‘The witch queen is right here, in our care.’ He grinned. ‘Cephy wants her alive, but not for much longer. It’s a shame you’re so close and can’t tell her you’re sorry you failed her. She’ll die while you’re—’

Kiana spat, and he staggered back. ‘You’re lying.’ He had to be. If Rachael was here and Kiana couldn’t help her… No. He was lying to get into her head. Kiana was ashamed she’d wavered this long. Men like him—filthy, disgusting cowards—didn’t fight fair. Mind games were all he was good at, and she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of falling for them.

Although she didn’t regret spitting at him.

‘Bezcye.’

It was her turn to laugh. Whether he was lying or not, he’d given her another reason to free herself. And then she’d kill him, Cephy, and every demon on this island until she either stood victorious or someone ended her.
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Arnost Lis slammed the door to his small room on Kaethe and grabbed the first piece of fabric he found. It was an old cloth, Maker knew how ancient, but it would do. The insolence! How dare the filthy street brat spit in his face? That she was Tramuran as well as a Sparrow added insult to injury. If he had his way, she’d already be dead, but the Dark One wanted her as bait. Or maybe Cephy did. Sometimes, it was hard to tell where her mind ended, and His swallowed hers. 

He flung the cloth across the room and swore. They were wasting so much time. If he were in charge, or a real Tramuran general, they’d have killed Rachael by now. But instead, a child had put herself in charge, and he had to pretend he supported this Dark One.

Cephy wanted to torture Rachael, perhaps mentally more than physically. Arnost Lis didn’t know, and he didn’t care. Cephy wanted to release the Dark One and spread the gift to every human.

He spat and glared at the stone where his saliva fell. The very idea was preposterous, but they’d kill him if he didn’t play along.

If Arnost Lis lived, he wouldn’t allow her to succeed. The brat was his best chance to get to Rachael, but he wouldn’t play her silly game a second after the witch queen had taken her last breath.

And the worst thing—oh, the sheer gall!—was that the child he should have killed years ago was only a few doors away from him. A plot to taunt him, no doubt. Cephy loved her little games. Anything to feel superior and in control. He couldn’t wait to see reality settle on her features when he drove his sword through her gut.

But everything in its due course. He could be patient, although it wasn’t his strong point, and Cephy made it difficult.

He’d considered killing Rachael now, while she was weak and unguarded. Cephy didn’t always watch her, but it would be suicide regardless. The Mothers weren’t smart enough to do something they hadn’t been commanded—Cephy would know it wasn’t an accident or neglect on their part. The Dark One wanted the witch queen dead, but He needed her blood first, or else they wouldn’t be in this situation.

Of course, the ideal solution would be to kill Cephy, but the Dark One watched His host’s back like a cat watches a mouse. Forever patient, forever protective. Because, if something happened to poor Cephy, He’d no longer have a host. So, Arnost Lis couldn’t kill Cephy because of the Dark One. He’d never get near her. And then she’d kill him—he had no delusions regarding the pain she’d inflict on him first—and he’d have met a pointless end.

No. He needed to wait. This war lacked a good general, and while he wasn’t that, he was Tramuran, and Tramurans knew war. They knew deceit. They knew the smell of blood. He had no army, but he had his mind, and he would use it against her childish drives. The Dark One was nothing but a passive observer until Rachael’s blood restored Him or until He recovered enough on His own. Cephy had to rely on her own cunning, and when it came down to it, she was no more than an angry brat.

He would wait until they were off the island, until Cephy’s back was turned and the Dark One celebrated the illusion of victory, and then he would strike before the Dark One manifested. Cephy would be dead, the Dark One would be—well, whatever happened to the darkest of demons when they had no hosts to occupy—and Arnost Lis would be free to kill Rachael in peace and restore order.

He smiled. Some things were worth faking patience for.
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Kleon wandered through a broken palace and observed everyone’s efforts to sweep away the rubble and make it look royal again. He wanted to help, but a larger part of him felt out of place. Everyone seemed to be giving a hand—stable hands, Sparrows, cleaners, even Commander Dryden of the White Guard. Others helped in smaller ways, like the palace cooks who were preparing a feast for the helpers. Where did he fit in? His father had come here to kill Rachael—the sister Kleon hadn’t known he had—and he’d brought Kleon along to spy on the Sparrows and gather intel. Kleon didn’t miss the uncertain glances people threw his way. He wanted to make things right, but was that even possible?

The Mothers had left the palace in bad shape. Plaster was falling from the ceiling, the marble floor had split or shattered in many places, and blood had left brown-red splatters and larger smears all over the marble walls.

Kleon had never fought a battle quite like this one. Back home, in Tramura, he commanded his own small squad of loyal men, but they’d rarely fought anything larger than small groups of bandits. They’d dealt with bigger groups twice, but neither compared to what had happened here.

The Tramuran king had sent a message. He demanded to know what was going on, why Kleon’s father hadn’t sent news, and whether the rumours he’d heard of a dragon were true. Kleon didn’t know how to reply. The message was meant for his father, but he had fled the country. Kleon would have to answer it, but that would only make the king more suspicious. So, the messenger stood by while Kleon debated what to do next—return to Tramura and tell the truth like the good soldier his father had raised him to be, or stay and help his gifted sister?

If he were honest with himself, the conflict had been there all his life. The king’s demand for an answer just made it more urgent.

His mother had had the gift—or taint, as his father would say—but she had taught him and raised him with as much love as any mother would. She’d been no less a person than anyone else Kleon had met. She had shown him the beauty magic could create—the gentle healing of a scraped knee when he’d been a child, and the pain-easing treatment in later years, when his injuries had been more serious. She had shown him the light in the darkness of her life—a darkness his father had created.

But his father wasn’t entirely wrong either. He’d taught Kleon that magic was evil, that it tainted the world, and Kleon saw why. He had never seen it used like this in Tramura, but his father and their king led a tight regime over the gift. Kleon expected he’d never had the chance to see it used for evil—or for good, for that matter. If it hadn’t been for his mother, he’d never have seen much of it at all.

A world without the gift would no doubt be more peaceful and more at ease. But would it be right? The gift could create marvels. It could also take them away again in the same breath and leave the world a darker place in the wake of its destruction. It was gentle mother and cruel devil all at once.

Kleon had hoped that seeing Rachael and others with the gift would make up his mind once and for all, but instead it had fed the same thoughts he’d had since childhood.

Give a man magic, and he will taint the world. Give him a sword, and he will defend himself and do good work. His father had taught him that—him, and half of Tramura. But was a sword that different? Kleon had wondered before, but this was the first time he had long enough to ponder the notion. His father had always kept him busy—a busy man was an honest man—but perhaps that had been part of his father’s plan.

A sword did good if given to honest soldiers, who had vowed to protect their country. But Kleon had also fought bandits who hurt people, robbed innocents, and raped bystanders. They’d believed themselves to be no less righteous than Kleon thought himself. If something as simple as a sword could be used either way, depending on the person wielding it, then was magic—the ultimately more powerful weapon—not the same? 

His father wanted the world to be simple. Kleon didn’t think it was. His mother was dead. His father had betrayed them. Rachael was his sister, but a dragon, of all things, had taken her away. The world was anything but simple. Tramura only kept it that way because it feared change.

There was no place for him here in Rifarne. He could go back home, report to his king—

Or he could stay here if they accepted him after everything. 

Kleon had always wanted siblings, but he’d also known his father would kill them if they showed any sign of the gift. That he’d had a big sister all along, and he hadn’t known about her… One day, if they were still alive, he wanted to get to know her. He had no other family left.

Kleon spotted Lon outside the Sparrows’ headquarters and hurried over. The young man seemed to be in charge in Cale’s absence.

‘How is morale?’ Kleon asked. 

Lon looked back over the corridor-turned-rubble with his hands on his hips. ‘Better now those monsters are gone.’ 

Once they’d realised Rachael was no longer here, the Mothers disappeared. Cale had said they were after Rachael, but Kleon hadn’t realised they’d be so single-minded. He’d never fought an enemy who gave up the moment their leader died or their target disappeared; if anything, that usually made them more determined, or at least angrier. Kleon hoped Rachael was safe, but he’d seen the dragon carry her off. It was impossible to guess at a dragon’s mind, but if the beast wanted her dead, it could have killed her here, even with the fighting going on around it. Its massive talons could have broken her body had it wanted to. Instead, it had taken her away; that had to be a good sign.

Kleon couldn’t get over how all of this was his father’s fault. As the last Lis left in the White City, he felt responsible. ‘If I can help in some way…’

‘I was hoping you’d say that.’ 

Kleon stepped into the corner by the door. The Sparrows’ training grounds were on the other side of the wall, and he was surprised to see some sparring. It was beyond him how they were still going. Most of them had gone to the healer or to rest; that any at all were in the mood to spar amazed him.

Lon followed his eyes and grinned. ‘What can I say? We’re a determined bunch. Take our queen, and we’ll hunt you until you give her back.’ Lon sighed, but his shoulders didn’t sag—he was tired, but he had enough fire left to keep going. Kleon respected that. ‘We wanted to thank you for warning us when you did. If you hadn’t sought us out, we would have died.’ Lon grimaced. ‘Again.’

His father had told him a possessed and power-hungry witch called Aeron had attempted to tear the city apart. Many Sparrows had died that night. While this wasn’t Kleon’s army, he understood the pain of losing his men.

‘I’m sorry you lost so many of your own.’

‘Let’s not dwell on it,’ Lon said. ‘It’s not what I wanted to talk to you about.’ 

Kleon guessed from the distant look in Lon’s eyes that he was dwelling on it. He understood that, too. He’d never forget the men he lost, but if he took the time to mourn them, he might lose more. The time to remember the dead was never now. It was always at some impossibly far-away point in the future.

‘You led us well,’ Lon said.

‘I’ve been trained to lead armies.’

‘I know, that’s my point. We want Cale to lead us, but a dragon has swooped down, torn the roof off the palace, and kidnapped him and our queen. Kiana was—is—his second in command, but the Mothers took her, too. We don’t have many options.’

Lon looked pained. Kleon had never been in a position where he’d lost both leaders—most of the time, he’d been one of them—but he could imagine how painful it would be. It was a tactic he had often employed himself and knew to be effective. Nothing incapacitated an enemy group as effectively as the loss of direction.

Still, it struck him as an odd request. ‘You want me to lead your Sparrows?’

‘Until Cale gets back. Most of them are new recruits, and the others have only recently lost close friends and family. If we fall apart now, I fear we won’t get up again.’

Lon was shorter than Cale and scrawny despite his muscles, but he had a good mind and a strong will. Kleon knew men like him—Lon cared for his people. Had it come to it, he would have died for them. 

‘Why don’t you take charge?’ Kleon asked.

‘I’m no leader. They’d break under me.’

Kleon expected that wasn’t the full truth, but left it at that. Over the years, he’d found most men could be leaders if given no choice, but few wanted the responsibilities of command. Or the pain. Lon was one of them, and Kleon respected that too.

‘Then I accept,’ Kleon said. ‘If the Mothers return, we’ll be ready.’

Now he just needed to figure out what to tell the king’s messenger.

Lon grinned and shook his hand. Kleon couldn’t help smiling. He had a purpose again. By helping the Sparrows, he would help Rachael. He had a lot more to make up for on his father’s behalf, but this was a good start.
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Something inside Rachael’s head felt wrong. Now she was aware of it, she didn’t know how she hadn’t noticed it sooner. Something there didn’t belong, like a big, black fly in the middle of an undisturbed snow field. She had believed it a headache at first, but headaches weren’t there only when you focussed on them. They didn’t feel like…like…walls, built for a purpose.

Something twitched at the back of her mind. Rachael knew the feeling, but she’d never experienced it before a vision. She’d been wrong—her gift was still there, and it was trying to show her something.

And the strange wall in her mind blocked it.

Kaida had said her gift would evolve and strengthen, but she’d also hinted at it costing Rachael her mind or her life, or both. Was this what Rachael felt? It had never been this easy to pinpoint her gift in her head before, but now, with the barrier around it, locating it was a breeze. Was her magic growing stronger and making the consequences clearer by erecting this barricade? It felt wrong, but then she supposed that a warning regarding her life wouldn’t feel good. Maybe that was the point—that only the most dedicated seers continued once the block was there.

She’d assumed it would be a gradual process, that it would affect her mind one vision at a time, but she wouldn’t complain, because this was exactly what she’d needed.

Kaida had said her gift would claim her sanity or her life eventually, not suddenly. Rachael felt a vision trying to reach her right now; one more wouldn’t hurt. She never knew what a vision was about until it played out inside her head, but if there was any chance at all that this one got her out of this prison, she had to risk it. The chance she’d die from it today was small, but if she stayed here, waiting for Cephy to come for her, death was guaranteed.

Hope bubbled up inside her. Rachael breathed deep, closed her eyes, and willed her vision to come. She felt it beyond the wall, trapped just like she was, struggling to break free. She reached into herself like Ailis had taught her, reached out to the source of her gift, found that sliver she’d so desperately needed, and tried to guide it, but it was hard. Without experience, her gift didn’t respond the way she needed it to. It was a light inside her, but it dimmed, flickered out of sight, and lit anew only when she blocked out the pain in her body, the dryness on her tongue, and the emptiness in her belly.

‘Come on,’ she whispered. ‘Work with me.’

The light paused like it had seen something more interesting. She held her breath.

‘Yes, that’s it.’ It grew a little brighter. ‘Help me.’

It steadied and grew to a pale, round glow. Rachael directed it, felt tears well up when it responded to her wish and flowed up, past her heart, into her mind. She saw the wall before it like it was a real structure. Her gift hesitated, and somewhere within her, she knew it wasn’t related to her gift at all. It feared the barrier, froze in place like a deer that had spotted the archer.

Rachael willed it to stay, scared it would bolt, and all this progress would have been for nothing, but it trembled at the sight.

‘Just a little—’

Her gift inched forwards, and pressure built inside her head until it felt ready to burst. It hurt, like her head would break open if she went any further, but she was close. Too close to give up. Rachael held on to her gift as tight as she could and forced it against the wall.

Light exploded behind her eyes.

Intense pain cracked through her skull and gripped her mind so hard she couldn’t breathe. A thin line of blood ran from her nose, dried on her lips. Rachael gasped for air, dug her fingers into the cold ground—

And fell into darkness.
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Cale found Kaida sitting in the small room where they’d left Rachael when they arrived. Rachael had passed out from her wounds and the shock of being carried off by a dragon, and Cale hadn’t wanted to wake her when he shouted at Kaida. She had earned the rest.

He gritted his teeth. It didn’t matter now. The Mothers weren’t likely to give her a break or any form of compassion.

Cale didn’t shut the wooden door behind him. He could never outrun a dragon or a Mist Woman, never mind a creature that was both, but he still preferred options, pointless as they were.

 ‘You have a plan, witch?’

Just like every part of the library he’d seen so far, darkness overwhelmed this room. A single candle burnt on the table where Rachael had left the tomes, and another wall sconce burnt just outside the door. It wouldn’t have been enough to light the room, but Kaida had placed small orbs of blue-glowing magic around the space. In the strange light, her pale skin looked sickly, and her usually bright red hair appeared a coppery brown. Kaida herself looked like she didn’t belong in this world. He didn’t find it comforting.

She was reading one of the tomes, but now Cale had entered, she put the book aside and looked up.

‘Are you ready to listen?’

He glowered at her. ‘I’m ready to save Rachael.’

She smiled. ‘That is good enough for me. We both want the same thing, Cale. I am glad you are willing to work together.’

He scoffed. This wasn’t about choice. Without Kaida’s help, it’d take him weeks to get back to the White Palace, if not months.

‘What’s your plan?’

‘I am certain Rachael has been taken to Kaethe. Cephy will be there, as will her Mothers. She has become the Dark One’s willing host; we have to assume her power has grown significantly since we last saw her.’

‘So, we land on Kaethe, ask them to give Rachael back, and leave?’

He hated her sure smile, like she had everything figured out. How was she so calm?

‘I am relieved you can joke in times like these. I have always found it to be an odd coping mechanism, but many humans seem fond of it.’

‘What do dragons do when everything they love is threatened?’

‘That depends on the threat. In most cases, we use superior firepower.’

For a second, he was too surprised to speak. ‘I see dragons sometimes use humour to alleviate stress, too.’

She laughed. ‘I hoped it would ease some of the tension. I am not your enemy, Cale. We both want Rachael back, do we not? Rest assured, if I wanted to kill you, I could do so easily.’

He frowned. ‘I feel better, thanks. How do we save Rachael?’

‘We will need more people before we can hope to reach her. Kaethe will be well protected. I hear prison raids are your speciality?’

‘My Sparrows and I used to free people from the White City prison.’ It didn’t seem like the same thing. He’d known the prison after years of smuggling people out. With Reeve’s help, he’d created a detailed map of every corridor, every well-patrolled area, as well as the lesser patrolled ones, of every cell and torture chamber. He’d known every flickering light, every creaking door, even recently replaced locks. But here? No overworked human guards tried to catch a five-minute nap in the early morning. Single-minded monsters patrolled Kaethe, and they didn’t feel fatigue or pain. Which door was safe to open, and which would give him away? Would his lockpicks open the way for him, and would they need Kaida’s magic to get anywhere?
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