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Recap of Dawn: The Aris Empire, Book 1

A thousand years have passed since the Elders descended from the sky to stake their claim on the virgin world now known as Aursa. Though initially successful, the colony enraged the Zhur, elemental demigods who both protected and preyed on the world’s indigenous people, the Sijhani and djaki. The war that followed was nothing less than cataclysmic, casting the new colony into ruins. At the end of it, a handful of survivors fled into the wild and forged an alliance with the Sijhani, trading their own knowledge for learning the world’s flora and fauna. That alliance led to the foundation of the Reonih, a mystic order of healers, sages, and bards. As a new civilization clawed its way from the ruins, the Reonih stepped forward to shape and guide the new civilization.

Centuries later, that civilization is a patchwork of warring city states.

When Chandris zri Aris inherits the throne of Aris, his estranged twin sister Stiva is initially wary of his intentions. Like their mother Lara, a Reonih princess from distant Shadri, Stiva is drawn to the bardic path. Her twin, Chandris, takes after their father, Cronn, a warrior king and general of Aris’ elite army, the Selin.

The feud between the twins is no secret. Four years earlier, Chandris took issue with Stiva’s lover, a Reonih bard named Trin. Immediately after challenging Trin to a duel, Chandris broke his arm. Though the fight wasn’t supposed to be a death match, Cronn refused to let Chandris fight wounded. The twins’ cousin, Mykhal, stood in. In what was part a freak accident and part a twist of fate, Trin dealt Mykhal a death wound. Mykhal’s parents—Cronn’s brother Kele and his wife Talia—demanded retribution, while their surviving son, Aret, sank into the world of the Selin. Mohr, the Reonih high priest, sentenced Trin to die as a sacrifice to the Zhur. And the twins, once so close, became bitter enemies.

Like many of his forebears, Chandris went overseas to learn the ways of other lands, while Stiva buried herself in studying music and spending time with her inner circle, which also includes the Reonih bards Reide and Kira; her closest confidante and illegitimate half-sister, Twyla; and Marcelle, a hostage princess from another city state. She also finds herself haunted by the Zhur, and dreaming of rocky cliffs and blood.

Cronn’s death shatters that equilibrium.

As crown prince, Chandris is recalled from foreign courts to take the throne. Twyla advises Stiva to keep the peace, warning her that the fate of Aris is at stake. The twins reunite just in time to see their mother follow Cronn into his tomb, as Aris’ queens traditionally do. Their sister Shira and younger brother Maren try to navigate the tricky dynamics as best as they can. That night, Chandris offers Stiva an ultimatum: bury the strife between them or leave Aris. After agreeing to a shaky peace for the good of her people, Stiva is stunned when Chandris unexpectedly crowns her as queen, rather than take a wife.

This unexpected turn of events sends shock waves through the land. The royal court, which includes both nobles and Reonih, is similarly stunned. Stiva immediately notices a drastic difference in the way she is treated. It doesn’t take long for Chandris to reveal what type of king he will be. During the coronation feast, a maid mistakenly splashes him with hot oil. He responds by dousing her with the oil, an act of cruelty that shocks the court. Stiva immediately gives orders to see that the girl is cared for.

Thus begins a long cycle.

Though shaken by her brother’s cruelty, Stiva vows to put everything she has into protecting Aris. The city state is in a precarious state, with enemies on all sides. As Aris celebrates the coronation, Khirin, an assassin from a mysterious guild, bids farewell to his lover, Cassandra, then he enters the gladiatorial games, hoping to win entrance to the Selin. Kira teaches Stiva a secret code buried in the ballads sung by traveling bards.

The twins quickly find their pace at working together, but drastic differences soon come to light. Chandris is bent on reverse-engineering the lost technology of the Elders … risking the wrath of the Zhur and the rage of the Reonih, who are charged with keeping the forbidden relics. Stiva finds herself trying to balance her brother’s dreams of empire with the traditional Reonih ways.

Though still haunted by the Zhur, Stiva begins to get her feet under her as queen. By the time the spring holiday rolls around, she has grown both colder and more confident.

Their father’s Reonih advisor, Cerrow, orchestrates an elaborate ambush, attempting to assassinate the twins on a traditional holiday hunt. Cerrow’s plan is foiled by an archer, Ket, who happens through with a new type of bow and decimates the mercenaries that are attacking the twins. Chandris, impressed, is fascinated by the weapon and immediately recruits Ket. Khirin proves his mettle during the fight and is promoted to captain of Stiva’s private guard. The twins soon realize that the ambush against them was part of a larger coordinated attack. Aris must somehow withstand the threats posed by both old enemies and new.

Stiva soon realizes that her brother will not be content with anything less than empire. Having set her dreams of becoming a bard aside, she subdues her emotions and rules like a true Arisian queen: cold and determined. Khirin finds himself fighting to earn the respect of the Selin he now commands.

Chandris, determined to unite the land’s warring city-states under Aris’ banner, announces drastic changes to the Selin, even as Maren goes into training. Stiva is still haunted by the Zhur. Chandris remakes the military, causing a stir among the Selin. Ket begins a secret affair with Twyla, while Marcelle and Aret begin a dalliance of their own. Shira agrees to marry Taibon, the crown prince of Shadri, their mother’s homeland, as Chandris, who is becoming more and more obsessed with the technology of the Elders, announces a series of drastic changes to the rule of the land. The new dictates divide the crown from the Reonih, breaking a longstanding civil structure. Stiva warns him that she is concerned for both the Reonih and the populace, and that he risks the wrath of the Zhur by delving into the forbidden Elders’ tech. Chandris remains unconvinced.

Aret begs Stiva to save the life of his friend Khren’s son, an infant who has failed the standards needed for hereditary admission to the Selin. The boy’s hands are twisted, Aret explains. By Selin tradition, such children are left to die. Stiva agrees to intervene without hesitation. Stiva keeps her promise to Aret. On the night the infant is abandoned, she and Khirin intervene, rescuing the babe. Or attempting to. She is taken by surprise to find both Kira and a Zhurlord in the vicinity.

With Shira’s wedding approaching fast, Chandris ramps up his efforts to wrest control of the Relics from the Reonih. Stiva is shocked to find Shira, who has always been a sweet, placid soul, beginning to harden as she prepares herself to become queen of a foreign land. This is followed by an explosive fight between the twins: Stiva realizes she must choose between Aris and the Reonih. In a desperate attempt to quell rising tensions, she sends a message through the bards, urging the Reonih to hold out for peace and promising them her protection. As guests pack the city streets, Khirin dispatches a would-be assassin who has slipped into Stiva’s room. A short conversation with Chandris reveals that the young king is well aware of Khirin’s true identity, and more than willing to utilize his skills … even against Stiva.

Though tensions again flare between the twins, it is Maren who finds himself suddenly at risk. Cerrow uses the festivities to slip into the city and kidnap him, intending to sacrifice him to the Zhur in the completion of a pact that is hinted at but not revealed. Maren’s castemates intervene and rescue him, just as the revelers unleash the Relics. The Zhur respond. However, rather than the army of Zhur spoken of in the old Reonih ballads, it is a single being. The city is still abuzz with rumors as Shira and Taibon sail off to Shadri.

Book one closes with the Reonih bards entering a hidden shrine, one packed with Relics. Kira instructs Reide that they are to be moved out of Chandris’ reach … and that the time for negotiations with Chandris has passed. “We are preparing for rebellion,” she tells him. “Chandris cannot stay in power.”


Chapter 1

Stiva zri Aris, nineteenth queen of the embattled city state whose name she bore, stood on the courtyard balcony, surrounded by music and sunshine, wondering who had tried to kill her.

Below her, the city curled itself like a serpent around the cone-shaped castle. Aris’ cobbled streets were mostly peaceful again, its mazes and ghosts and secrets silent now. The last of revelers who had crowded through the city gates for her sister Shira’s wedding were finally staggering, wobbling, or lurching back to their homes, sporting light wallets, heavy limbs, and tales of sorcery and witchcraft. The fountains ran with water again, rather than wine, and the merchants in the city’s great market had dropped their prices back down to a comparatively normal range. The air of frenzied celebration had fallen away, and a stark tension hung in the air.

They all knew what was coming.

War.

All of Aursa’s city states were in a constant state of flux, and had been for five hundred cycles. Kings rose and fell, borders moved and shifted, the great srih houses prospered or crumbled on webs strung by marriage, alliance, and treachery. Aris had never known extended peace. Stiva’s predecessors had all been warrior kings and queens. Her father’s bones had barely been laid to rest in the House of the Dead before Aris’ enemies had started trying their borders.

A servant with a veil hiding her scarred face moved past, setting a tray of sugared rose petals and trutes’ brains on a stone table. A second followed with decanters of wine and mead.

It should have been a bucolic scene, worthy of a painting or tapestry. The day was warm and bright around her, filled with the songs of starlings and sparrows. The castle’s coppery shellscale coating gleamed in the sun. Her inner circle was clustered nearby. On a stone bench carved to look like a sea-dragon, Twyla, her closest confidante and half-sister, tossed bone dice with Marcelle, the Jaran princess who had fostered at their court. Reide, the Reonih bard who was both one of her closest friends and her musical partner, sat on the edge of a fountain with two other bards, Carin and Fiurn. Mina and Adele, two of her maids—the court flowers, they were called—sat playing cards on a stone bench beneath a trellis that drooped under the weight of vividly colored flowers.

She had a thousand things to see to, dictates and correspondences and decisions, all of which affected everything she saw before her. Instead, her mind kept returning to one image: the dead man on the floor of her suite, the pool of crimson blood around him shining in the moonlight.

Her private guard had made quick work of the would-be assassin. Too quick. She wished they’d kept him alive long enough to talk. His remains—what the Zhur left of him—were currently scattered about the stone altar, feeding crows and erlits. Her beloved vota cat, Lhin, had given his life up protecting an empty room. Grief at that loss chewed at her heart even as worry chewed at her thoughts.

It wasn’t the first attempt on her life, nor was it likely to be the last. This was only to be expected. Aris’ kings and queens rarely ruled without bloodshed, and more than one of them had met untimely deaths at the hands of assassins. Like their parents before them, Stiva and her twin, Chandris, had no lack of enemies. The same could be said for every king and queen who had lived, died, and bled on this soil since the day the Elders had brought their ships down from the abyss of the night sky. The castle’s shadowy halls whispered with their ghosts. The ones whose allies had turned to enemies. The ones that had betrayed, and had been betrayed.

The ones that had been silenced.

She wondered how many more assassins would come before one got through. The twins had already survived two other attempts. The first, an ambush set by their former prime minister, Cerrow, had stung them both bitterly, for that betrayal came from their own inner circle. The second, a poisoning attempt at their sister’s wedding feast.

But the last had come for her alone.

She went a few steps to the parapet. One could see quite far, from there. One could see Aris’ twisted coppery streets, the deep violet of the Oburion, the fields and forest outside the city. In the distance, merchant ships bobbed and tossed on the purple waves of the Oburion ocean. Seeing it all from there was like looking at the world from the eye of a vlorhawk.

And as she stood at the parapet, watching the army training on the hillside, it was that third assassin her thoughts kept returning to. Images played over her thoughts. Blood on the floor. Broken glass. A dead man’s stare, gazing into her soul. The ghastly image of the bloody corpse was still sharp in her mind, not for its gore or garishness, but for the mystery it represented.

The Reonih wouldn’t have sent him. Tensions had been rising between the throne and forest for some time now, since the twins’ coronation. But while Stiva and Chandris both revered and respected the ancient, mystic caste, Stiva was much more aligned with the forest tribes than her twin. Like their mother, Lara, Stiva was drawn to the bardic path. She was even an apprentice bard herself, though she knew she would never wear the blue robes of an officially ordained bard. She remained the Reonih’s staunchest ally at court, a stance that caused continued strife between her and her twin. Chandris had posted new dictates, which lifted the rule requiring citizens, guilds, and merchants to tithe the Reonih. The Reonih had been predictably angry. But it made no sense for them to come after her.

The Selin had nothing to gain by dispatching her. She left military matters to her brother, occupying herself with less bloody work: taxes, reform, education, roads, theoricas. Besides, the Selin wouldn’t have bothered with an assassin. They could have killed her at any time. Her great-great-grandfather had learned that the hard way.

It could have been one of the nobles. Many of Aris’ Houses could be considered enemies, or shaky allies at best. But Aursa’s srih tended to work via intrigues, while foreign influences would likely have aimed for either both twins or Chandris alone. They had enemies enough, that was for certain. But what Stiva couldn’t understand was which of them would gain the most by dispatching her.

No one had gone for Chandris that night.

The assassin hadn’t gone to the gods alone. Mehran, one of their Reonih seers, had also died that night, taken by the Zhur, the primordial beings that haunted the borders between life and death. Stiva could still see his features imprinted on the face of the black-winged being that had come to her balcony, bearing some warning, some prophecy she could not discern.

A chorus of voices rose through the air, shouting military chants. The new archers’ division had started their morning training. The majority were training at the military institutions used to train the Selin, Aris’ elite guard, far from prying eyes. But some trained out in the open, using bows that were just slightly modified from the standard type Aursa’s archers had always used. Stiva’s suggestion, that. Let the spies send word that the new bows are nothing spectacular. Let the real training take place behind Selin walls.

Stiva looked over at the hill, and wondered how many of Aris’ newest batch of soldiers would never see winter. Most of them were peasants, or had been, until a few moons ago. Yet even Stiva had to admit that they were becoming quite formidable. Her twin’s idea of forging serfs and commoners into an army had seemed progressive at first, but now she, too, saw the power of it.

Turns out, Chandris had said, that men will follow you into anything if you give them a chance at a better life.

A familiar figure emerged from the shadows of the castle, positioning himself silently at her side. Khirin lri Thynan was as much a mystery to her now as he had been the day he’d come to her, but she found herself leaning on him more and more. If Aris was the storm around her, he was the silence in that storm. Every day, she was surrounded and sought after by dozens of srih, Selin, Reonih. Her subjects, in many ways, ruled her life, rather than it being the other way around.

Not this one, though. He never clamored for her attention.

“Saya,” he said, by way of greeting. “You look troubled.”

Stiva drew a deep breath, let herself be Stiva for a moment, rather than queen. “I’m still shaken over the man who got into my room.”

“Understandable,” he said simply.

“There is a bloodstain on my floor,” Stiva said. “It won’t come out. They’ve bleached it and scrubbed it, and whitewashed it. I covered it with a rug Shira sent. It’s still there. I can’t see it, but I know it’s still there. And every time I look at that carpet, I know it’s covering blood of an assassin.”

“He no longer has need of that blood,” Khirin said. “If the stain bothers you, change rooms.” He picked a piece of fuzz off his sleeve. “Perhaps you should move into the matriarch’s suite.”

She laughed. “So I can listen to his orgies? I’ll stay in my own. Besides, I’d only have to move back when he marries.”

“Have the floor redone, then. Or get another rug. I’m sure Shira will send you another. Isn’t that all they do in Shadri? Make carpets and poisons?”

“That’s not the point.”

He frowned. “If you’re concerned about others, we’ve tripled the castle guard.”

“I know. That isn’t it.”

“What, then?”

“He came for me, and me alone. I can’t sort out why. I stand behind Chandris, but I am the one parleying with the Reonih. I’m the one fighting to retain equilibrium between the forest and the throne. Who wants to destabilize that? Both sides would lose. If someone hopes to raise a queen in my place, I’d think they’d want you married to him first.”

Cronn had been fierce but careful, never one to truly push boundaries. Aside from some creative battle tactics, the furthest he had ever strayed from tradition had been to take a Reonih bard from distant Shadri for a queen.

The same could not be said of his eldest son.

Chandris’ first act as king had been to defy expectation and traditions, if not law, by crowning Stiva his queen. He had gone abroad in his youth, as princes did, visited the seven towers of Jara, the fire mountains of Turrel, and the watery labyrinths of canals in Orake. He had returned fascinated—perhaps obsessed—with the work and philosophies of foreign scholars, who had no qualms about digging into the knowledge of their ancestors. The desire for both knowledge and power burned strong in him. He was growing increasingly skeptical of the fact that the magic and science of the Elders was forbidden in Aursa, save to the Reonih.

We have a legacy that is wasting away, Stiva, he had told her once, a legacy of wisdom we can no longer even begin to comprehend. Don’t you think it’s time this adopted world of ours came into its own? It has been a thousand years since the Elders brought us here, and still we huddle in the shadows of their ruins and tremble before the ghosts of their gods.

His passion was matched by his rage. Just weeks ago, he’d lost his temper at her for opening granaries to feed the commonwealth.

The bruises he’d left on her arm had not entirely faded.

There had been other battles, dozens of them. They hadn’t fought much as children: back in those golden days, it had been the two of them together, against the world. But they’d outgrown peace and childhood together, and cycles of rage and jealousy had torn them apart. They shared cycles of appetite, mood, and, Stiva suspected, arousal. They finished each other’s sentences. And when they raged at one another, it was with equal fury.

Men had died for that discord. There were names that were not spoken any more, save on Darkfest, when words and wine were given to the dead.

I have to protect Aris first, Chandris told her, the night before his—their—coronation. Before anything else, even you. Cronn and Lara left us more of a legacy than bitterness and anger. They left us a city-state to hold, and that is no easy feat. I will not be the last king of Aris. I refuse to let that happen. I refuse to let your rage distract me, and I refuse to let an old feud get in my way. It is time to end this little war of ours, here and now, before any more lives are lost. You want your freedom, Stiva, then go. Take what you want and go to the Reonih. Go be a bard if you want. Live in a wooden cottage, and spend your days and nights drenched in song and bloody magics. If you are at the ceremony, then from this day forward you will look to me as your king first, and your brother second.

She had chosen to stay, only to find herself chained to a crown.

Some said it was folly, that Chandris had crowned her as queen, rather than elevating a wife to the role of queen consort, as tradition usually dictated. It was no secret that the twins had not always gotten along. There were men dead for their strife, including their own cousin, Mykhal. Some said he was the dark twin, and she the light, and some insisted it was the other way around. Some said they would make Aris into an empire. Others insisted that they would bring the besieged city state to its knees. Some said that all twins were cursed, that it wasn’t right for a soul to share two bodies.

They would have been drowned at birth, given to the Seaborne, had their father not been king.

A vlohra hawk screamed in the pale sky outside.

“He is dead,” Khirin said. “Anyone else that comes for you will join him in the Otherworlds. I promise you that.”

She gave a wan smile. “Somehow, you always find me when my thoughts are on death.”

Her words were not arbitrary. She spoke to shadow, to death itself. She knew that well enough. She had seen that the moment he had stepped out of the forest at Starshire and stepped into the melee caused by Cerrow’s trap. His prowess that day had earned him the position of captain of the Black Boot, Stiva’s private guard. Chandris had promoted him on the spot, over the still-warm body of his predecessor.

“Enough chit chat.” She kept her voice even. “What do you have to report?”

He drew a breath. Sighed. “There is still tension in the city. Things have quieted somewhat, but it only is a lull. The events at the wedding set off a bit of a firestorm. There are students in the streets singing the praises of the Relics. Interest is growing fast.”

“That cat,” Stiva said, quoting an old Reonih saying, “is loose and hungry. There’s no sating it now. What are they saying?”

“About the war?”

“About the Relics.”

Khirin leaned against the stone balustrade. “They saw fire in the sky that night. They know, now, what the Relics are. They still speak of the Zhur. They’re hanging rogan leaves in their windows for protection.”

“And me? What are they saying about me?”

“Everything.”

Stiva frowned. “Everything.”

“Some say you summoned a demon. Others say it was an angel. An alien. A bird. An albatross. You orchestrated the chaos at Shira’s wedding. They say you working with the Reonih to unseat Chandris. Or you are working with Chandris to unseat the Reonih. You’re hiding the Relics. You’re using the Relics. Anything you could think to say, someone is down there saying it. The only thing they agree on is that the Relics have been brought back into the light. A Relic was fired, and no army of Zhur came to destroy us. Many see no reason for restraint.”

That was another source of tension. Her twin grew more obsessed with the forbidden Elders’ technology by the day. He collected artifacts from all the known corners of the world, a craving that kept traders and merchants flowing in through Aris’ gates and harbor. They turned up at the castle at all hours, bearing family heirlooms and forgotten artifacts. None of them cared that to own such things was officially illegal in Aursa. Their own Relics were carefully guarded by the Reonih: for anyone else to handle them was strictly taboo. Or it had been. Chandris was determined to rediscover whatever magic or science had driven their ancestors across the night sky, built their empires.

Destroyed their world.

The Reonih were, as to be expected, less than thrilled, but their warnings hadn’t stopped the mania from spreading like wildfire through Aris. The people were polarizing over the issue, at a pace Stiva never would have expected. The fire Chandris had lit in their people would not easily be put out. His fascination with the Relics, the artifacts of the Elders, had driven a wedge between the crown and the Reonih … and also between the twins, whose relationship had been rocky even at the best of times.

Some agreed with Chandris that these items must be studied, for the benefit of all. Others, holding to ancient dictates and customs, feared them, and regarded them as cursed. The rift between those who would follow the Reonih, and those who, like their young king, wanted to delve into the Elders’ artifacts, seek to learn and harness their power was growing rapidly.

And Chandris turned his gaze toward one of their oldest enemies, Delora.

“Saya,” Khirin said carefully, “you’re losing support among the Reonih and the srih.”

Stiva stiffened. A low curse dropped from her mouth. She wasn’t surprised: her other eyes and spies in the city had told her much the same. But those tides, when they turned, drowned kings and queens in their currents.

“You don’t have to tell me which Houses are behind these lies,” she muttered. “I can probably guess. It’s always the same Houses. Barls. Lavos, Chorin, Adan, Rithab, and Ceth. They pass their hatred of us down through generations, like a family treasure.”

He hesitated. “They are also saying that you were responsible for Barls’ death.”

“Barls has a son dead now,” Stiva said. “For the crime of making me love him. Trin and I had hoped to put an end to the strife. Instead, we only fueled it.”

Khirin glanced at her, caught off guard.

Stiva rarely spoke her dead lover’s name, or mentioned the strife that ill-fated romance had caused.

Trin, whose worst act had been to make her laugh, make her forget her bloodthirsty family, make her feel valued for more than the name she bore and the blood in her veins. Trin, who was bones and ash now, for the mistake of loving her. Trin, who had been willing to duel Chandris for the right to wed her. Things had gone horribly wrong, then, and at the end of it all, their cousin Mykhal lay dead. Trin had been given to the Zhur.

Trin and Mykhal haunted Aris’ shadowy halls, along with the ghosts of generations of Aris’ warrior kings and the Selin who had served them.

She and Chandris had reconciled, officially, but it still hung there between them. The death of Trin’s father, about a cycle ago, had sparked another round of rumors.

Khirin squinted into the sun. “There’s no shortage of suspects. Barls was known to deal with crimelords. That clan has never been short of enemies. And the old lord was old enough to have just fallen down the steps. His heir has already spoken against you.”

“Caelan,” Stiva said. “Let him speak. All queens deal with razor tongues. There is an old Grecian saying, that ruminating on such words gives them power.”

“He’s not just speaking,” Khirin said. “He’s gathering support. They are skillful manipulators. They’ve half convinced the population that you are a sorceress.”

“Shardworms,” Stiva muttered.

“I can have them arrested,” Khirin suggested.

“Not for talk.” She shook her head. “That will only make matters worse.”

“Things are getting worse anyway.”

Stiva sighed. “I told Mohr to pull his people out of the city. I sent a message through the boards, calling for peace and unity. But the people are roused. They no longer listen. He will not listen.”

There was no need to explain who He was.

Her nemesis. Her king. Her twin.

Chandris.

“Well, it seems Mohr took your advice,” Khirin said. “Some of the Reonih have left the city.”

“Good,” Stiva said. “Best to let things calm down. Chandris isn’t posting any more dictates: he’s focused on Delora. They’re safer in the forest until things settle.”

If things settle.

She sighed. “It isn’t the Reonih I’m worried about,” she said. “Or even the srih. The serfs and commonfolk … they are the ones this strife hurts. Some of them are giving every other crumb they own to the Reonih, begging the gods for favor. And yet they only starve faster for it. I opened the granaries, and now I am accused of manipulating prices.”

Behind her, a kirit lizard crept atop one of the marble statues that dotted the courtyard. A moment later, an erlit swept down from a nearby tree, catching it in razor-sharp talons. The erlit flew for one of the upper terraces, its scales gleaming in the sunshine.

Death in the sun.

“Is there anything else?” Stiva asked.

“One more thing. There was an altercation in the city last night. A boy was killed.”

“What happened?” Stiva’s frown deepened. Murder wasn’t exactly uncommon in a city the size of Aris. But most cases did not warrant royal attention.

“One of the archer recruits failed the vision test. He couldn’t see the Bear constellation, so he wasn’t allowed to train. He didn’t take the news well. He punched one of the recruiters and then stormed off. The barmaid at the Four Pigs said he was drinking heavily. He picked a fight with the boy after being thrown out. The city guard has him in the main prison.” He paused. “The boy was well liked. The people are upset.”

Stiva made a mental note to send the family blood gold and ask the Reonih to memorialize him in a song. “Give him to the Zhur. His life is forfeit.” Her voice was hard. “What else?”

“Rumors of the Zhur are still flying. Hundreds saw the being at the wedding.”

“So I’ve heard,” Stiva said. “They’ll be taking those tales back home with them. The people need to know they are real. Do you have any news that isn’t bad?”

“Possibly, depending on your outlook.” Khirin leaned forward, scanning the city. “There is a lot of support for you allowing women into the archers’ division. But there is still resistance.”

Nearby, the bards began working on a new song. The strains of a lute rose through the air. The song was intricate and beautiful—undoubtedly one of the best pieces the court bards had created—but it did nothing to soothe her nerves. It only opened that raw wound inside her. She wanted nothing more than to be over there with them.

A commotion from below disrupted her line of thought. Stiva looked down and saw a whirlpool of angry activity as an altercation broke out in the Second Courtyard, below. The uniforms of those involved in the melee identified the parties: Selin and archers.

It wasn’t the first time tensions had flared between the two divisions. Nor was it likely to be the last. The Selin, prideful of being Aris’ elite army, was rattled at Chandris’ addition of a new division. For centuries, Aris’ hills and cobbled streets had rung with the voices, steps, and weapons of the Selin. The twins’ decision to allow not just peasants, but also women into the archers’ division was also causing some strife, though not as much as Stiva had expected. She perhaps had Turrel to thank for that: they had an entire legion of women warriors, who were said to be quite fierce.

There were—or had been—only a few ways into the Selin. Most were born to it. Some won entrance in the gladiator arena, as Khirin had. Others got promoted from the general army after some act of bravery on the battlefield. This, too, was changing rapidly. Faced with a shortage of men and enemies on all sides, Chandris had opened a new division and, in a move that had enraged the srih, allowed commoners to enlist, offering the sons of farmers and craftsmen an option for upward mobility.

The transition was not going as smoothly as the twins would have liked, but the tension was not unexpected. The Selin prided themselves on being elite. They spent their lives in training, forging a bond with their castes that was often stronger than their ties to their own families. The Selin had always looked down somewhat on the general army, a supplemental division comprised almost entirely of civilians—mostly farmers and craftsmen—who picked arms only when necessary. It wasn’t exactly unexpected that they regarded the archers with contempt. Though the prospect of war had cheered them somewhat, their rage was hardening. Incidents such as the one unfolding below were becoming almost daily occurrences.

The sound of angry shouts and cheers shattered the afternoon’s peace.

“They will unite,” Khirin said, watching the scuffle unfold. “In battle, or in the grave.”

“They will unite,” Stiva countered, “when they see that no army can stand before them. These men are farmers’ sons. A year ago, most of those men had never picked up a bow. Now the least skilled of them can split a gherfruit down the center from two hundred paces.”

She held up her hand, signaling for single combat. One of the officers noticed and bellowed out a command. The combatants separated, some nursing bloody noses or split lips. They organized into a circle as two men—presumably the instigators—stepped into the center.

“They have not yet truly fought together,” Stiva said. “The Selin don’t take kindly to outsiders coming into their ranks.” She glanced at the figure at her side. “Of course, you would know that.”

The Black Boot hadn’t been happy about his promotion. Unlike most of the Selin, Khirin had not been born and raised as such. His skills had earned him their respect, but he had not yet won their trust.

But that was his battle to fight, not hers.

Steel flashed in the sun as the taller of the Selin lunged. Two red-clad figures at the edge of her field of vision moved to the wall, sizing up the commotion. These were Khirin’s men, members of the Black Boot, her own private guard.

She and Khirin stood quietly for a moment, watching.

“He may not return from Delora,” Khirin said quietly, as though reading her mind. “You must prepare for that possibility.”

Know who your enemies are, he meant. Weaken and neutralize those who would move against you.

The crowd below shifted, parting to clear a path. Stiva saw her uncle, Kele, himself a Selin general, joining the onlookers. She was startled to notice how much he resembled her father in that moment.

The fight in the second intensified, as the archer produced a blade from his boot, dealing the Selin an unexpected blow. Their cheers rose to the sun, carried now by bloodlust.

She looked at him. “Take the night off. I want you in the city tonight, in the taverns. I want to know which way the undercurrents flow.”

The archer went limp under the Selin’s blows. Blood stained the sand below. The Selin drove his sword into the archer’s throat, then pulled it out and struck again, this time severing the head. As he held up his gory trophy, he turned to the wall where the twins stood. It was only then that Stiva realized who it was.

Her cousin, Aret.

The roar of the Selin filled the air like thunder, bloodlust rising through the sunshine.


Chapter 2

Mohr had been making the journey to the sacred godtree since his youth. He knew the winding path so well he could have followed it with his eyes closed. Yet no matter how many times he traveled it, he always noticed something he’d overlooked before: a boulder, a fold in the land, the unique twist of a branch.

Night transformed the forest into a dreamscape. Cindhur, the dark moon, was half full in the sky, but blue-green Vhoros, moon of wisdom, was full, and cast a pale tinted light on the wood. The road ran beside a clear stream, winding past glittering shard trees and thick patches of oak and rupaliers. Shard trees glittered with reflected starlight, night-blooming moonflowers hung like stars from emerald leaves, and nocturnal birds filled the air with song. The woods seemed to breathe, as though sentient.

Aursa’s borders—both internal and external—were mostly marked by thornwalls, vast barriers of bone vines, snake trees, and shard trees, some of which had been wrought from bones and souls of the fallen. Aris certainly had enough dead to supply such a construction. He was well past the first one, which divided field from forest, marking the borders of Reonih lands. The largest of them lay far to the north, a dark line of poison barbs and bracken that marked the edge of Aursa. Beyond that lay the Sijhani lands, forbidden to all but a select group of traders. Few who went that way returned.

There was danger here. He could feel the dead in the shadows, watching. More than once, he had sensed Zhur in these woods as well.

But not all of the hazards were otherworldly. Vota cats and kheorils—both of which were quite corporeal—loved such spots. More to his concern at the moment: the moonlight casting dappled shadows through the trees. The shadows camouflaged holes, tree roots, and dips that posed a greater threat to a man of his age than he was wont to admit. He wasn’t yet considered an elder, but his beard was quite grey, and he’d reached the age where simple falls could prove disastrous. He was more likely to crack than bounce after a fall.

He stepped over a few exposed roots, then made his way down a short but steep incline. Here, the woods pressed in more closely, creating a perfect spot for a vota ambush. He moved cautiously here, wary of predators, listening for the telltale chirping sound of hunting votas. Fortunately, nothing threatened him. The red dog trotting beside him gave no hint of distress, which put him a bit more at ease. One time it had stopped, hackles raised, growling at something Mohr couldn’t see. The sage had never glimpsed what was lurking in the trees, but he’d come across the fresh scat of a vota on the way back. The big cats were remarkably stealthy and known to snatch victims seemingly out of thin air. The black box at his side would only be helpful if he saw a threat before it sank its claws or teeth into his neck.

He picked his way across boulders and moss-covered logs, then found surer footing on a small stone bridge that spanned a rushing stream. His knee cracked as he moved. The cracks and pops of aging bones were really the true song of time, he thought sourly. But it wasn’t the physical effort that bothered him. A sense of unease had been growing in the pit of his stomach, a grim foreboding that hung over him like a cloud.

It did not take a seer to know that dark times were coming.

A chasm was growing between Aris’ throne and forest. Chandris was revisiting and reshaping many of the societal and cultural standards that the struggling city-state had upheld throughout its bloody history, tearing into the fabric of Arisian society. These changes did not rest easily with Mohr. He had expected such upheavals since the first time he’d read the Aorhan runesticks for the twins, on the day of their birth, but that didn’t make things any easier.

The other Reonih spoke of violence, of rebellion. They spoke of intrigue. They parleyed possibilities. Some wanted Chandris deposed, brought to heel, turned from the mad Vrehnian prince that whispered dreams of the Elders into his ear. Others thought Stiva was the mad one. There were even some who felt that Maren, though young, could be shaped, molded, steered back to Reonih ways.

Stiva had told him again and again that the Reonih were in no danger from Chandris, but he wasn’t even sure she had convinced herself of that, never mind him. You cannot take the Reonih blood from my veins without opening one, she had told him once.

Some wanted to do just that. More than one of his cohorts were calling for blood.

Mohr found himself uncharacteristically uncertain of the way forward. His readings, his visions, and his dreams were all spectacularly muddled and unclear. The only thing that was consistent was the churning feeling of dread that hung over him like a cloud.

He paused, looking up at the sky and thinking, not of those who had crossed that vast abyss, but of what waited for him within it. This, not the turbulence in Aris, was what had drawn him here tonight. If his father and grandfather were of any example, he still had many years left. But there were more sunrises behind him than ahead.

It was time to choose and train a successor.

The massive shardtree marked the spot where the path turned. He still bore the faint remnants of the scar he’d gotten here as a child, when he’d tried to climb it, despite his mother’s repeated warnings.

The Reonih high priest moved on through the darkened forest, the little red dog plodding along beside him. He paused to take a drink beside a tree where he’d once carved a poetic rune to a woman he’d loved long ago. She, too, was gone now, fallen to the wasting sickness. Had they married, their grandchildren would have been older than she’d been when the flames took her. He realized with a start that he’d forgotten both her name and her face. Dara? Darla? Daria, that was it. Daria.

Shortly after, he reached his destination.

The godtree loomed up into the sky before him, blocking out the stars, as ancient, perhaps, as the sky itself. While it wasn’t uncommon to find rogan trees that had fused together, this one was truly sacred. It had been there, Mohr thought sometimes, since before the first Sijhani had walked these woods. It had certainly been there before the Elders had come from the sky. It would still be there when the last human voice fell silent.

The dog stopped suddenly, hackles raised. A low growl rose in its throat.

Mohr froze in his steps, scanning the darkness. At first, he feared a vota or kurra was stalking him, but then his eyes made out the anomaly.

The sacred chamber was occupied. A ring of light outlined the door, belying fire within.

Mohr knew even before he pushed the door open who was inside.

“I should have killed you,” he said to the figure he found in the shadows.

Cerrow looked up, eyes glittering in the night. “Is that how you greet an old friend?”

The chamber was both tree and temple. Mohr looked around, scanning the faces depicted in the wood. They looked a bit different each time. Some he could identify: many of the kings and queens and sages that had played roles in Aris’ history stared down at him from the red-gold wood. Here and there, precious gems caught the light. In the center of the room, the cold black water of the sacred well shimmered with reflected firelight. He could not count the times he had come here, whispering and staring into the water and fire, seeking visions. He never knew which of the Zhur would appear: Earthborne, Skyborne, Seaborne, and Fireborne all had equal dominion here.

The veil between worlds was thin in such places.

“You were a fool to come back here,” Mohr said.

Cerrow tilted his head. “And you were a fool to trust the twins.”

Mohr shrugged. “It’s not my head with a bounty on it.”

“How much is that up to?” Cerrow asked casually.

“Enough,” Mohr said. “Stiva just raised it again. I imagine they’ll keep raising it until every outlaw and bounty hunter in Aris is looking for you.”

“Money they expect Delora to pay,” Cerrow mused.

“You should have known better than to come this way. You didn’t come here unseen, unknown. Have you any care for those you risk if you are caught here? Chandris would see the entire village as traitors. I wouldn’t put it past him to slaughter everyone.”

“If they’d seen the visions I’ve had, they’d likely sacrifice themselves to stop him. Not that it would matter. The youth are beginning to worship him as a god. But yes, I know. Your precious king would lop your head off if he knew I was here.”

“I’m tempted to myself,” Mohr snapped. “It’s been no easy feat keeping the peace between crown and forest after your shenanigans at Starshire. Your plotting split this land in two. Do you think that betrayal helped our cause?”

“Betrayal?” The former prime minister gave a bark of laughter. “I attempted to save Aris from disaster.”

Mohr narrowed his eyes. “Have you ever thought, Cerrow, that with all of the maneuvering you’ve done to prevent this sea change, that you are actually facilitating it? Your little scheme at Starshire backfired splendidly. The woodsman who happened to step in and thwart your little ambush is now leading an entire division of archers. You not only lost what goodwill Chandris had for us, you lit a fire under his ass.”

“Funny how things turn out.” Cerrow laughed, though the sound was devoid of warmth. “You’re sending bards and healers with the army. You cast your lot with the golden god, despite his plundering our wealth? Are you begging for scraps already, now that the tithes have ended?”

“Oddly,” Mohr said, “our coffers haven’t suffered. It’s only been a moon since the dictates were posted, so it’s still early to tell, but so far it seems that some give less, others give more.”

“Ah,” Cerrow said. “And Delora?”

“Itacha is cruel, reckless, and greedy. His demise can only benefit us. Did you forget he had his nephew castrated for dancing with his sister too long? Some even say he killed his own mother.”

The dead pressed against the shadows.

“I remember that. I suspected he did,” Cerrow said. “But do you think Chandris any better? He had Stiva’s lover killed. That mess was your plan falling to shit, if I recall correctly. Besides, all kings are mad for their sisters, to some extent or another.”

“Chandris isn’t,” Mohr said. “Not that way, at least. Nor is he the heartless fool you tell your followers he is. He actually has some clever ideas. You should know. You sent him to the places that put them in his head.” Mohr shook his head. “I should have stopped you.”

“You should have poisoned them both in their crib, as I advised.”

The silence hung thick between them.

Mohr lowered himself onto the wooden bench carved into the wall, too tired to argue. “What are you doing here, anyway? Come to stir up more chaos? One last round of plotting, for old times’ sake?”

“Had some things to finish up,” Cerrow said. He paused. “I didn’t expect to find you here. This night belongs to the moon of death.”

As do you, Mohr thought. Then the truth struck him. His eyes narrowed, and he breathed a curse. “Shardworms. You’re moving the weapons, aren’t you? That’s why you’re here. You’re helping Kira and Reide.”

Cerrow didn’t deny it. “We’re bringing them north. Beyond the thornwall. We need them out of Aris. Chandris cannot get control of those weapons.”

“And what if the Sijhani or Djaki get them? They will see opportunity.”

“The Sijhani see them as we do: anathema.” Cerrow cast Mohr a sideways glance. “I’ve no idea how the Djaki see them, and I don’t intend to find out. I will say you seem more concerned about who uses them than if they are used at all. You say one thing and practice another.”

“That isn’t true.”

“No? For all you rail about the dangers and the power, you’ve no qualms about using them when it suits you. You’ve carried that box for cycles.” He motioned to the little black box at Mohr’s belt. “Have you ever thought about what it is you hold at your side? The power that lies in such devices? These things cost us one world, Mohr. I will not stand by and let them destroy another.”

“You do think highly of yourself,” Mohr mused. “Do you think you can change the course of events by moving some boxes?”

“What would you?”

“I told you before. Collapse the shrine. Block the entrance. Bury them.”

“You can’t contain knowledge, Mohr. The Elders found their own way to such things. This world will, too.”

“They will have to recreate everything from scratch. Which will take centuries.”

“They say it only took the Elders two hundred cycles to build their magics.”

“Yes, but those two hundred came after a few billion. And they didn’t have ruins and Relics to guide them.”

“Whether it takes a hundred cycles or a thousand, they will do it,” Cerrow said. “You’re using a teacup to stem a rising tide. But I suppose neither of us will be here to see it. At least, not in these bodies.”

A nightbird called through the forest.

The wooden likenesses of a thousand ghosts stared at them, their crystalline eyes filled with reproach and mysteries. Kings, queens, Selin, srih, Reonih, farmers, hunters, smith. Wealth could not buy one’s visage on a godtree. That was earned by deed, be it good or bad. The souls on the godtree were those that had shaped the world, for better or worse. Some were easily identifiable. The scarred, bearded fellow above the door was Rtheric, Aris’ first king. The thin man with the crooked nose was Edwan, the first Reonih. Others, however, were anonymous, their names and stories lost in time. Likely these had changed events in smaller ways, perhaps by chance, perhaps by small actions. Mohr had often wondered if they had even known of the effects they’d had on history.

Whispers turned to roars.

“Do you want to know what the godtree gave me?” Cerrow’s eyes glittered in the firelight. “The same thing it will give you. Death. A world burning. Chandris, using the magic of the Elders. The Zhur are returning, Mohr. They hunt again. Even beyond the thornwall.”

“You would know,” Mohr snapped. “You deal with them, don’t you? Who comes when you summon them? Mehran?”

Cerrow froze, an expression of shock and horror filling his watery eyes. “Mehran?”

Mohr raised a thin brow. “You didn’t know? Mehran is dead. Taken by the Zhur at Shira’s wedding.”

Cerrow said nothing. He didn’t have to.

Mohr’s eyes flashed. “You think I don’t know what you did? You slipped into the city during the wedding festivities, masked and guarded, to lure a young prince to his death. I saw the marks on Maren’s wrists. The Skyborne do not typically kill Reonih, Cerrow.”

“Aris’ gods are bloodthirsty,” Cerrow said quietly.

“And you offered them a prince? In return for what? Did you hope they would gain a taste for royal blood? Did you think it would improve matters, when Chandris found his brother’s corpse on a Reonih altar? Maren will be grown in the space of a few cycles, and he will not forget that you—a Reonih—betrayed the twins and tried to kill him. Is that how you win him to our cause?”

“Would you rather have a hundred civilian corpses? A thousand?”

“You play with kings and gods.”

“As do you,” Cerrow snapped. “Don’t act as though you haven’t done your share of meddling.”

Something in his eyes raised a warning in Mohr’s thoughts. “What are you talking about?”

A thin smile turned Cerrow’s lips, and he pointed.

Following the direction of Cerrow’s finger, Mohr’s gaze slid to a new figure carved—or rather, emerging from—the godtree.

It wasn’t hard to recognize the soldier’s features in the child’s face. A member of Aret’s caste, the White Thorn, Khren had often been present at court. He recalled again the tiny bundle squalling in Kira’s arms, raising the deformed hand that had defined his fate. The depiction showed the child at a much older age than he was now, but he had no doubt about whose face it was: the image included the misshapen fingers.

Selin law and tradition dictated that such children be left to the gods.

“The grove at Orlin had some interesting news,” Cerrow said. “They’ve the child of one of Chandris’ officers in a theorica. Your doing.”

Mohr drew a breath. “Stiva and I both intervened in that case. Separately, I should say.”

“I’d say your intuition was spot on, in that case, old friend.” Cerrow pulled out a flask, drank deeply, and handed it to Mohr. “Bah. Enough squabbling. The wheel turns.”

Mohr eyed the flask warily. “I shouldn’t,” he said. “My stomach burns with spirits, these days.”

“Your stomach burns because you load your food with enough hutspice to kill a Vrehnian and eat gerfruits like candy. Galen told you eons ago to change your diet.”

“I blame these ulcers on your escapades more than my diet.”

“Are your eyes failing, along with your stomach? You really don’t see why I’m doing this?”

Mohr muttered a curse and took the flask. “I’ve tried to see things from your perspective, Cerrow. I just can’t get my head that far up my ass.”

The bickering between them was a comfort, like the fire before them.

And perhaps, just as deadly.

Mohr drank deeply, then returned the flask and leaned back. He rested his head against the carved wall, then turned, surveying Cerrow more carefully. “The Otherworld calls us.”

“You, maybe,” Cerrow fired back. “I could still whip you at chess, or marble jumps, or a thousand other games.”

“Not in this lifetime.”

They sat quietly for a moment, passing the flask back and forth.

“Death,” Cerrow said again, “hangs over this entire city state. My time is winding down, too, just as yours is. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? To meditate on your replacement.”

“And on yours,” Mohr snapped. “Though at this point, I think an erlit would have done a better job.”

Cerrow chuckled. But when he looked back at Mohr, his eyes were clear. “Have you chosen yet?”

“I’m thinking Ayorin. He’s sharp enough. I think he can bridge the gap between forest and throne. Or, at the least, not widen it.”

Cerrow pondered the choice, head tilted. “Good lad,” he said, after a moment. “A bit brash. Reminds me of Yvarin.”

“I think he looks more like Hadwyn.”

“Tahir’s brother? The one who threw up on Cronn’s feet on the beach that one Lightfest, after he ate that bad fish?”

Mohr chuckled. “I’d forgotten about that. I thought Cronn was going to behead him on the spot.”

“Are there other contenders?”

“A few. Richik. Vardo.”

They came to a crossroads then. It would have been too easy to sit and chat, to pass the bottle back and forth, as they had hundreds—perhaps thousands—of times. But both were conscious of the weight of the countless lives balanced in the air between them.

Cerrow took a deep breath. “It’s not safe for you to be with me,” he said, as though reading Mohr’s mind.

“It’s not safe for you to be here.” Mohr looked the former prime minister in the eye. “I told you once to leave, to get out of Aris and never come back. As nice as it was not having to look at your hideous mug or hear your nasal whining, that wasn’t the reason. You endanger us all. If you’re seen here, the entire village will suffer.”

“As they will if you’re caught with me,” Cerrow said. “You’d earn a lot of goodwill from the twins for turning me in. You’ve birds in your cabin. A watch from now, this place could be crawling with Selin. But I don’t think you’ll send that message. Not for sentimental reasons, or care for an old friend, but because you can’t see your way clear of this. You’ve never entirely convinced yourself that I’m wrong.” Cerrow took one last drink and stood. He, too, took longer to get up than it once had. “But no need to worry, old friend. You won’t see me again.”

“I’d ask where you’re going,” Mohr said. “But I don’t want to know.”

Outside, somewhere in the shadows, a wildcat screamed. The little dog tensed, growling.

Cerrow turned to leave, nearly tripping over the dog, who leapt out before him. He paused once at the door, turning back to the Reonih high priest. “Fair winds and fallow seas, my friend. I’ll see you in the Otherworld.”

“Not if I see you first,” Mohr muttered. He levered himself up to say a final goodbye to the man who had stood beside him—sometimes as ally, sometimes as rival—since Caro’s time.

They clapped each other’s shoulders.

“Don’t ever come back here,” Mohr said.

“Why would I? The high priest is a bit of a cunt.”

Mohr laughed, despite himself. Cerrow walked out the door and was swallowed by the night.


Chapter 3

Stiva was halfway through dictating a letter to Shira when a page announced that Kira had arrived. The timing was appropriate: a moment later, one of the bards began the midday song.

Kira, the Reonih First Bard and Stiva’s tutor, shuffled forward.

Stiva was struck by the changes in her old mentor. Kira’s hair was no longer salt-and-pepper, but pure white. Her skin looked thin and almost translucent. The changes had happened with shocking speed. She recalled something Mohr had said once. We age slowly, then quickly, in fits and starts.

“Hailte.” Stiva greeted her former mentor.

“Hailte.” Kira curtsied stiffly.

A shadow crossed the sun: a falcon, hiding in the light. The erlit she dove for never saw her coming.

Stiva kept her voice calm. “You haven’t been at court in weeks. Reide said you were ill. I hope you’re feeling better.”

“I’m old,” Kira said. “To be old is to be ill. It’s a terrible thing to go from being dumb and strong to being wise and weak. As your mind strengthens, your body fades. That is what age does to you.” She lowered herself down onto a marble bench with kirits and vaianths worked into the legs. “But yes, I am feeling better. It was very thoughtful of you to send the wool blankets and Shadrian teas.”

Stiva’s face did not change. “Of course. If there is anything else you need …”

Kira turned her face to the sun. “I appreciate the concern, but I’m fine. Remember, I live close to the theorica. Healers come running if I drop a cup.”

Stiva gave a sardonic half smile. “If I drop a cup, the town criers have turned it into a priceless relic by noon. By suppertime, the fishwives insist it was a witch bottle, and that one of my enemies dropped dead on the spot. By the next morn, I summoned one of the Zhur with it, and then cast it into a snake, which then ate some poor innocent child.”

Kira’s smile never reached her eyes. “Aris always brims with tales and speculation, no matter the season or the issue,” she said. “Our lives are stories, true or false, are they not?”

Trin had been fond of that saying. A lump rose in Stiva’s throat, but the memories didn’t strike as hard as they once had. The wound had scarred over, dulling the pain.

“Any word from Shira?” Kira asked.

Stiva nodded. “They sailed into a squall and had to wait for the ship to be repaired. They should be in Shadri by now.”

Kira nodded. Turning her head, she caught sight of the Aorhan runesticks on the bench. “You’re still casting your own?”

“Until Darkfest, when Mehran’s successor is named.” Stiva held up one of the bonesticks, her poison ring glittering in the sun. “Though it doesn’t take a scrying to know there is trouble coming.”

Music wound silver strands through the air. On the surface, the day was like thousands of others they had spent here, wrapped in song and sunshine. But things were different now.

Power changed everything.

“Is the child safe?” Stiva asked.

Kira nodded. “The babe is in Orlin. He’s doing very well. He was adopted by the couple that runs their largest theorica. Though his hands are deformed, he appears sharp in the mind. It’s of course too soon to tell what the gods have planned for him.”

“I think it’s safe to say they have an interest in that one. Keep me informed.”

The child would have faced a short future, due to what the Selin considered a mortal failing: he’d been born with twisted hands. By law, the Selin did not keep such children, as they could never be Selin. They were abandoned in the wild, given to the Zhur. Stiva had known little of the practice until the night Aret had come to her, asking her to save Khren’s child. Stiva hadn’t hesitated in rescuing the abandoned babe. She just hadn’t expected to find herself facing a Zhurlord in doing so.

The memories seemed blurred now, surreal: the dark being slipping from the sky, the bolt of light, the child’s pitiful mewls. Kira, coming out of nowhere to whisk the babe away to safety. The babe has a role to play in the world. Our laws are the laws of the universe, Stiva, not just those of Aris.

That night still shadowed her dreams.

Kira looked down at the city, at the army moving through its winding streets, at the barracks spilling out into the farmland outside the walls. “When does the army leave?”

“The outriders leave within the next half-moon. The rest follow the day after, or two at the latest. We’re waiting for one last batch of provisions. Lyle wants to make sure our supply lines are well-equipped before we march on Delora.” Stiva looked at First Bard, squinting as the sun came out from behind a cloud. “The logistics of moving an army are mind boggling. But we’ll be at the border by the end of the moon.”

“If Aris is victorious,” Kira said. “If you take Delora … what then? What of their Reonih?”

“The Reonih of any conquered lands remain under my—our—protection and rule, so long as they do not threaten us. Traditionally, the Reonih carry the same roles in society, of healers and bards and sages, regardless of what king sits on the throne. We see no reason to interfere.” She looked her old mentor in the eye. “I trust that you can convey that, as I will myself.”

“Of course,” Kira said.

“Good.” Stiva studied her former teacher. “I asked you to send a message through the bards.”

Kira stiffened. Her face didn’t change, though her gaze grew sharp. “It’s been done. Word should have spread across all of Aursa by now.” She trailed off into a cough, then cleared her throat. “If there was nothing else …”

“There is.” Stiva’s voice sounded sharp, even to her own ears. “My people tell me Cerrow was seen in the city. The stories about him are changing. They are selling lies. Some people believe them. Some are making a hero of him. Some say he’s turned to mist. Others say he is a deer. Or a kurra. Or a vaianth.”

“Rumors, nothing more.”

“I’ve heard my fill of kurras,” Stiva said dryly. “Where do you think he is?”

Kira considered this. “I suspect he’s gone north. He has kin there.”

“Kin we cannot reach.”

“Not without breaking treaty.” Kira drew a deep breath. “The Sijhani tribes want nothing to do with Aursa, save the occasional trade.”

Stiva looked her mentor in the eye. “I said nothing of the Sijhani.”

The bards gave her tidbits, now. Enough to ply her: the same news her eyes in the city brought back. News of this lord or that lord, tidbits of gossip, information about the tides and whirlpools of power flowing with the srih. Useful, of course, but it wasn’t what she was looking for.

Nothing of Cerrow.

They were protecting him, and she knew it. She could order Selin into the forests, but that meant breaking an ancient treaty: one of the only ones, if not the only one, that all of Aursa still abided by. The land beyond the thornwall belonged to the Sijhani: further west, it was the Djaki tribes. That was their world. Any Aursan armies that ventured into those lands would meet the same fate as Glenard’s legion, who had been sent to quell a rebellion in what was now part of Trian. Vanished, all of them. Taken by the Zhur, the rumors said. The songs spoke of a forest in which body parts were hung from the trees, even from the highest branches.

Glenard’s forces weren’t the only ones to have vanished beyond the thornwall. She could list a dozen other legions that had met a similar fate. And that was just military forces. There were dozens, if not hundreds, of ballads of smaller groups and individuals that had gone missing. Such tales, true or not, were fodder for the bards, who spun magic out of their deaths. Fodder for stories that scared little children at night. Fodder for worms.

Stiva looked at her former idol and found a stranger staring back. “I need your help, Kira,” she said earnestly. “Most of our forces will be in Delora soon. That leaves us vulnerable to attack. I understand that the Reonih are still angry about the ordinances. I need your support.”

Kira tilted her head slightly. “You signed the edict eliminating the tithes we were paid. That’s a curious way to gather support.”

“You’ve in turn been released from paying most taxes,” Stiva said. “And certain things will be subsidized. Many of the changes will benefit you and our people. Chandris feels the people shouldn’t be forced to pay the Reonih.”

“No,” Kira said smoothly. “I imagine he wants them paying tax to Aris instead.”

Stiva blinked. It shouldn’t have surprised her, to hear Kira almost echoing Chandris’ words.

The First Bard had always been astute.

She drew a deep breath. “This is change, Kira. Not eradication. I will stand for your rights should anything threaten them.”

Kira turned her face to the sun. “Do you recall the story of Salaian?”

Stiva frowned. “From the Ballad of Arctina?”

“Yes. He picked up one of the Relics. Its poison burned him immediately. His skin fell off. His flesh bubbled and burned. He died a slow, horrible death. That is what Chandris courts if he wins. But what if he is defeated?”

Stiva noted that she had said he and not we. Her voice was cool and measured. “Aris will not fall while I am queen.”

“There’s one more thing,” Stiva said. “I have another message to send through the bards.”

Kira tilted her head. “You could send it yourself.”

“I don’t sing anymore.”

“No,” Kira said. “You don’t.”

You used to live for music. I didn’t teach you the code songs so you could tell me what to send.

It went unspoken.

“There are a few parts. One: the bards have sanctuary here. All bards, from all tribes are welcome at my court. Also, I want to hear firsthand any accounts of the Zhur.”

“We’ve no jurisdiction over the other Reonih,” Kira said. “We’re a patchwork of tribes.”

“I know that,” Stiva snapped. “And I know that there is communication between you. There is division growing out there. In forest, field, and city. I want it stopped. I want it sealed. I want it healed. That is the word I want you to send. Despite the rumors, Chandris and I are united. And we are committed to unity, and to protecting and preserving both the Reonih and the Relics.”

“Very well,” Kira said coldly.

Kira had always been supportive of Stiva. It was she who had convinced Cronn to let Stiva study as an apprentice bard. Yet Stiva found little of the warmth and friendship she had always felt in Kira’s presence.

Something had changed. She felt that truth churning in her stomach.

“There’s one more message,” Stiva said. “We don’t need the bards for this, as it will be posted at every well in Aris. We’re raising the bounty on Cerrow’s head again. And the punishment to anyone found harboring him is death. We do not tolerate betrayal. Resistance will be met with violence. As will conspiracy.”

Something flashed in Kira’s eyes. Shame, perhaps, or guilt. Stiva wasn’t surprised, though she felt a sickening twist in her gut. Though the Reonih bard sat right beside her, Stiva felt the distance between them increasing by the moment.

“Was there anything else?” Kira asked.

Stiva shook her head. “No, that is all. Be on your way.”

“May the light shine on you,” Kira said, echoing an ancient blessing. Her voice was cold and flat.

It was an oddly formal comment from someone who used to reprimand her harshly.

Kira started walking away.

She called her name as she reached the door. “Kira?”

Kira turned and looked at her former student.

“I saw Mehran,” she said, after a moment. “After Shira’s wedding. He came down from the sky, wearing black wings. He is one of the Zhur now.” She held up the black box weapon he had given her. “I shot him with light from this. He broke into a hundred black birds, and then reformed. And since that night … the dreams have changed. They are of strange worlds, now. Worlds of clouds and volcanos. Worlds of ice and fire. Perhaps future. Perhaps past.”

Kira studied her former student, her face a mask. “Do the Zhur still haunt you?”

Stiva froze. For a moment, Kira was again her old teacher, her friend and mentor. It was hard, though, to be honest. Harder than it had once been.

“Never take food or drink from them,” Kira said. “Never give them your blood, or your tears.”

There are things in our blood, Stiva, that tie us to the skies more than any srih.

Stiva turned back to the half wall. Again, the image of the blood on her floor rose through her thoughts.


Chapter 4

Growing up, Stiva had only occasionally set foot in the war room. Back then, she had been frightened of her father’s advisors: Cerrow, with his piercing, calculating stare; the elders’ council, with their grey beards and scars; Lyle, dark and deadly, calculating lives lost and gained as though they were coins or cockleshells. The srih, haughty and ambitious, provided grain and supplies and men, but this was not their place. They were plied and dealt with at court and banquets and on hunts.
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