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	Mental illness


	Suicidal thoughts


	Death


	Torture













  
  


[image: image-placeholder]



Click for Full Resolution Image














  
  


[image: image-placeholder]



Click for Full Resolution Image
















  
  


[image: image-placeholder]

Click for Full Resolution Image


















  
  


[image: image-placeholder]


















  
  







[image: image-placeholder]














  
  







[image: image-placeholder]














  
  
The Crystal Brigade’s Records of Relevant Names


Records valid as of first day of Everdark, 791 Post-Awakening. Compiled by Grand Secretary Votzan Evonska by order of King Jazuk Bartol the Fourth.



Borys Kuzon – Male Ezmani scion. Patriarch of House Kuzon, sixth of spirit. Minister of economy. Redacted Realm Reacher.


Chatik Pikezik (Born Bartol) – Male Ezmani scion. Member of the Chamber of Scions. Second son of Jazuk Bartol the Fourth. Husband of Matriarch Lilita Pikezik the Third. Redacted Realm Reacher.


Etal iz Noshok – Male Vockan (Ezmani scion blood). Professor at Kalastok College. Force Reacher.


Faniz Niezik – Male Ezmani scion. Substitute representative in the Chamber of Scions. Uncle of Katarzyna and Gregorzon. Brother to Leonit. Spirit Reacher.


Gornioz Oliezany – Male Ezmani scion. Patriarch of House Oliezany, eighth of spirit. Minister of national purpose. Redacted Realm Reacher. 



Gregorzon Niezik – Male Ezmani scion. Second child of Leonit, brother to Katarzyna. Fire Reacher.


Hazemel Ioniz – Male Ezmani scion. Patriarch of House Ioniz. Minister of war. Redacted Realm Reacher.


Hazat Tozki – Male Ezmani scion. Son of Sergeant Fantil Tozki. Spirit Reacher. Notes: Fantil is reported to have perished under suspicious circumstances. Is a Death Reacher afoot?



Ivalat iz Ardinvil – Male Vockan (Ezmani scion blood). Patriarch of House iz Ardinvil, second of spirit. Redacted Realm Reacher.


Jazuk Bartol – Male Ezmani scion. King of the Commonwealth of Two Nations. Father of Lakuzk and Chatik. Grandfather of Nikoza. Spirit Reacher. Notes: Due to Lakuzk’s death before the birth of Nikoza, she became heir to House Bartol without completion of the Inheritance Ritual. An unusual situation. Most house heads would have designated their second child, Chatik in this case, as heir. How this will impact young Nikoza is yet to be seen.



Kariazan Pikezik – Male Ezmani scion. Distant cousin to Matriarch Lilita Pikezik. Spirit Reacher.


Katarzyna (Kasia) Niezik – Female Ezmani scion. Matriarch of House Niezik. Daughter of Leonit. Sister to Gregorzon. Unknown Realm Reacher. Aliases: “Amber Dame” Notes: Rumors state she may be the Death Reacher we have been concerned about.



Lazan Karianam – Male Ezmani scion. Body Reacher.


Lilita Pikezik – Female Ezmani scion. Matriarch of House Pikezik, third of spirit. Minister of glass. Redacted Realm Reacher.


Liniala Koritazki – Female Ezmani scion. Caretaker of students at Kalastok College. Spirit Reacher.


Miv ik Alafin – Female Vockan lowborn. Supreme defender of the Glassblade Order.


Nex (pseudonym) – Genderless Ogrenian lowborn with traces of scion blood. Unregistered Possibility Reacher. Aliases: Naniana-Li, Ariaxa, Tarak-Nan. Wanted for theft, gambling fraud & espionage with Ogrenian agents.


Nikoza Bartol – Female Ezmani scion. Heir of House Bartol and princess of the Commonwealth of Two Nations. Daughter of late Lakuzk. Granddaughter of Jazuk Bartol the Fourth. Niece of Chatik Bartol. Water Reacher.


Paras ik Lierasa – Male Vockan lowborn. Alchemist in west Kalastok.


Parqiz Uziokaki – Male Ezmani scion. Distant cousin of Patriarch Sazilz Uziokaki. Spirit Reacher.


Qaraza Uziokaki – Female Ezmani scion. Heir of House Uziokaki, second of spirit. Daughter of Patriarch Sazilz Uziokaki. Spirit Reacher. 


Radais ik Erienfar – Male Vockan lowborn. Glassblade Master.


Sania iz Vamiustok – Female Vockan (Ezmani scion blood). Matriarch of House iz Vamiustok. Mother to Zinarus. Former lover of Uzrin Ioniz. Light Reacher. 


Sazilz Uziokaki – Male Ezmani scion. Patriarch of House Uziokaki, second of spirit. Spirit Reacher.


Tazper Janka – Male Ezmani scion. Footman of Katarzyna Niezik. No known Reaching. 


Tiuz Hazeko – Male Ezmani scion. Member of the Chamber of Scions. Former commander in the Commonwealth army. Spirit Reacher.


Tzena Oliezany – Female Ezmani scion. Member of the Chamber of Scions. Niece of Patriarch Gornioz Oliezany. Shadow Reacher. 


Uzrin Ioniz – Male Ezmani scion. Member of the Chamber of Scions. Distant cousin of Patriarch Hazemel Ioniz. Illegitimate father of Zinarus iz Vamiustok. Truth Reacher.


Vinnia (surname unknown) – Female half-Vockan, half-Reshkan lowborn. Notes: Rumored to be connected to Nex.



Votzan Evonska – Male Ezmani scion. Grand secretary to King Jazuk Bartol the Fourth. Spirit Reacher.


Wanusa ik Iliafa – Female Vockan lowborn. Glassblade initiate.


Yaakiin Tinaanuuk – Male Reshkan scion. Former King of the Commonwealth of Two Nations. Fourth of spirit. Spirit Reacher.


Yazia Niezik (Born Kuzon) – Female Ezmani scion. Sister to Patriarch Borys Kuzon. Wife of late Leonit Niezik. Mother of Katarzyna and Gregorzon Niezik. Spirit Reacher.


Zinarus iz Vamiustok – Male half-Vockan, half-Ezmani scion. Heir of House iz Vamiustok. Member of the Chamber of Scions. Bastard son of Uzrin Ioniz and Matriarch Sania iz Vamiustok. Truth Reacher.









  
  


Notes on Spirits 


From Kalastok College’s archives.



Inheritance Rituals: A practice conducted in various forms across the Spirit realm of Zekiaz, it is limited to the Commonwealth of Two Nation’s great houses. The process involves the house head (also called a magnate), their heir, the heir’s newborn child, and a Spirit Reacher. The heir uses a specialized blade to kill the magnate, releasing their spirit and allowing the Reacher to guide it into the newborn. When done correctly, the child will gain the spirit’s experiences when they themselves touch the Spirit Crystal and become a Reacher.

Types of Spirits



Drifters/Pure Spirits: The most basic form of spirit birthed from the Spirit Crystal itself. A spirit must inhabit a child within twenty hours (one day) of birth, or the child will become an empty husk. Drifters are harmless, and it is believed they endure through passive spirit energy emitted by the Spirit Crystal.


Awakened: First appearing during the Awakening nearly eight hundred years ago, it is not known how the awakened were created. Theories suggest that a drifter was infused with Life Reaching, thus requiring the “awakened” spirit to devour other spirits to endure. Glass and Spirit Reachers are the only known ways to repel or kill awakened.


Breathless: There have been unconfirmed studies about the granting of sentience to spirits, which have been called "Breathless" by those making the claims, but such hypotheses are considered outrageous by the greater scientific community.


Bound Ones: Professor Etal iz Noshok has written about the possibility of Realm Reaching for non-humans. Such hypotheses surrounding "Bound Ones" are yet unresolved. This is not considered a research priority for Kalastok College.
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Prologue: The Awakened






“The Awakening changed everything. Spirits struck in the everdark until dawnrise came to reveal the meager remains of our glorious empire. May the Crystal have mercy on us all…” - Horaton Pariniat, final scribe of the Piorakan Empire


Leonit Niezik stared down at the massive tome before him, desperate for an answer. The old grandfather clock in his study’s corner chimed for midnight, but the slowly aging lord gave it only a passing glance as he pushed up his spectacles with a shaking hand. Time meant little, as he had little left. 

A far softer noise from across the lavishly furnished room pulled him away from the book. His ashen haired daughter, Kasia, swung her legs impatiently as she tapped a piece against their game board. 

Of course, he’d forgotten his promise to continue their game before bed. It was a secret tradition of theirs, as her mother believed the twelve-year-old was nestled in her chambers on the floor above. She was a tricky thing. Few men of the court could match Leonit’s cunning, let alone a girl so young.

“I will join you in just a moment, my love,” he said, his voice dampened by the room’s rug-covered floors and bookshelves, full of histories and tales from before the Awakening and after. Hundreds of books collected during his life. If only one could tell him how to stop what was coming.

Kasia groaned, tucking her hands defiantly under her legs and leaning back in her chair until it hung at the precipice. 

Always on the edge, that girl, he thought. Too much like me.

“You said that an hour ago!” she complained. “Father, what is that book anyway? Surely it can’t be better than losing to me again.”

Leonit sighed and removed his spectacles. He rubbed the bridge of his nose, which ached from wearing the readers for so long. “What have I told you about using such informal language? You are my heir, and one day, when you join the Chamber of Scions in my place, the other patriarchs and matriarchs will not tolerate it.”

She furrowed her narrow brow. Her skin was a pale gray, like Leonit and the other scions who carried Realm Reacher bloodlines, and it made the silvery blue in her eyes as radiant as the quarter-year everbright, despite the devious thoughts she held behind them.

“I will do what I must,” she said, forcing a more noble tone, “but I doubt members of the Chamber appreciate false promises either.”

That spurred a chuckle from him. Leonit knew he kept his daughter closer than most fathers, who preferred specialized tutors to teach their heirs the arts of science, literature, and eventually magical Reaching, but Kasia reminded him why he fought for the Commonwealth of Two Nations when the country was obsessed with destroying itself. It wasn’t about him. Not anymore.

“This book is the story of the Awakening,” he said, closing it. “It, unfortunately, has offered little insight into why the spirits awoke and destroyed Piorak.”

“King Yaakiin has you reading about ancient history? You are the minister of glass. Does he not have scribes?”

Leonit snatched his spectacles and circled his desk to Kasia, countering her most recent move without even sitting. “The king trusts few, and I consider myself lucky to be among them.”

She perked up and made her next play, advancing a seemingly harmless peasant—a spy in disguise. The haataamaash board resembled a battlefield, and it was a flanking maneuver he’d taught her to disrupt an opponent’s strategy. Her position could now threaten his throne if he wasn’t careful. “It is a secret, then?”

“Glass is our best defense against the awakened,” he replied, sending his dragon straight over her defenses. It put him a single turn away from victory if she failed to see how he’d exposed himself to her weakest piece. “It is my responsibility to understand them if we are to remain safe.”

“We are safe, aren’t we?” she asked, hesitating on her next move. 

It was rare for her to reveal any wavering of her confidence, but Leonit took heart in it. With how she acted, one could forget she was only a child. He wanted her to learn, yes. The enjoyment of juvenile pursuits was important too, as he had no desire to see her experience adulthood’s burdens too soon.

A grin crossed her face as she reached for her peasant and placed it behind his throne, revealing the spy’s true power. “You left your back exposed.”

He chuckled with pride, bowing his head before ceremoniously tipping over his throne to signal defeat. “So you did. Well done, my dear.” 

“Did you let me win?”

Leonit crouched beside her. Though his knees ached, he smiled and pressed his hand to her cheek. “Like that spy slipped through my defenses more easily than a dragon, we cannot always see those who threaten us. There is always danger among the great houses. The king has his allies and his foes, and there are those who—”

A crash came from outside, stopping Leonit mid-speech. 

Have they come so soon? There was still so much to be done, so much he had planned.

“Father?” Kasia asked, grabbing his arm. “What’s happening?”

Another crash shook the entire mansion. A scream followed. Leonit took a shaky breath, then steeled himself. “Keep your voice down and come with me.”

“But—”

“Defiance can be a worthy trait, but you must listen to me now. Do you understand?”

Kasia stared at him with her usually narrow eyes as wide as saucers. “I do,” she whispered.

“Good.” He yanked her toward his desk, tearing back the rug beneath it at the rear of the room. A glass trap door wrapped in iron was set into the floor. “Climb in, and do not leave until either your mother or Uliusa retrieves you.”

“Why? What about you?”

More screams sounded throughout the house as he yanked open the latch and gestured toward the ladder heading down into the darkness. His mind spun, fighting his heart. Oh, how he wished he had told her everything. But there was no time for such things now. “Please, Kasia. I need you to trust me.”

She hugged him tight, and he returned it, squeezing with every ounce of will he had left. It took everything he had not to follow her down. He was no fool, though. They had come for him and would end the search once he was found. If he hid, it would only lead to more death. Still, some primal part of him clung to life.

“I love you,” Kasia whispered. Her tears wetted his vest, and his own trickled down his cheeks. Spirits, how had it come to this?

“You are everything to me,” he replied as a thud came from the double doors across the room. “That is why you must go. Hurry!”

She scrambled into the opening, and Leonit slowly shut it behind, making as little noise as possible as he returned the rug to its place, then grabbed his flintlock revolver from the desk’s hidden drawer. 

Flexing his left hand, he dragged the gray blade upon his index finger through the air. It was made of winding crystal that covered the finger from knuckle to tip, and blades like it were called talons among the scion nobility due to its resemblance to a bird’s claw. The talon tore through the veil as he Reached into the realm of Shadows. Deep gray wisps circled his arms, and he commanded them to cover the rug with a heavier darkness than the candlelit room would normally allow.

The doors shook. They were nothing more than wood, as the exterior walls had enough glass to keep out any rogue spirits. No, the Crimson Court had finally come, and he was too late to stop them.

He raised the revolver as the wood splintered. Many scions were well practiced with a gun, but Leonit had neither served in the army nor been much of a shot. The battles of the king’s court took more skill with one’s wit than with weapons. Words could disarm a nation, but they were useless in the face of his house’s demise.

His finger squeezed out of instinct alone when the doors burst open. The resulting shot sent a ringing through his ears as the bullet ripped through the doorway and embedded itself in the wall across the dim corridor.

“You have your mark,” he called out, inching further from the desk. “Come out, and let this escapade be complete.”

No one replied.

The hairs on Leonit’s arms raised, and he shivered at the familiar horror before him. He’d not seen battle, but he had lived long enough to meet his share of awakened spirits. He lowered the gun. Bullets would do nothing against this foe, and neither would his Shadow Reaching.

“So they have finished their research, then?” he asked.

The lamps flickered near the door as misty gray tendrils spiraled forth. Soundless, they surged toward him faster than any man could run, all light extinguishing around them.

Leonit could only stand and face the end with pride. He had built House Niezik into a powerful name, hoping to one day live a second life like the most powerful magnates, but as he stared at the menace crossing his study, he knew this life would be his last. The Crimsons would be sure of it.

His breaths fogged the air as the tendrils met to form a human-like figure. Neither solid nor entirely air, it resided somewhere between, unable to be harmed by material weapons… except for glass.

Leonit struck in turn with the awakened, pulling a glass-bladed dagger from a hidden pocket in his vest and slashing at the spirit’s chest. Normal spirits would flee at the slightest hint of glass, but the awakened plunged forward, undeterred. Its tendrils pierced Leonit’s chest and throat as he desperately tried to wound his attacker. Though the dagger found its misty torso, it only hissed and released more tendrils into him. His vision began to fade.

I should have stopped this. I should have saved the Commonwealth.

But he had failed. Any hope of stopping the destruction to come vanished as the awakened’s tendrils drew his spirit from his body. He collapsed, and with one last breath, he whispered into the darkness.

“Find them, Kasia.”
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The Hunters and the Huntress






“Parqiz Uziokaki, the Spirit Reacher. He knows the names of the rest.” – Leonit Niezik, former patriarch of House Niezik


TWELVE YEARS LATER


Wind and a cold rain greeted Kasia as she stepped from her carriage, clutching shut her high-collared coat and glaring at the mansion before her. House Uziokaki had made their fortune in hunting and forestry, and their estate resembled an overgrown hunting cabin. She grinned at that. 

The only one hunting tonight would be her.

“Lady Katarzyna, should we not hasten our way inside?” Tazper asked, rushing beside her with an umbrella. Her rounded koilee fur hat had done its job well, though, and she quite appreciated the rain. It announced the arrival of the everdark season—far more fun than the unending light of everbright.

“Haste would make it seem as if we wanted to be here,” she replied to her friend. 

A poorer scion with a gentle face and a swoop of chestnut hair, Tazper could not afford a Reacher talon, so Kasia had taken him as her house footman to help him earn his way. He was a bit of a klutz and his cravat spilled over his shirt like a waterfall, but he was one of the few people she could trust. On the day she intended to kill her father’s murderer, that mattered more than ever.

“Don’t we?” he squeaked, slipping out of his formal tone.

Kasia faked a smile at a group of passersby who were headed in to join the gala. The Ephemeral Storm of Everdark was an annual celebration of the quarter-year darkness that would soon arrive. Such events were hosted by many of the great houses, and none of the minor scions wanted to miss their chance to converse with the most powerful aristocrats. It was all a game, much like the one Kasia had played nightly against her father, and after twenty-four years of life, she’d learned her lessons well.

“Never let your opponents know your true intentions,” she replied before straightening the amber chains that connected the buttons along the front of her coat. 

The peasants of House Niezik’s estate had called her the Amber Dame ever since her scouts discovered large reserves of amber in an ancient forest basin near the border of House Uziokaki’s lands. The Uziokaki claimed the reserves should be theirs, so wearing amber in their mansion would be considered an insult. Kasia sincerely hoped they noticed.

Before Tazper could stumble through his reply, she started toward the gate. It was made of intricately carved wood and crested with a golden-antlered stag—the Uziokaki sigil—and archways resembling interwoven branches lined the cobblestone path to the mansion itself. Guards stood on either side of the gate with rifles shouldered. Such guards were little threat to scions, most who were Reachers capable of drawing magic from other realms, but they still eyed her as she passed.

“They are watching us,” Tazper whispered once he’d scrambled to Kasia’s side.

“If you are worried about guards doing their jobs,” Kasia said, “then you should turn back. I can’t have you panicking.”

He held his chin up. “I will have poise.”

With an amused huff, Kasia led the way to the mansion’s double doors. A butler awaited them behind a podium. 

“Lady Katarzyna Niezik, what a pleasant surprise.” He dipped his quill in ink and crossed her name off his parchment before turning to Tazper. “And who might you be?”

“This is Tazper of House Janka,” Kasia said. “He is my footman for this evening.”

The butler scribbled something down, then took a long breath and pointed behind him. “You may deposit your coats and hats to the left before making your way to the grand hall. I am sure they are dreadfully sopping amid this weather. However, before you go, I must examine your gloves.”

Holding back a smirk, Kasia held up her hands to reveal her long black gloves and the amber jewels embedded along her knuckles. The one on her right hand was a formality, but the butler examined the left closely. Scions could only Reach if the crystal talon on their left index finger remained uncovered, allowing them to tear the space between their realm of Spirits, called Zekiaz, and the one they were Reaching into. It wasn’t just impolite to remove one’s gloves during gatherings such as this. People had been killed for less.

Tazper did the same, despite not being a Reacher, and the butler waved them both past. Kasia laughed to herself at the irony of the check. Yes, they had ensured she was wearing gloves upon her entry, but nothing stopped her from removing them when the time was right.

The mansion’s interior tore away the illusion of a rustic cabin and replaced it with rural displays of wealth. Wooden pillars with glass-carved patterns lined two curved staircases that headed up to the next floor. Rustic chandeliers led the way to the stairs, exuding a dim glow that made the floors shimmer like copper as their footfalls echoed through the hall along with an ever-growing hum of conversation. Only a roll of thunder broke the ambience before surrendering to the constant drum of heavy rainfall.

The pair dropped their coats and hats, then followed the other scions to the stairs. 

Kasia gripped the handrail as her skirts clipped at her heels. Her outermost layer was a cutaway jacket, belted at the waist to reveal a sleeved cream dress beneath. Like her coat, the jacket flared open at the torso with thin amber chains connecting the buttons on either side. It was a combination of domestic Ezmani stylings and foreign Ogrenian ones from the northern coast. Among the nationalists at the party, it would be yet another affront, but she’d intended so. 

Keep their eyes on the dress, she thought, and they’ll miss the dagger in your hand.

Tazper took the lead as they reached the top of the stairs, but it wasn’t him who drew the crowd’s stares. In the twelve years since an awakened commanded by Parqiz Uziokaki killed her father, neither Kasia nor any other remaining members of House Niezik had stepped foot within their rivals’ estate. It was far from public knowledge that the attack hadn’t merely been a rogue spirit, but whispers had spread among the scions. If House Niezik was stepping back into the fold, what did that mean for those who’d replaced them?

There wasn’t a smile among the near hundred faces beneath the chandeliers pulsing with Fire Reacher flames, except Kasia’s. Most of the ones she gave nowadays were feigned to hide her grimace or hidden smirks. This one was genuine. For tonight, she would take her largest step since she’d discovered Leonit’s list of names two years before. Her father’s list had been left for her, hidden in a secret compartment of his desk:

Raniana Laxis, the peasant spy.

Fantil Tozki, the traitorous sergeant.

Parqiz Uziokaki, the Spirit Reacher. He knows the names of the rest.

Find the Crimson Court. Find those who killed me.

Kasia carried the list at all times. She’d already ridded Zekiaz of Raniana and Fantil, but they had offered little information regarding these elusive Crimsons. 

Parqiz was her last target… and last hope.

Her talon seemed to hum at the thought of killing the assassin. She was a Death Reacher, a rare type technically banned in the Commonwealth, but no one had any way of knowing her power. That made her a scion’s worst nightmare.

Spirit Reachers, like Parqiz, were far more common, keeping rogue awakened away from populated areas and guiding gentle drifter spirits into newborns so that they didn’t become empty husks. This was Zekiaz’s cycle. When a person’s life ended, their spirit became a drifter until it found a newborn and forgot its old life. Only the six great houses could break the cycle and truly live again.

When a great house heir bore their first child—still empty of spirit—the magnate, heir, newborn, and a Spirit Reacher would retreat to their house’s obscenely expensive glass room. The heir killed the magnate with the house’s ceremonial Inheritance Blade, trapping the magnate’s spirit in the room of spirit-resistant glass. The Spirit Reacher then guided the magnate’s confined spirit into the newborn. This newborn carried a new name and was given a monicker of the Second or however many times the spirit had passed through the Inheritance Ritual. They remembered nothing of their past lives until they touched the Spirit Crystal and became a Reacher in their teenage years, allowing them to develop their own personality, but rule with experience when it came their turn to be magnate of their house again.

The Inheritance Rituals ensured the six great houses ruled through the generations and never feared death. Even if a magnate incurred a mortal wound, they always had Body Reachers nearby to heal them before they died. Only a Death Reacher could kill both a person’s body and spirit, making it impossible for them to return.

Kasia’s existence threatened their glass houses, and they didn’t even know it.

“Ah, Katarzyna!” a woman called out in a tone oozing with conceit. Kasia swallowed a groan as Qaraza the Second, the mid-thirties heir of House Uziokaki, strode over with her brows rising impossibly high up her light-gray forehead. She wore a high-collared dress of the Ezmani style with a neckline that was deep enough to make Tazper blush. “I am not alone when I say your attendance tonight is quite the surprise.”

“I thought it best I start venturing out more,” Kasia replied flatly. “Especially with your father pressing an unfounded claim on my amber, it is ever-so important that I remind the scions in our region that rumors of House Niezik’s demise are greatly exaggerated.”

Qaraza took a sip of white wine from her glass goblet. “Are they? My father says House Niezik’s voice has been all but silent in the Chamber of Scions for a decade. I am pleased to see you managed to dust away the cobwebs coating your carriage. It is quite the antique. As is this rare dress of yours. Have you forgotten that dastardly Reshkan is no longer king?” 

She referred to King Yaakiin, Leonit’s old ally who’d been assassinated not long after Leonit himself. The Commonwealth’s scions elected their kings, and often, they preferred to select a weak, influenceable foreigner over a rival house’s scion from within the Commonwealth. Yaakiin had been neither effective nor popular during his reign—a fact no one let Kasia forget.

“Of course not,” Kasia said. “My dress is of Ogrenian inspiration, not Reshkan, but who could forget how conveniently your family took charge of the southeastern lands following my father’s death?” 

Kasia scanned the balconies above, where her informant among the Uziokaki servants claimed Parqiz spent the galas as a reclusive nephew of the house patriarch, Sazilz the Second. Then she dropped her gaze to the massive green stone hanging from her counterpart’s neck. 

“If only that tragedy were as forgettable as that jewel which I dare not call an emerald,” she quipped. “Now, if you will excuse me, I must find someone whose conversation will help this storm pass without granting me a similar thunder in my head.”

Kasia barely caught Qaraza’s disgust out of the corner of her eye as she slipped away, but that moment brought her immense pleasure. One day, Qaraza would take charge of her house and challenge Kasia herself. She was but a nuisance until then, dealt with by nothing more than petty quips.

“Is it proper to insult the host?” Tazper whispered as Kasia weaved her way between round standing tables full of scions, both significant and not. She would do business with many of them another day. Tonight, only one scion mattered.

“Father would not have approved,” she replied, glancing at the balconies again. “But I didn’t come here to make friends with House Uziokaki.”

A quintet of woodwind musicians took to the stage at the far end of the room. They soon filled the air with an upbeat tune, and couples took to the open center of the floor, some out of lasting love and others pursuing new attractions. Kasia’s heart ached watching them dance from afar. She’d tried to court many times in past years, but some scars seemed to never heal. When it came to her memories of Aliax, her last lover, they refused to stop bleeding.

“This won’t give you what you want,” Aliax said, haunting her mind. “You were always more to me than a matriarch seeking vengeance.”

The distraction tore her from her surveillance, and her wandering led her straight into the path of a gaggle of young men. They donned tailored suits, well-cut with exposed fittings of colored glass along the trim. Jewels were fine and well, but in a realm where glass was one’s best protection against the awakened, it was more expensive than many diamonds. Why appear rich when one could appear both rich and practical? At least, that’s what the scions of more minor houses believed.

The men swapped nervous grins before one stepped forward and removed his tricorn hat. Such a style was odd so far from the sea, especially with its cut favoring that of the northern Ogrenian tradesmen. 

“Could I interest you in a dance, Lady Katarzyna?” the man asked. “It would be an honor to spend a moment with the Amber Dame.”

Amber had changed everything. Just a few years before, Kasia had struggled to find any house of repute willing to negotiate with House Niezik’s barley farms and gambling halls. Now… Well, she would have hardly disliked the attention any other night.

She bowed her head. “Thank you, sir—”

“Hazat, patriarch of House Tozki,” he said.

She swallowed, instantly wishing she had a drink to hide her nerves, but she’d sworn off alcohol long ago in an effort to keep her mind fitter than her target’s. This was the son of Sergeant Fantil Tozki, the second name on her father’s list. Based on Hazat’s fashion, though, he appeared to be far less of a nationalist. 

“A pleasure to meet you finally,” she managed. “I am sorry to hear about your father, however.”

He chuckled. “You need not pretend to be sorry. It was no secret that our fathers stood on opposite sides of the Chamber of Scions, and I surely do not miss him.”

“Oh?” Kasia barely held back her own laughter. “It would be my pleasure to dance with you, then, but I must abscond to the powder room after our lengthy journey here. I will find you upon my return.”

Hazat nodded, then stepped back with an arm extended to the side. “Of course. I will eagerly await your return, then, my lady.”

Without replying, Kasia stepped away, recollecting herself. House Tozki was minor, but a dance with its patriarch would still provide cover upon her return, as Parqiz’s body would inevitably be found before the gala’s end. First, though, she needed to find him.

Tazper tugged on her sleeve. “Kasia, look.”

She followed his gaze up to a balcony on the third floor, where a heavy blond man leaned over the wooden rails with a liquor glass in hand. He sneered at the dancers before downing his drink and raising it for a servant to take. When none came, he barked something over his shoulder.

“He isn’t alone,” Kasia said, starting toward a side hall which her informant had claimed led to the balconies.

“Then this cannot be the time,” Tazper said from close behind.

“There is no alternative.”

The narrow hall led to a set of stairs. Guards patrolled, but none expressed concern at a stray couple wandering the lower level. How else could the Uziokaki and other scions sneak away for gossip and affairs?

Tazper protested as Kasia ran to the landing, then began up the second flight, but Kasia had none of it. 

“I am tired of waiting for answers, Taz,” she snapped. “When we reach the balcony, distract the servants by ordering a drink for me. Make it something complex, so I have more time.”

“But you do not partake.”

“Do you believe the servants know that?”

He shrugged. “Likely not.”

“Then do as I ask, please.” She tried to say it nicely, but her insistence overrode any pleasantries. Luckily, Tazper wasn’t one to take offense.

Hearing no further appeals, she finished climbing the stairs, then found another staircase up to the third floor. A guard gave her a questioning look mid-way, but if he had objections, he did not voice them. Giggles from a hiding couple echoed through the halls. A quiet scion woman going about her business was hardly his greatest concern.

Laughter surrendered to shouting as Kasia reached the third floor. A servant cowered near the balcony Parqiz had been on, shattered glass at his feet. 

“He breaks enough glass to feed us for a season,” the servant muttered before collecting the sizeable pieces and hurrying toward them.

Kasia grabbed Tazper and ducked behind a pillar, holding her finger to her lips until the servant had passed. When he had, she released her friend and nodded down the stairs. “Remember what I told you about my drink?”

Again, he tried to complain, but she was already gone, noting a cracked door to a bedroom nearby before she reached the balcony’s edge. She kept along the wall and didn’t step upon the balcony itself. There would be others watching, and it would be difficult to explain if she was the last one seen with Parqiz before he died.

“Now that is haste!” Parqiz called over his shoulder. In his mid-forties, he had not taken well to being far from House Uziokaki’s center of power. He’d been a lighter, and tamer, man the last time Kasia had seen him over a decade before. “Give it here, boy.”

“There is no serving boy here,” Kasia said, crossing her arms.

Parqiz turned with a start. “Who are you? A suitor? A consort perhaps, sent by my uncle to keep me sated?”

Not the tactic I intended, but easy enough to utilize.

She smiled wryly. “Why don’t you follow me and find out?”

As she spun away, she gave him a lingering glance. Leonit had been an adequate politician, but the real skill he’d taught her was using her opponent’s perceptions against them. Politics was a game, sure. More so, it was theatre, and the greatest actors were the ones who came out on top.

Parqiz followed her into the nearby bedroom at a speed greater than she’d believed him capable of. She slipped her left glove off, hiding the hand behind her as she playfully danced around him and pulled the door shut.

Then she latched it.

“Oh, so Sazilz did send you?” Parqiz said, undoing his shirt buttons.

She swept her taloned hand toward him. “No, Leonit did…”
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Red Among the Gray






“A Glassblade shall never be without his sword. To lose one’s armor leaves one vulnerable, but when a defender loses their blade, they become defenseless.” – An excerpt from The Code of the Glassblades



The Ephemeral Storm fell heavily upon Radais as he rode tall. Beneath him, his ibex, Vuk, huffed and lowered his horned head, but there was no protection to be found from the chilled rain. They were far from the mountainous protection of Vocka. 

“You tired already?” Radais asked, patting his mount’s head. With the storm, the quarter-year everdark had come, but the glass upon his gauntlet refracted the light of his lantern into a rainbow across one of Vuk’s curved horns.

Vuk gave a goat-like bleat in either response or frustration. Radais knew the animal couldn’t understand him, but he swore sometimes it felt as if Vuk truly was trying to have a conversation. Miv, his commander, claimed Glassblades heard all types of things when traveling the Spirit Wastes alone.

“Solitude is good for the spirit and toxic for the mind, if not moderated,” she’d said.

He found it ironic that moments after saying such a thing, Miv had sent him out to protect a few villages at the Wastes’ border by himself. That assignment had led him to a series of unusually frequent attacks by awakened. With those spirits fleeing into the Wastes after striking at random, Radais had ventured into the seemingly endless sea of deep gray sand to find his marks. It was against protocol to leave the villages undefended, but he needed to understand why these awakened attacks were increasing, and then put a stop to it.

A Glassblade’s first responsibility was to protect the innocent from the awakened. As a mercenary order made almost entirely of Vockans from the western mountains of the Commonwealth, they worshiped untainted spirits, those the Ezmani called drifters for their harmless wandering through the air. 

Awakened were far less docile. The Ezmani scions considered them nuisances, but the Vockans believed them to be an affront to the purity of the Spirit Crystal itself.

“Alright, alright,” Radais muttered to Vuk, removing his helmet of finely crafted glass and allowing his wavy, Vockan-red hair to fall over his shoulders. “We’ll rest for a while, but the storm won’t pass for a few days.”

It had been nearly twenty days since he’d left the village of Iliafa in search of awakened. He’d believed he would easily find where the spirits were hiding before the Ephemeral Storms began, but the traces of spirit dust only led further into the Wastes with each passing hour. 

In truth, he didn’t know what he was doing anymore. His father was dying back home in Erienfar—and there were plenty of people to protect back in his assigned villages—but he refused to surrender his search. At the age of thirty-five, he’d been recently inducted as the youngest master within the Glassblade Order, and he had immense freedom to pick his targets. An itch at the center of his back told him he was going the right way. His instincts had never failed before… at least with spirits.

Slowing Vuk, he dismounted and set camp. Vockans had bred ibexes for hundreds of years to be rideable up the steep slopes of their lands, but Radais had found Vuk just as formidable as a horse on level terrain. They had traveled across half of Vocka and the Wastes together over the last decade, and Vuk had never wavered.

Radais’s tent was a tiny thing made of wood and leather, backed with bits of glass. It was formidable, but the downpour had the sand soaked. Within minutes of him removing his armor and lying down, his bedroll was already wet. He could tolerate the dampness of recent nights, but this was too much.

“Why did I do this?” he mumbled to himself as he sat up, grabbing his sketchbook and charcoal from his bag. “Dalnus or Kalastok have enough rich scions to hire artists, but no, I had to venture into the uninhabitable wasteland.”

He scratched his bearded chin before flexing his fingers, grateful to be free of his gauntlets. The lanternlight exposed cracks in his dark skin. The valleys between his fingers looked like war zones, but he was far from any potions, salves, or Body Reachers to mend such minor ailments. 

Survival mattered to a Glassblade, not comfort. Theirs was the work of warriors so that others could sleep through the night.

With a sigh, he took long strokes across the page. His book was filled with pages of the mists that usually covered the Spirit Wastes, but the wind had scattered much of it in recent days. He’d caught glimpses of distant mountains to the northwest before the everdark, not on any map, and he sketched them with a longing for home. Like towers, they broke through the rain and pierced the clouds in his mind. Maybe they hadn’t looked like that in reality, but what was art if it only portrayed what was instead of something greater?

Radais sketched mountain after mountain for what felt like an eternity until Vuk bleated from outside. The ibex’s hoofs stomped hard into the sand as he backed away from the tent, and Radais unsheathed his glass sword before rushing out to see what was the matter.

Rain stung against his shirt, only thick enough to stop the edges of his armor from scratching his skin, and the everdark fell heavy over the land. Though he raised his lantern, the storm obscured his sight of anything much further than the edge of his camp.

“What is it?” he asked Vuk, trying to follow the ibex’s gaze. “What spooked you, boy?”

But Vuk just backed away further as he stared at something ahead. That had Radais’s heart racing. Glassblade ibexes were trained not to spook at the sight of spirits, awakened or not, and Vuk had certainly never done so before. 

He grabbed Vuk’s halter and pulled him back to the tent, keeping his sword ready. Its glass was so thin that it was nearly translucent at the right angle, and it would shatter upon impact with any human defense. Against a spirit, though, it was the greatest weapon one could have.

“Stay here. I’ll go investigate.”

Vuk pawed at the wet earth as Radais crept forward. Awakened were quiet things, and with the wind whipping past his ears, he couldn’t hear anything out of the ordinary. Not that anything in the Wastes was ordinary. It was said to be the home of the spirits since long before the Awakening, and no one knew why its ground refused to sustain life.

A man yelled from ahead. Not one of rage, but terror.

Radais burst after it. With the storm, it was difficult to tell how far it had come from, but he was quick. By the time the man cried out again, Radais was nearly upon him. He immediately wished he wasn’t.

Eight awakened swarmed a man robed in red, their wispy tendrils drawing his spirit from his body. They were distracted by the man, but Radais lacked his armor. Though his glass sword could cut them down easily, attacking alone and unarmored was suicide. He could only grit his teeth and watch the man suffer his horrible fate. 

I need to leave.

The realization struck him like an ibex at full charge. Awakened needed to feed on spirit energy to live, and this man was the only living target for a hundred miles. Except for Radais.

He bolted toward Vuk as the closest awakened turned its misty form. It could only devour a share of this man, but none of its allies had attacked Radais. So it chased after him far faster than he could stumble through the sand.

Radais lashed out at the last second, slicing his blade through the spirit’s scattered form. Neither iron nor steel could pierce a spirit, but glass shredded its very being. The awakened shrieked as it dissolved into nothing more than a faint silvery dust. One spirit was simple, but based on the hissing back near the body, the others had heard.

Radais whistled for Vuk and leaped onto his ibex’s back as it approached at speed. There was no time to collect his tent. He’d have to circle back once the awakened had dispersed. For now, escaping was all that mattered.

The wind carried strange noises as he pushed Vuk into a gallop. They sounded almost like words in a whispery language he couldn’t understand. Awakened couldn’t speak, yet the sound grew as the fastest ones closed in. They flanked him instead of making a direct chase, rounding him to the east and blocking his escape. When another strayed too near, he slashed at it, but could only send it reeling away.

The chase continued for a long time, but ended quickly. One moment, the awakened were diving at him, and the next, they veered overhead, flying into the distance without so much as a passing strike.

Radais slowed Vuk and watched the awakened go, catching his breath as he wrapped his head around what had happened. None of it was normal. He had strayed far into the Wastes, so there shouldn’t have been anyone near. Who was that man the awakened had killed? Why had they attacked tactically instead of seeking to devour Radais with their usual greed?

He shook his head, suddenly aware of the rain that fell cold upon his head and shoulders. Answers would only come from a further inspection of the man. Miv would want him to bring the body back to seek an identification. The Commonwealth, Ogrenia, and other nations had sought to venture into the Wastes before, but they had been grand, announced expeditions. None had done so for nearly a decade. 

He shuddered at the countless things this could mean. Politics was not his path, but if someone was secretly sending expeditions, this discovery would send shockwaves across the continent of Brakesh.

Vuk let out a deep breath as Radais pushed him back toward their camp and the place the man had died. It took longer than he expected for his tent to appear in the distance. They had galloped for some time away from the awakened, and he didn’t know how long they had chased him for. In the end, it didn’t matter. He had survived to tell the tale.

Radais armored up and packed the tent into the bags strapped to Vuk’s side. More awakened could be lurking, and he had no intention of facing them unprepared again. 

A Glassblade’s armor cost more than a hamlet of peasants made in their lifetime, but it was worth every kena the Order spent to craft and maintain it for their soldiers. His set had saved his life more than once. Likely, it would do so again, if not sooner than he hoped.

The patter of the rain against the sand surrounded him as he rode Vuk slowly in the direction the red-robed man. He raised his lantern and kept his sword at the ready, but no awakened stirred. Nor did he hear the voices from before.

Then the red appeared ahead. The man lay still, drained of his spirit. Not dead, but empty. It was a terrible fate, as the mind lingered without a spirit to direct it. A killing blow was considered a mercy for such victims, and Radais delivered it swiftly, driving an iron dagger through the man’s head. Once he’d cleaned up the blood, he threw the man behind his saddle and began his journey to Palmia Fortress.

Spirits have mercy.
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The Stag's Rat






“Find the Crimson Court. Find those who killed me.” – Leonit Niezik, former patriarch of House Niezik


Parqiz Uziokaki’s fingers trembled against his shirt buttons as he gawked at Kasia. “You are her,” he stammered. “How… How did you know I would be here?” 

“I didn’t understand at first why your servants would so willingly give me information about you,” Kasia replied, forcing her foe toward a wardrobe on the far side of the bedroom with her taloned hand extended before her. 

She didn’t Reach, not yet. The power would fade quickly if unused, and Reaching too often in a short period would inflict her with increasingly worse Realm Taint, draining from within herself the essence that she pulled from her realm. The Taint’s cost was clear for realms such as Fire or Water, which would take the Reacher’s heat or make them infinitely parched if they pushed too far. But as a banned realm, Death’s Taint was less researched. 

“It makes sense now,” she said. “A fat, drunken fool like you is too much of a coward to face his own family’s guests, let alone reveal himself to those he slaughtered.”

“What are you—”

“Do not speak!” She shoved him into the wardrobe and grabbed his throat. Her talon dug into his skin as the stench of alcohol and body odor washed over her, and she grinned knowing it would only take a single Reach to rid Zekiaz of him. “You commanded the awakened. My father knew it, and so do I. You assassinated him.”

Parqiz curled his lip. “You cannot kill me. Sazilz will destroy what remains of your pathetic house once his Body Reachers heal me!”

Her smile only grew. “Do you see my talon? Can you guess what realm it binds me to? Possibility? Force? Or is it Death?”

“Bah! No one Reaches Death.”

“Would you like to test that hypothesis?” She squeezed tighter, but his neck was too thick to choke with a single hand. “Or are you going to answer my questions?”

He studied her for a few long moments. Even if she were lying, Leonit had trained his daughter well in the art. House Niezik was known primarily for its barley, but its true profits lay in its gambling halls. Kasia had studied well, and whether it was cards, dice, or negotiations, she’d yet to find someone who could tell when she was bluffing and when she had a full hand.

Kasia’s patience soon ran out. She punched Parqiz in the gut, then slammed him against the wardrobe again. “What do you know about the Crimson Court?”

“I have never heard of such a group,” Parqiz mumbled. “I swear it upon my mother’s spirit.”

“Then who told you to kill my father? You are far too lowly to assassinate the minister of glass by yourself.”

His sneer returned, but Kasia’s glare turned it to fear. “Sazilz demanded I do it! He gave me an awakened trapped in a glass prison, claiming that it could be commanded for long enough to kill Leonit. Our houses have been rivals for generations, so I did not question him further. All of Ezman is better for he and Yaakiin’s deaths. They preferred us to become a runt state rather than a proud nation that fought for its lands.”

“You don’t regret it?” Kasia’s fury burned within her chest. Though she tried to hold it back, Parqiz had insulted her father’s honor after he’d killed him without the courage to look him in the eye.

“Why would I? He was a disgrace, just like his spawn.”

She yelled and raked her talon across his neck, deep purple wisps trailing blood as she Reached. The vapors poured into the wound. Purple banished red, spreading through Parqiz’s veins as he staggered, gasping for air. 

Kasia finally had her revenge.

But a cold sweat struck her as she watched death take her father’s killer. Memories flashed through her mind. A young man clung to her as those same vapors spewed from his mouth, the whites of his eyes turning scarlet as his body spasmed. Aliax called her name with his final breaths, but there was no saving one stricken with Death’s power. Tears raced down her cheeks. They could do nothing to mend the brokenness she’d caused, and a scar opened in her heart as Aliax felt limp. Gone forever because of her.

Reality pulled Kasia back as she stumbled into the bedpost and held it to keep from falling. Parqiz lay still. His mouth foamed and blood seeped from the wound upon his neck, but both his body and spirit had succumbed to her Reaching. 

The final target on her list was dead. Yet she felt empty.

“I told you this wouldn’t change the past,” Aliax said in her mind. “Killing the Crimsons won’t bring Leonit back.”

“Shut up!” she spat, gripping her head. “I have to stop them! It was Father’s last wish.”

A quick knock came from the door. “Kasia, we need to leave,” Tazper whispered from the other side.

Kasia pushed back her hair, knocking part of it free from one of the braids wrapping around her head. She reminded herself where she was and the danger she faced. There was no time for memories or regrets. Sazilz, a great house magnate, had ordered her father’s death. She’d figure out what that meant when she was far from the Uziokaki mansion.

Tazper gave a sigh of relief when she slipped her glove over her talon and met him in the hall, pulling the door shut behind her. He nearly dragged her down the main hall to a side passage just before echoing footsteps reached the top of the nearby stairs. Parqiz was not visible behind the closed door, but it would not be long before someone discovered the body. She needed to be back in the grand hall before that happened.

The footsteps soon faded, so Kasia led Tazper back down the stairs as quickly as she could without appearing suspicious. As the party grew louder, the guards had decided to watch the festivities rather than keep their posts. Their attentions were turned toward the balconies and the dancing beyond, allowing Kasia to slip by unnoticed until she emerged in the grand hall again, searching for Hazat Tozki in hopes of taking him up on his offered dance.

Her heart sunk at the sight of Hazat twirling some scion girl across the dance floor. No others nearby expressed any interest in dancing with Kasia instead, likely out of fear of facing the wrath of House Uziokaki, and she considered leaving until she spotted an elderly man staring at her from the far corner.

“Stay here,” she told Tazper, then swept across the grand hall before he could stop her.

The man wore a brown suit of an older cut, his cravat blood red at his throat. His face was wrinkled, and his neck protruded so far forward he resembled a turkey with its feathers puffed. At her approach, the man faked a cough and stepped away from the group he’d been standing with.

“Forgive me, sir,” Kasia said with a faked smile. “I could not help but notice your gaze. Would you care for a dance? My father believed one was never too old to partake in life’s enjoyments, even if it requires a slower pace.”

The man smirked. “A rare truism from a man so focused on foreign nations that he lacked the ability to see what was directly before him. I am Gragoz of House Rakazimko, and it would be a pleasure to forget that Reshkan ass kisser while I dance with his daughter.”

Kasia swallowed a dozen insults as he took her arm and led her to the dance floor. Luckily, the band was in the middle of a song, meaning she wouldn’t have to spend a full dance with Gragoz. That was good, as he wore such heavy cologne that she could barely breathe, and when they reached the floor, he moved with less grace than anyone she’d ever shared a danced with. It was almost impressive. Kasia had spent enough time with awkward teenagers who tripped over their feet with each spin, yet at least they hadn’t made her want to pull herself away out of revulsion.

The dance brought them closer to the center of the floor after a few turns, and she caught Hazat watching her over his partner’s shoulder. Was his affection true, or did he lust for her family’s wealth, however damaged its reputation? It didn’t matter. She had no intentions of courting the son of a man she’d assassinated. It was burden enough to see flashes of her past scars without reopening others.

Despite Kasia’s discomfort, she took pride in the gazes their unusually slow dance earned as they missed nearly every beat. The more people who saw her in the grand hall, the less who would consider her a suspect once Parqiz was discovered. Dancing with Hazat wouldn’t have drawn such attention.

When the song soon ended, Kasia gave Gragoz a hasty curtsy, then sought a place to avoid further advances. She’d done her part. Now, all she needed to do was wait until guests started leaving so that she could do the same. 

Hazat had a different idea.

“Lady Katarzyna,” he said, once again removing his tricorn hat as he nearly slid to a stop at her side. “I must apologize that I missed your return. Would you like to—”

“Gather, dear embodied ones of the Crystal Mother!” an exuberant voice carried through the great hall. A priestess stepped onto the band’s stage, tasseled robes of deep gray draping around her as she raised her arms. “Let us experience the changing of the seasons as we shift our spirits to follow Her.”

Kasia was far from religious, but as a large group of scions grumbled and turned to leave, she’d never been so grateful for a priestess’s appearance. A part of her pitied leaving Hazat. In the end, though, one young suitor’s opinion was irrelevant, especially with her next target being the patriarch of a great house. It had taken her a year to find an opening to strike at Parqiz. Sazilz Uziokaki the Second would be surrounded by Reacher guards in the capital of Kalastok, and even Death Reaching wouldn’t be enough for her if she wasn’t careful.

She locked eyes with Tazper and gave a slight nod. “I am sorry, Lord Hazat,” she said. “It appears that neither fate nor the Buried Temple wish for us to dance this evening. Perhaps another time.”

“Very well.” He gave his hat an elegant flip and placed it back on his head. “I shall hope that eve comes with haste.”

Once Hazat was gone, Tazper joined Kasia again, and they headed back toward the mansion’s entrance along with a few dozen other scions. Time had passed quickly through the night. Kasia’s watch read nineteen-thirty, half-an-hour until the end of their realm’s twenty-hour day. She’d stayed long enough to have made an adequate appearance at a rival house’s mansion.

A tingle ran down her spine as she collected her coat and returned to the mansion’s cabin exterior. Were the guards watching her more this time? Had they found Parqiz’s body? 

She resisted those questions to the best of her ability, straightening her back and keeping a noble smile. It came out crooked, but it was all she had as the storm buffeted her. It was only a hundred strides to her carriage. She could hold her composure until then, counting each step as Tazper glanced over his shoulder.

“Don’t do that,” she snapped. “Even if we make it out without drawing suspicion, we should not give them any additional reasons to question us afterward.”

He took a shuddered breath. “Such as being spotted heading in the direction of his balcony?”

“I said additional for a reason.”

Neither of the guards at the gate stopped them, and when Kasia’s covered carriage appeared in the circular dirt path leading from the main road, she threw herself into it without Tazper’s help. Her footman followed, settling across from her with a relieved smile. 

“I cannot believe we succeeded,” he said.

“I had hoped this would be the end of my search for the Crimsons,” Kasia replied, hands held tight in her lap. “Instead, it appears I have been chasing threads in the country, when the true dragon rests in the nation’s den.”

Tazper furrowed his brow. “My apologies. I don’t follow.”

“Kalastok, Tazper.” She sighed and stared out the small window. Rain streaked down it, obscuring any sight of the Commonwealth’s southern forests beyond. “Whoever ordered my father’s assassination is in the capital, and if Sazilz Uziokaki is involved, it means the conspiracy runs deep. Even King Jazuk could have had a role in it.” She shook her head. “Shit! I thought this would end it.”

He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “Lady Katarzyna, may I speak frankly?”

“Cease with your formalities. We’ve gone through far too much for you to call me a lady, especially after I assassinated the nephew of a great house’s patriarch.”

“It is best that you abandon this quest, perhaps?” he insisted, tapering into a question when she glared at him. “You have killed Leonit’s assassin. You have done the same to his accomplices in Tystok. House Niezik is regaining its significance through its amber. Why risk the stability you have brought your house and the people you protect? Why not allow the Amber Dame to rise out of her father’s shadow?”

Kasia clenched her fist and raised it to her chin. His questions were valid, but he didn’t understand what it was like to be hidden away as one’s father died mere feet above, what it was like to lose everything. No, she couldn’t stop.

“You need not follow me to Kalastok if you fear the risks,” she said. “I cannot forget the past to enrich my future.”

“And if the Crimsons destroy you in the process?”

She flexed her taloned hand. “Then I will kill as many of them as possible first.”
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The Final Fortress






“It is said that the Glassblades saved the living from the awakened at the Siege of Palmia. From upon towers of glass and stone, they slayed spirits of a number lost to time. So too, have we forgotten our saviors of ages past.” – Harianus iz Ramiona, former Vockan general


Radais shifted in his saddle, stretching his arms as he searched the horizon for any sight of home, or at least, what was the closest thing he had to one anymore.  

The trek east from the Spirit Wastes had taken him back into the snow-covered Vockan Mountains of his homeland. Even with the southern wind blowing the cold highland air over him, he didn’t shiver. He would reach Palmia before he had to make camp again, and thoughts of fires, beer, and a real bed were enough to keep him warm until then.

Lanterns twinkled in the distance as Vuk carried him around the eastern edge of the dark pass. In the everbright, he’d been able to see the western half of the Commonwealth, but now, even Palmia Fortress was only visible because of its glass walls amplifying the lanternlight. With a flat roof of glass-imbued metals stretching over its top, it resembled a cube from this distance. The sight was beautiful nonetheless, and he stopped to sketch it in his book. He exaggerated the fires to make the bastion a blaze amid the darkness.

“We’ll eat well tonight,” Radais said, patting Vuk’s neck when he was finished. “And then I’m going to give both of us much needed baths.”

He was no stranger to nose blindness through his travels, but he knew full well that days in the Spirit Wastes left a lingering stench unlike anything else. Another Glassblade had described it as a mix of soot and sorrow. That had once seemed a bit dramatic to Radais, but after returning with a rotting corpse behind him, it was starting to feel all too real.

The man in red’s reasons for being so far in the Spirit Wastes lingered on his mind. No explanation made sense. The man had been an Ezmani scion of a great house based on his gray skin, crystal talon, and the glass imbued into his finely woven robes. He’d carried a pistol with a dragon carved down its barrel. King Jazuk had a dragon, but did that mean something about this man? Hopefully Supreme Defender Miv could at least offer some insight into his identity.

Snow gave way to muddied earth as Radais descended toward the fortress. He had taken this route more times than he could count, connecting the fortress to the Spirit Wastes and various settlements at the edges of civilization. After so long, riding it had become a trance in his exhaustion.

The village of Palmia rested at the base of the fortress with two mountains straddling it to either side. It made the position highly defensible but also a pain for anyone who wasn’t a Vockan to get to. Luckily, almost every Glassblade was Vockan.

Palmia’s dirt paths were still bustling through the homes and shops of deep gray stone, despite the clocktower ringing for midnight. Radais huffed at that. Without a mechanical watch—which only scions or well-off lowborn merchants could afford—he hadn’t been able to track the passing of time in the constant darkness. Exhaustion and experience traveling gave him only a rough estimate. Hours meant little to Vockan workers, though, as they’d only accepted Ezmani standards for measurable hours upon their union into the Commonwealth of Two Nations. Still, it was disconcerting not knowing how long he’d truly been gone.

Men and women alike carried tools and drove ibexes that pulled ore from the mines. All gave Radais space. 

The only difference between day and night in Vockan villages was the absence of children in the later hours. Adults took shifts at various tasks, but it was the communal responsibility of the village to ensure children were looked after when they woke. That was hard enough with them waking together, so one of the elders traveled through the village at the change of shifts, ringing a bell to tell the children it was time to rise. For now, they rested. Radais envied that sleep.

 “Hello there, Glassblade,” an elderly man said from upon a wooden stool. 

The flames of the forge behind Gargas gave his deep red hair the glow of embers over his shoulders. He fiddled with the hair tie he’d use when he was smithing, then dropped it onto the leather apron in his lap. Radais knew that look well. On nights like this, Gargas had always been willing to tell many a tale whenever Radais was sick of being trapped in the fortress.

Gargas’s firm expression shifted to a grin as Radais removed his helmet. “Ah, if it isn’t Miv’s favorite warrior himself.”

“I am a Glassblade master now,” Radais replied, pulling his hair free of the ponytail he wore beneath his helm. Relief came with it. The glass helmet protected him against awakened, but it also made it feel as if every strand of hair was being pulled from his head at once.

“Is that right?” The blacksmith chuckled. “They handing out titles like bread to the starving now?”

“I’ll never be a true master like you with your hammer, but the Glassblades are far from generous with our titles. Took me twenty years to get mine, and I’m not even a commander.” Radais dismounted and stretched his legs. “Have you heard anything I should know before I speak to the supreme defender?”

Gargas mimicked the stretching, revealing his leg of iron below his right knee. Radais had discovered the hard way that Gargas would talk about anything except that accident. “Miv’s in a bad mood, like always. Apparently, Keloshan soldiers are mobilizing outside some town in eastern Ezman. Got anyone important wound up tighter than my stomach when the meat’s too well cooked.”

Radais stiffened. “They’re preparing for an invasion? Has the king responded?”

“Think I know? We’re as far from Kalastok as you can get without dumping yourself into the Wastes.” Gargas groaned and scratched at a scab on his forearm. “Might as well some days with all ‘em flying about.”

A few drifters circled overhead, their wispy forms like a light gray smoke, but they kept their distance. Even when they didn’t, they could do little harm. “What’s wrong with a few spirits?” Radais asked. “We need them to ensure children aren’t born empty.”

The twenty-hour deadline before a newborn became a husk defined the length of a day. Scions could afford Spirit Reachers to ensure a drifter quickly found their child, but most were not so wealthy. Vockans instead placed newborns on their rooftops in hopes a drifter would see the spiritless child and decide to return to life through it. Beside the child, the family left a gift of goat cheese or woven nightjar birds, which were said to fly among the drifters at night, scaring awakened. Radais had only heard tales of lowborn Ezmani practices. From what he’d heard, though, they preferred to keep the child inside a room with no windows or glass so that the spirit would not be frightened. Their gifts were nothing but buried prayers for their so-called Crystal Mother.

“Not them… The awakened. Been more while you’ve been gone.” Gargas nodded to the man slumped over Vuk’s back. “He a victim?”

“I found him deeper in the Wastes than anyone has a right to be. I’m surprised nothing got to him sooner. He’s…” Radais let his voice trail away. Gargas didn’t need to know the man had been a Reacher. With his gossiping, half of the Commonwealth would know by the end of the hundred-hour—a five-day unit used to track time.

Gargas stood, pulling a canteen out of his pocket and taking a swig. “So, you didn’t kill him? Shame. Wish you Glassblades would cause some problems instead of solving all of ‘em for once. Would make this town a lot less spirit-damned boring.”

“Better bored than invaded by Kelosh.” 

Radais grabbed hold of his reins and pressed in his heels, pushing Vuk onward as Gargas headed back into his smithy. No one else stopped him, but with his helmet off, many gave surprised glances in his direction. 

Master Glassblades like him were rare sights in Palmia, as the fortress mainly served as a training camp for initiates and a base for the commanders. Everyone in-between was out protecting various villages in Vockan and western Ezmani lands. It seemed an eternity ago that Miv had led Radais through his initiation, and though his family had all but cast him out for joining the Glassblades, his years in the Order had treated him well.

The walls of glass mixed with stone reached to the sky as Radais reached the bridge headed to the fortress itself. Passing over a gully, it had been designed to be covered in a slippery or flammable liquid ahead of a siege, disrupting the advancing army’s surge and forcing them through the gully, where other traps lay hidden. That vulnerability tickled the back of his neck as Glassblade archers peeked out from arrow slits in the wall—the only holes in the entire fortress. They had both glass-tipped and steel-tipped arrows in their quivers, but with his approach, Radais had no doubt which they had nocked.

“I am Master Radais ik Erienfar,” he shouted to the archers, stopping before the gate. “Inform Supreme Defender Miv that I have returned and have urgent news from the Spirit Wastes.”

“Radais?” a female archer called back. “You know she’s going to hate this, right?”

Of course she would. No matter who you were, you simply didn’t wake Miv unless you wanted to face her fury, but Radais didn’t have a choice. If he’d seen what he was damn sure he had, then she needed to know.

“She’ll hate me more when she hears my story,” he replied. “But her wrath is mine to endure. Let me in and I’ll wake her myself.”

The archer shook her head but signaled for them to open the gate. “It’s a shame we’ll have to handle your corpse along with that one you’ve got there.”

Radais dropped his head as the gate rose to reveal the empty training courtyard. Unlike most Vockans, the Glassblades kept to a regimented schedule when inside the fortress, and there was nothing more than a skeleton crew defending it outside of training periods. The targets and straw dummies lurking about the muddied field made Radais itch to grab his blade. Letting down his guard for a moment in the Spirit Wastes could’ve meant death against awakened. Safety would take some getting used to.

He headed down a side path, dropping Vuk off at the stables and throwing the corpse over his shoulder. He’d get his things later. One of the first rules of the Order was to never steal another Glassblade’s possessions unless through a joke approved by a commander. Those had become much rarer ever since Miv’s appointment as supreme defender.

The path led him past the initiate barracks and toward the commanders’ chambers. More archers guarded the fortress from the towers in each corner, but the towers themselves were mere remnants of an ancient age, when the fortress had been intended to stop a human siege. 

Legends told of the ancient Piorak Empire pouring its remaining funds into Palmia as a place for the Glassblades to make a final stand against the awakened that swarmed the world. They raised the walls to the tips of each tower, building a roof unlike any other castle’s so that no awakened could swoop from above. Spirit Reaching to dispel awakened hadn’t been fully understood then. No Glassblades were Reachers anyway, as no one of pure Vockan blood could wield the powers granted by the Spirit Crystal. No one knew why that was, but it made their glass walls, armor, and weapons Vocka’s only hope, both in the ancient past and now.

Pillars rose throughout the fortress to hold up the roof, but the buildings themselves were no more than two stories. It was a city in itself, dwarfing the population of Palmia at full capacity. If only its barracks were ever full…

Radais soon reached the door to Miv’s chambers, huffing from carrying the corpse up the two flights of stairs that climbed the side of the commanders’ hall. He considered pounding on the door before thinking better of it. It was unlocked, so he pushed his way into the dark room and threw the corpse onto the stone floor. 

Miv snored from her bed, unmoving. Most Glassblades would be aghast at Radais’s actions, but he’d spent years training with Miv as his mentor in the day, and bedding her in the greatest nights of his life. Though their relationship had ended poorly, he knew where she hid her dagger.

He crept across the room, keeping to the long rug to muffle his steps. Only a few streaks of lanternlight entered through the window over the bed. Any other intruder would’ve tripped over her scattered gear, maps, and books, but despite her disorganization, she was a creature of habit. Her armor always ended up heaped in the same spot on the floor, and she’d bought no extra belongings upon her promotion. All was where it had been back in her days as a master Glassblade. 

All except the Glass Wings.

Radais’s boot struck the symbols of the supreme defender with a clang loud enough to wake the heaviest sleeper. He cursed under his breath, expecting what came next.

Miv spun from the bed amid a tangle of sheets, drawing her dagger from beneath the mattress in one sweeping motion. Her curly, bright orange hair flashed through the light from the window, along with her off-white undergarments. Glassblade women didn’t wear dresses, but she wouldn’t have even if she’d never joined the Order. Some women found power in a gown. Others found it clad in armor.

The tip of her steel blade pressed against his throat but a moment later. He chuckled. Many warriors lost their touch after years of command, but she’d never stopped training. In her heart, she’d always be a fighter, and Radais wished she’d held that same will to fight for him.

“Who are you?” she snapped through the darkness. “You wear our armor, but no Glassblade would step foot in my room unannounced.”

“I’m sorry, Miv,” he said softly, reaching to guide her arm away. “I knew you’d attack, so I’d hoped to take the dagger first.”

She removed the dagger from his throat, then drove her knee into his crotch. “Radais? What the fuck are you doing here? And what is that smell?”

He staggered and fell to a knee, winded. “I likely deserved that.” Coughing, he returned his gaze to her. “I found a man deep in the Wastes. Awakened swarmed him before I could get there, but I brought him back.”

“You brought a corpse into my bedroom?” She scoffed. “Always the romantic.”

“He’s a scion, a Reacher of some kind.”

She fell silent, pacing across the room to strike a match, which she used to light a lantern over her desk. Scrawled notes covered the papers upon it, but Radais couldn’t catch a glimpse of what her panic was about.

“Any idea who he is?” she asked, arms crossed. She’d turned forty in Radais’s absence, her red eyes heavier than when he’d seen her last. Still, they burned bright against her dark skin.

Radais shook his head. “I’d hoped you would.”

“You dump a body on my floor and expect me to know who he is?” She crouched and examined the body’s face, then his talon. “He carrying anything?”

“Just a pistol.” Radais held it out for her to take, and her eyes widened as she ran her fingers along its barrel.

“Shit.”

“What?”

She stood, lips pursed as she leaned against her desk with her neck craned. “It’s an Oliezany pistol.”

“The great house?” Radais eyed the dragon carving. “You can tell that from just looking at it?”

“They’ve got the best gunsmiths in the whole Commonwealth, and I doubt anyone else could make this.” Miv shook her head. “What were you even doing out there? You were supposed to be helping the villages around Mount Lakinan. Iliafa’s mayor will have my head.”

“I was.” He pulled out his drawings of the awakened the villagers had described, tossing them onto the desk. “There were constant attacks against the villages. More than I could handle. So, I decided to do something about it.”

“Walking into the Wastes alone is an initiate’s folly, not a master’s plan.”

Radais locked his hands before him, nose wrinkled. “Would you rather me send for reinforcements next time, Supreme Defender?”

“Spirits help me…” She snatched the first drawing and held it in the light. “Cut the bullshit. We’ve known each other far too long for you to play that game with me. Where did you discover the scion, and did you figure out what he was doing?”

He scanned the floor for a map of the known sections of the Spirit Wastes, pointed out the approximate spot. “It was hard to tell with the Ephemeral Storms, but it was somewhere just southwest of the old Ogrenian camp, north of New Frontier.” Both Ogrenia and the Commonwealth’s attempts to settle the deep Wastes had been failures, leaving spirit towns behind.

“You went that far by yourself?”

“Yes, but I have Glassblade armor. This man had only his robes and a pistol. No food and no water.” Radais looked back toward Miv. “You know what that means?”

“He wasn’t alone.” Miv tapped her foot, eyeing the pistol. “What in the realms was House Oliezany doing that deep in the Wastes?”

They pondered that in silence until Miv groaned and yanked open a drawer, grabbing a sheet of parchment. Her quill scratched furiously against the paper as Radais approached.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Writing a letter to our allies in Kalastok. The government needs to know about this, but most Ezmani scions won’t listen to us.”

“Who, then?”

She stopped for a moment, taking a deep sigh. “Ivalat iz Ardinvil. His wife is King Jazuk’s daughter, and his is the last great house that hasn’t completely forgotten about us.”

Radais recalled what little he knew about house politics in the Commonwealth. The Vockan scions—marked in their surname by iz and the city they were from instead of the lowborn ik—had all but ignored actual Vockan interests in return for marrying into scion bloodlines and gaining the ability to Reach. While the Glassblades had dwindled in the past century without Commonwealth aid, the Vockan scions had sat back and prospered.

“Why do you think they’ll listen to us now?” he asked. “You’ve petitioned them dozens of times.”

“Because no one else will. The Glassblades have been claiming the awakened will return in force for too long, and every king in-turn has grown sick of our pleas.” She finished the letter, then folded it and stamped it with her seal. “No one else can read this.”

He took it, rubbing his thumb over the seal. Maybe he’d be supreme defender someday, or someone more than a wanderer, fighting ghosts in the middle of nowhere. “Why? Don’t we want everyone to know?”

“Politics is complicated. I’ve learned that the hard way.” She paused. “There’s more to this than just one scion, but I don’t know what yet. Your villages aren’t the only ones reporting increased awakened activity, and now with this disease—”

“What disease?” Radais interrupted. “I haven’t heard anything about it.”

Miv groaned and ran her hands through her mangled mess of hair. “It’s too damn early for this! There’s this Vockan professor at the College of Kalastok, Professor Etal iz Noshok. He discovered a disease called the Spirit Plague is spreading throughout Vockan and western Ezmani villages. It eats at the connection between people’s bodies and souls, killing them slowly until their spirit splits from their body and becomes an awakened.”

Radais wavered, stumbling back onto the bed. This was a nightmare. Glassblades spent their whole lives fighting awakened, but if ones could simply form from diseased people… “Can we stop it?”

“Apparently not.”

“Then it’s happening again?” he asked. “A Second Awakening?”

“The empires of the world have Spirit Reachers now. If the worst comes, which is far from a certainty, it will be different.”

Radais scratched his stubbled chin. Spirits, he needed a trim, a bath, and a stiff drink. “I take this letter to Kalastok, and then what? They question House Oliezany about a scion found in the Wastes? What does that give us?”

“It turns those selfish pricks’ attentions back to the real threat. If House Oliezany has people that deep in the Wastes, then they’re up to something. I doubt it’s a coincidence that this Spirit Plague showed up at the same time.” 

He shook his head. “Send someone else. I’m just a man with a blade, and at times, I barely deserve that. You want someone else in Kalastok.”

“You’re wrong. This was your discovery, and there are few people I trust more to handle this.” Miv shot to her feet and threw on her commander’s jacket, its glass epaulets rattling upon her shoulders as she dusted it off. “You’ve given me a lot of work, but thanks, Radais. Never thought I’d be happy to see you in my bedroom again.”

“We could fix things between us,” he replied with half a smile. “I’m not that initiate with his head in the clouds anymore.”

“No.” She nodded toward the desk. “There’s a letter there from your brother that arrived a couple hundred-hours back. Didn’t open it, because unlike you, I understand the concept of privacy. Once you’re done with it, wash up, get some rest, get that damn corpse out of my room, and stop by the quartermaster for some decent attire before you leave. I won’t have you representing me by smelling worse than the dead.”

Before Radais could defend himself, she threw open the door and trudged outside, shouting for someone to wake the other commanders. He watched her go with a pang in his heart. Yes, their relationship had been years ago, but his time on the move had made it impossible to find anything stable since. And neither man nor woman could entangle his heart like her. He considered sketching her from the picture dawdling in his mind, her unruly hair radiant in the lanternlight and her scowl as sharp as a dragon’s claw. The letter pulled his thoughts elsewhere.

He shuffled through the papers on the desk until he found the letter addressed to him. His hands shook, and he sat again, dreading what lay inside. 

Markarial, his older brother, hadn’t sent him a letter in the twenty years since he’d left home. Radais had visited his family in Erienfar when he’d found time, but that had not been often in recent years. If Markarial was writing now, it had to be because of their father. He’d been ill with a condition the spirit shamans claimed would slowly take over until nothing remained of his mind. Had the time finally come?

“Spirits have mercy,” he whispered, sliding his finger across the seal and pulling out a single piece of paper.

Radais of the Glassblades,

Jajia and I have cared for Father as long as possible, but I fear his time will soon come to rejoin the spirits. Come with a Reacher capable of helping him, or do not come at all. You are not wanted when we hold the funeral.

Markarial ik Erienfar

Radais swallowed as tears welled in his eyes. Every decision he’d ever made ran through his head. The fear he’d felt when he left home in pursuit of something more with the Glassblades, the weight that lifted off his shoulders the moment he stepped foot in Palmia Fortress, and heartbreak when he’d returned home, only for his father not to recognize his second son. All of it hit him like a punch to the gut. Markarial had refused to call him his brother or even an ik Erienfar in the letter, and he’d signed it with his formal name—salt in a wound that had festered for decades.

He dropped the letter, picking up the one Miv had given him instead. Kalastok had more Reachers than anywhere else in the Commonwealth. There had to be a Body or Mind Reacher capable of helping his father, and if he brought one home, maybe he could earn his family’s forgiveness for leaving. It was a distant hope, but one he clung to nonetheless.

“I’m coming, Father,” he said to the lantern, refusing to look away from the light as his eyes throbbed. “I will do my duty to the Order, and then I’ll find the money to hire a Reacher. You’ll be whole again. I promise.”








  
  

[image: image-placeholder]

The Fallen House






“People whisper of what happens within the walls of the Niezik mansion. We have seen much of the Amber Dame, but what of her mother? One must question how severely Leonit’s death has broken the once great house.” – Yoxan Kiutok, The Ty River Herald



“It is a shame you must go away, Mistress Katarzyna,” Uliusa said as she folded yet another of Kasia’s dresses into a leather suitcase, the nearby lantern casting a shadow over half her wrinkled face. “Your mother needs you here, as do we all.” 

Kasia sighed from her seat before the vanity, where her handmaiden, Kikania, was finishing a thin braid around her head. She leaned forward and stared into the mirror. It was the only one she owned and likely one of two in all of Tystok—her mother’s being the other—as few people could afford glass for protection against awakened, let alone use it for looking at their reflection. Strands of silver hair hung down to frame her face in a way Kikania claimed was stern without losing her “natural beauty.” Though Kasia despised being told there was a better way for her to look, she couldn’t question the results of Kikania’s idea.

“Mother has never needed me,” she said, continuing to stare. Men and women alike had described her eyes as a blue-gray, like clouds parting in the everbright sky, but all she saw was two dark voids. “She will be fine, and Gregorzon can handle business while I am in Kalastok… maybe. It doesn’t matter. What choice do I have?”

Uliusa muttered something under her breath before closing the suitcase—one of many—and rounding the bed to Kasia. “You have sought to avenge your father since before you knew what it was to lust after a boy or to pursue any of life’s many pleasures, my dear. Because of you, his assassin will never see the everbright again.”

Kasia shot to her feet, leaving her hair half-braided, and rubbed the scar on her left forearm. Her younger brother, Gregorzon, had burned her years ago when he’d become a Fire Reacher. It had been the last time she dared trust him, but leaving him in charge of the house was her only choice with their mother all but infirm ever since Leonit’s death.

“Do you blame the bullet, the gun, the one who pulls the trigger, or the one who hired the assassin?” Kasia asked, hand still gripping that old wound.

Uliusa groaned. “You should not waste your life on this.”

“My life is already wasted! Since I became matriarch, I’ve spent every moment trying to regain some semblance of what we lost. Even amber wasn’t enough.”

“My lady,” Kikania said, head bowed, “you are revered among the peasantry for discovering that amber. There are more jobs than ever, and they pay enough to allow lowborn some luxuries.”

Kasia’s rage waned. “Is it enough?”

“We are peasants. We make do with what we have. Every bit more allows for more comfort.” Kikania looked down at her hands. “At least people aren’t starving anymore, as they were in the aftermath of Leonit’s death.”

“Stay,” Uliusa said. “Do not go to that hateful city and spoil yourself on those bickering scions in the Chamber. Politics killed your father. I shan’t watch it do the same to you.”

Kasia shook her head, then paced over to her writing desk and snatched her father’s note. “The Crimsons killed my father. Sazilz Uziokaki forced Parqiz to do it, and if the patriarch of a great house was involved, he certainly wasn’t alone. Yes, this is about revenge, but it is about finding the truth too. Father’s assassination was part of a quiet coup that put Jazuk Bartol on the throne. I need to prove it.”

“Very well.” Uliusa bowed. “Your bags are packed. Shall I call Tazper to bring them to the carriage?”

“That’s it?”

The nurse frowned. “I have known you since you were a mere babe, Kasia. By now, I have learned when you are too stubborn to convince. Go to Kalastok if you wish, but you must cut your informal speech before you arrive. The scions of the court will tear you apart if you are unprepared.”

“I can contend with them.”

“Your father thought the same.” Uliusa approached, laying a hand on Kasia’s cheek. “Please, be careful. You may have not felt your mother’s love in this home, but many of us do love you. I could not bear losing you.”

Kasia tried to catch her hand, but Uliusa was gone swifter than the old woman should’ve been able to move. She slammed the wooden door behind her, and Kasia bit her cheek as the sound echoed through the room. She hated saying goodbye to Uliusa like that. The nurse had been like her mother for years, her opinion meaning far more than that of Kasia’s actual mother. But on this, Uliusa was wrong. Kasia had to go to Kalastok and face Sazilz for ordering her father’s murder. It was not a waste.

“Um…” Kikania stuttered. “Lady Kasia, may I finish your braid quickly before we leave? It is dangling like a wet fish.”

Kasia chuckled at the rare joke from her handmaiden. “That would give them all the more reason to accuse me of following in my Reshkan-loving father’s footsteps. Fine, I’ll sit.”

She closed her eyes while Kikania finished her work, pondering the news that the Keloshan Empire had mobilized outside the eastern village of Rexaniv. Kalastok would be in a hell of a fuss when she arrived. International affairs weren’t usually her business, but the possibility of a full-scale war had her bouncing her leg so much that Kikania insisted she sit still for a moment longer. 

Kasia couldn’t help it. The surrounding empires had cut the Commonwealth in half through the three Reduction Treaties, and if any of them decided they’d had enough of the Ezmani and Vockans being independent, there would be little her castrated nation could do to stop them.

“There,” Kikania said, stepping back. “You look as gorgeous as a princess and as deadly as that talon of yours makes you.”

Kasia examined her crystal talon, shades of gray swirling through it. She’d been a Reacher for almost ten years now, but it still mystified her. Researchers had concluded the Spirit Crystal’s essence allowed Reachers to literally pull powers from other realms in exchange for essence from one’s own self, which fascinated and frightened her all at once. Their realm, known as Zekiaz, was the Spirit realm, so were people in other realms Reaching into her world to call spirits?

The thought gave her a headache, so she pushed herself to her feet and smiled at Kikania. “You never fail. Are you packed as well?”

Kikania nodded.

“Then go ahead to the carriage. There are a few things I need to retrieve before I go, and I should say goodbye to my mother and Gregorzon.”

Her handmaiden departed, only for Tazper to step immediately into the room. “Uliusa informed me you are ready for me to bring your bags down. She was in quite the mood.”

Kasia gritted her teeth. “I don’t want to discuss it.”

“Very well.” Tazper grabbed the first two bags in sight, but set one down a moment later, wincing. “Did you pack dresses in here or perhaps the entire amber reserve?”

“I have enough amber to suit my purposes, and it is hardly the heaviest of jewels. Should I help, or can you manage on your own?”

He wiped away a bead of sweat. “Go on and give your parting words to Lady Yazia. Her temper this morning makes Uliusa look like a gentle drifter.”

Wonderful…

Kasia took one last look in the mirror and straightened her simple traveling gown before heading into the hall with a parting word, reminding Tazper to bring the mirror along. She’d be traveling for days, so her appearance shouldn’t have been all that important. For now, though, she had to deal with her mother and the gazes of the peasants outside who’d come to bid her farewell.

The hallways of the mansion’s second floor were sparsely populated. Kasia remembered the days when servants and visitors had bustled about all day and much of the night, the wooden floors creaking from the commotion and dozens of conversations whistling through the air. 

She’d overheard many tales with her ear pressed up against the door or wall. Scandalous gossip from Kalastok and other cities, negotiations continued during casual walks to the balconies, and the noises from the other bedrooms that no one thought she’d hear. That seemed a distant past now. Most of the rooms lay vacant or used only for storage, and her family had no need of so many servants when only three scions of House Niezik lived in the mansion anymore.

Her fingers met the glass railing out of instinct when she neared the open room surrounding the stairs. A multitude of colors swirled through the spiraled banisters that Leonit had installed during the height of his wealth. Kasia grinned at the memory of picking out each color with her father, how she’d stare during the dawnrise and everbright seasons as the skylights above made the glass glimmer like diamonds. They were beautiful even in the everdark, with only lanternlight to give them a dull glow.

She stayed there a moment with her memories, gripping the cold railing. Her mother’s room was across the stairs from her, and Yazia’s crazed shouts echoed across the high pyramid ceiling. Kasia had to say farewell, but part of her wished to skip duty and go on her way. Her heart just hoped her mother would be sad to see her go.

The shouting stopped when she knocked at the bedroom door. “Mother?” she asked. “May I come in? I wanted to bid you farewell before I left.”

“Who is it?” she heard Yazia hiss at her servant. “Is it that woman again?”

“Mother, it’s your daughter, Kasia.”

“Oh, so Katarzyna has come! She is too ashamed of her given name to be called it, so she shortens it to another. Kasia! Pitiful girl!”

Kasia clenched her fists so hard her talon bit into her palm. She didn’t care as she threw open the door without asking for permission again. The sweet, middle-aged servant greeted her, expressing her concern about Yazia’s ever-deteriorating condition, but Kasia just patted her on the arm. “You have dealt with her enough for the moment. Take an earned rest. My mother will not regain her sanity in the time you are away.”

The servant held her arm back, and Kasia flinched at the touch against her burn scar. “May the Crystal Mother bless you, Lady Katarzyna.”

Despite her lack of belief, Kasia nodded at the gesture before continuing into the dark room beyond. Artwork from the most famous Ezmani artists covered the wall, surrounded by fake golden frames. They had been real once, but paint peeled off the frames now and the portraits no longer held their sheen.

Yazia lay on the massive poster bed, staring at the portrait of their family that Leonit had commissioned just hundred-hours before his death. It hung askew over a dresser, so Kasia went to adjust it.

“STOP!”

Her mother’s voice came like a nightjay’s shriek. It rung in her ears as she fixed the portrait anyway, but Yazia continued to demand she stop until she released it. In Kasia’s rush, she had left it still a bit off center, but she didn’t bother to touch it again. Obviously, her mother had no desire for her help.

“I am leaving for Kalastok, Mother,” she said, biting her lip out of nervous habit. “Whoever ordered Father’s assassination is there, and I am going to find them.”

She raised her head to meet Yazia’s gaze. Her mother’s eyes were sunken, her pupils wide like obsidian, reflecting the dim lanternlight. Leonit had told Kasia many times that she held her mother’s beauty, but she saw nothing beautiful about the woman before her. Not now, not then. Though they shared small ears and strong cheekbones, Kasia believed she looked nothing like Yazia. After all, one could wear the same clothes as another and bear no resemblance. Why would this be any different?

“You run!” Yazia stammered. “Leave your darling brother to do your work while you dance with the elites in the capital. You killed your father to take his place, and now you cannot bear his burdens.”

“I have told you a thousand times,” Kasia snapped. “I didn’t kill him!”

“Yet you bear Death upon your finger like a wife bears her ring. You always flee, Katarzyna, because you know you will fail. Aliax knew, so you killed him. What did your father know?”

Kasia trembled, her entire body rigid as she glared down at the woman who’d despised her from birth. Images of a young brown-haired man flashed before her, his eyes bleeding as he whispered his love for her. Aliax… She closed her eyes and tried to force away the heartache that followed, but it never worked. Six years hadn’t changed a thing.

“Why do you hate me?” she whispered to her mother. “Why did you never give me a chance?”

But no reply came. Yazia’s infirmity had returned, emptying her mind between fits of rage. She’d never been the same since Leonit’s death, and though doctors claimed she would eventually recover as the grief faded, Kasia had lost any hope of that long ago.

With a look toward the ground, Kasia muttered a half-hearted prayer for the Crystal Mother to carry Yazia on. She didn’t believe in the goddess the priests of the Buried Temple called the Crystal Mother, but proof of the Crystal’s power was wrapped around her hand. It was better for all their sakes if Yazia passed soon. 

She fled the room.

Maybe I do run from everything, Mother, she thought as she rushed down the stairs and toward the study, but you ran from life when it got hard. You ran from us.

Gregorzon was lounging on the sofa when she barged into the room. He’d been playing with an Ogrenian toy made of swinging magnetic rocks, but he scrambled to put it down at the sight of her.

“I thought you hated everything from those ‘smelly northern sailors,’ ” Kasia quipped, snatching the toy and putting it on her father’s old desk—now hers. “What? Do your nationalist friends not have fancy gadgets?”

He rolled his eyes, then tugged on his vest as he stood. It was a deep gray, and he wore it unbuttoned to reveal a similarly dull shirt beneath, its collar puffed like his cheeks when he was frustrated—all the time around Kasia. She hated how much he looked like her. The same narrow eyes. The same uncomfortably gaunt torso and ghostly long arms. And the same stupid upper lip that was too big for its own right.

“You do know that the national-conservative coalition has a majority of the Chamber, right?” he asked, hands stuck in his pockets. “Nothing happens in Kalastok without our approval.”

“Our approval?” Kasia shot him a glare as she grabbed various notes from her desk. “It is a good thing, then, that you lack the two-thirds majority to pass any laws without approval from the other factions.” She raised a sheet on the voting habits of the various members of the Chamber. “I did my research too, Brother. I hope you have been paying as much attention to the family businesses as you have to politics, because I will not tolerate you burning down everything I have built.”

His lip curled. “Take that back.”

“Some things can never be undone.” She pulled up her sleeve to expose the gruesome pinkish markings stretching across her left forearm, but he looked away. “Did you know that it still hurts sometimes? I’ll wake with flashes of burning, but nothing stops the pain.”

“I told you I was sorry.”

“After you told Mother that I tricked you into Reaching.”

“Do you know what she would have done if I told her the truth?”

Kasia slammed her fist into the table. “I lived it! Whatever icy relationship we had shattered because of you. Now she scorns me for trying to find the person who ordered our father’s death.”

“I wished often that you had fallen to the awakened instead of him,” Gregorzon replied. “I would apologize, but Father once told me that ‘one cannot apologize for their childish dreams, no matter how foolish.’ Though a swindler, he was right about that.”

“Can you do the job while I’m gone?”

“The answer to a vague question like that has to be no, because if you are asking, it means you do not trust me.”

Kasia sighed. “I know I can’t trust you. I’m asking if you can do the job.”

He approached the desk and ran a finger along the scattered books strewn across it. “Are you certain I will not do better than you, that you will not return to find peasants who wish me to replace you permanently?”

“Try.”

She slipped a key into the third drawer on the left, opening it and grabbing Leonit’s flintlock revolver from within. The same one he’d held that night twelve years before. 

Unlike most weapons’ utilitarian intents, Leonit had traded for only the most elaborate Ogrenian revolver he could find. More advanced than traditional single-round pistols, it had an oakwood handle, silver patterns weaving down its barrel and a different skull engraved onto the edge of each chamber. He’d purchased it immediately upon hearing the rumors that it was the last revolver of the famous Nochlander pirate known only as Stormrider. Kasia had rarely seen her father purchase anything without negotiating, but each time she’d held the gun in her hand, she couldn’t help smirking at the tales of Stormrider’s journeys across the Vitrian Sea.

With a sharp look at her brother, she tucked the revolver into a hidden pocket on the inside of her coat and made for the door. “Do not try to smuggle away any of our money,” she said over her shoulder. “I have every kena accounted for, and I have eyes everywhere.”

“We should be more worried about you,” he replied flatly.

“The Crimsons damn well need to be.”

She threw open the study doors and headed down the main halls to the foyer. Decorated glass windows lined the ceiling and walls of it, arranged specifically to reflect the light of the few lanterns around the room’s edges and make it feel far brighter than it should’ve been during everdark. They were an Ogrenian design, and with most of the mansion’s expensive furniture and artwork sold in the aftermath of Leonit’s death, they were one of the few reminders left that House Niezik had once been as powerful as any other in the Commonwealth. Kasia took heart in that. Not all things were lost, and she would claw back her family’s prestige if it killed her.

First, she had her own killing to do.

Tazper met her at the door, quickly falling behind as she hurried down the steps and reached the carriage before him. “Lady Katarzyna, please, let me help you in.”

A small crowd of peasants had gathered across the mansion grounds to watch her go, so she stopped and allowed him to do his job. There was no time to waste, but appearances mattered. House Niezik employed and oversaw thousands of lowborn. They needed to believe she was poised, elegant, and working in their favor. A hasty young woman ignoring her servants and defying tradition would not do. 

So, she smiled and waved at them with her free hand. Many returned it, but a few shook their heads at her. Were they upset at her leaving or just at her? She didn’t know, but she would have plenty of time to ponder that on the journey, not at the carriage door.

She climbed into the carriage, joining Kikania inside as Tazper followed. The maid tapped her feet and stared out the opposite window before giving Kasia a forced smile. “Are you excited to see Kalastok again? I have never been, and I’ve heard there are so many things to see.”

Am I excited?

Kasia swallowed, clenching and unclenching her taloned hand. Each person she’d killed had brought more memories of why she hated her own power. Though Leonit’s list was done, she doubted defeating the Crimsons would be possible without Reaching again. Kalastok held hundreds of thousands of people. What would happen if she lost control again, as she had with Aliax years before? Success against a faction powerful enough to quietly kill the minister of glass and the king would require risks, but when would she become too much of a danger to the innocents of the capital?

“No,” she finally replied as she crossed her legs and pounded the wall of the carriage, signaling that she was ready. “But this is what I have to do.”
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