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      *Seraphira*

      

      Thick smoke coils through the air, darkening the skies with its power. It burns my nostrils and lungs as I breathe in, leaving behind the unpleasant feeling of choking. My people are suffocating under its weight, and I am the only one left with the power to save them.

      I look across the fields where the ground is littered with the dead, both ours and our enemy’s. Blood slicks the soil in muddy rivers, soaking into the roots of this land I’ve inherited to lead. We are now a nation that will be built on blood and bone, if we even survive this war. It’s gone on for too long.

      Enough is enough.

      I walk to the center of the battlefield, where soldiers have become too weak and sick to really put their hearts into the fight. My people are exhausted, starving, likely days away from death. If I do not put an end to this war, all will be lost. Altinna will have no future beyond me, and that is not a weight I am willing to bear.

      Behind me, my Four wait in silence, ready to protect or attack, or silently stand in support as I do what must be done. Each of them is a piece of me. Each loves me with a burning desire that we have not yet quenched. If this is to be my last stand, I’m grateful to have them with me, ready to die or to conquer. We don’t know which yet.

      Ciaran is sharp-eyed and fire-veined, the warrior who’d walked into my court with a bloodstained sword and vowed to be mine. Thalen is, as always, quiet as moonlight, his magic always watching, his thoughts deeper than time itself. Roen remains unyielding and loyal, with hands that could heal or destroy, depending on his will. And my Lysen, whose laughter used to echo through my chambers like birdsong before the world began to die–I hope this will bring his laughter back.

      My people say I am the First and Last Queen. In this endless war, it’s been impossible to see any future for our kingdom. We are young, still, barely established. But we grew fast, posing a threat to surrounding nations. And we have access to resources they do not. Their jealousy consumed them and they banded together against us, attacking on all sides.

      I am the last hope for my people. We cannot conquer with the small band of soldiers we have, who were barely ready for a fraction of this conflict. Our last hope is a barrier, magical and strong, that will protect our kingdom for generations… but only if I can get this right. Without the support of my Four, I would not have the strength to erect it on my own.

      The magic inside me stirs, coiled and waiting. It knows what I must do, the enormous weight of responsibility that bears down on me. Behind me, my Four ready themselves, none of us truly sure what this spell will entail, but they’ve followed me to the middle of the battlefield anyway. They trust me with their whole beings, just as I trust them.

      I raise my eyes to the distant hills, where the last of our enemies gather with their own sorcery. They are ready to take what scraps are left of our kingdom after they wipe us off the map. I hear the call of their horns, warning of their impending attack.

      We are out of time.

      If I fail, we are doomed. But I cannot let that thought deter me. I step forward, careful not to step on any of the dead. My Four place themselves in an equidistant circle around me, projecting their power and strength to me. As our enemies bear down, we commune with each other, reaching into our own depths, into the depths of the very ground, to conjure the powerful magic we need.

      There is no spell for this, no stories passed down of anything like this ever happening before. We only have our hope and our trust to guide us. In a moment, it’s as though I can feel the power of every dead fae who sacrificed themselves to the battle, every living fae who stands terrified of what’s to come. I feel the power of my entire kingdom surge into me, and I surrender myself to the immense power of it all.

      I feel my body lift off the ground, though I don’t think I’m intentionally flying. It’s the magic that’s propelling me up and up and up. Sound explodes around me and within me, and I find it impossible to determine the external from the internal. The world is fracturing into chaos, into splintered light, into unadulterated power.

      I am magic itself, my entire body vibrating, transforming into something wholly unrecognizable. There is light and pain and explosion all around me, but I’m untouched by any of it, so consumed by the power.

      This must work. If my people are to survive, this barrier must hold. I concentrate on it, breathe it into existence, surrender every fiber of my being to its creation.

      The world shatters below me.
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        * * *

      

      *Maerilee*

      

      The palace halls are a blur of stone and shadow as we run, the echo of our boots crashing against the marble in a desperate rhythm. I clutch the vial of Bright Waters so tightly it makes my fingers ache. The water sloshes dangerously in the vial, but I cannot let go of it. It’s the only thing keeping me sane.

      My pulse drums in my ears so hard it’s the only sound I can hear. We’re almost there, just a little farther to go.

      The barrier to the kingdom is still holding, but barely. We were able to get through when Commander Heela and Diereken’s forces could not. It’s weak and frayed at the edges but still intact for now. It was one small miracle, allowing us the precious time we needed to get to Mother. Once I give her the Bright Waters, she can strengthen the barrier, and we will have more time to strategize.

      Now, though, time is of the essence. My heart thrums in my chest as I push my body harder than I ever have before. We charge through the final corridor. Akin is at one side, sword drawn, ready to take down anyone who dares get in our way. River’s on the other side of me, his movements fidgety and impatient. Brook and Permiton bring up the rear, a bit slower than we are. They’re protected by the small band of Altinnian rebels who’ve come with us.

      We are quite literally running for our lives, for the lives of every person who lives in this kingdom. If our enemies attack us all at once, we are done for. Mother must wake up. I cling to the hope that she will, rather than the dread that she may not.

      The five of us are able to enter through the barrier I erected in Mother’s chambers before we left. The rebels station themselves outside, ready to pounce on anyone who tries to stop us. I look at the pale faces of my siblings, who look equally terrified and relieved when they see us burst through the door.

      “Thank the gods,” Carmelina, my youngest sister exclaims, springing up to hug me.

      I squeeze her quickly before releasing her, moving to where my mother lies on a chaise, her skin pale and slick with sweat. Her hair clings to her face. Her lips are dry and cracked. She already looks dead, but thankfully, I see her chest rise and fall very slowly. Father is beside her, holding her hand, his face lined with exhaustion.

      “Maerilee,” he says, his voice catching. “I was so afraid you wouldn’t make it back.”

      I barely acknowledge him, too focused on what I must do. I drop to my knees beside Mother and uncork the vial in my hands. The Bright Waters shimmer like starlight as they touch her lips, and I watch as she swallows. For a breathless moment, everything stills.

      Please work, please work, please work, I pray silently to myself, holding my breath.

      Then, she gasps. Her chest jerks, her fingers twitch, and she blinks slowly, her eyes fluttering open.

      “What’s going on?” she asks weakly as she slowly takes in her surroundings. Her voice is hoarse from disuse, and she looks smaller and frailer than I’ve ever seen.

      But she’s awake. She’s alive.

      The Bright Waters did what they were meant to do.

      My vision blurs with tears. “Mother,” I sob, feeling like I can breathe for the first time in days. “You’re safe now.”

      Her gaze moves from me to Father, then to the others.

      “Oh, my darlings,” she whispers, outstretching her arms so that my siblings and I can all embrace her. We squeeze her tightly, so happy that she is alive.

      “You must strengthen the barrier,” Permiton says carefully behind me. “We don’t have much time.”

      Mother blinks up at him before her gaze sweeps over Akin, River, and Brook. Then her eyes scan over the doorway, where the rebels are still stationed, swords drawn.

      “What’s happened?” she asks.

      “Eirliwyn poisoned you,” I remind her. “He and Diereken were working together to overthrow you.”

      “I’m afraid there isn’t much time, Queen Kimalissa,” Akin interjects, bowing in front of her in humility and reverence. “We can explain it all later, but right now we need your magic to strengthen the barrier. The Oceanan army has teamed up with Diereken… and they’re just beyond the border.”

      Mother nods, her face becoming serious and sharp, the way it always is when she’s leading meetings. She doesn’t need more details than that. Altinna is in danger and she can help. That is all that matters to her. She closes her eyes and lifts her hands, accessing her powerful magic. But then her expression changes, first to confusion and then to panic.

      “No,” she whispers. She lifts her hands and tries again. “No!”

      I reach for her.

      “What is it, Mother?” I whisper.

      She doesn’t answer. She throws her hands out, summoning the spell she’s cast a thousand times before.

      Nothing happens.

      “No,” she repeats, voice breaking. “It’s gone.”

      The world shifts sideways.

      “What?” I ask, but I already know.

      Her magic is gone. The poison didn’t kill her, sure, but it destroyed her link to her magic. The Bright Waters healed her body, but they couldn’t restore her powers. And if she can’t access them, she can’t re-erect the barrier. My stomach lurches as the truth settles on me.

      “You’re sure?” I ask desperately. “You’ve been in a coma for days, maybe your body just needs more time to wake up.”

      She looks at me, tears in her eyes.

      “It’s like reaching for water at the bottom of an empty well,” she tells me sadly. “There is nothing to access.”

      Silence falls across the room for a long moment as we all try to think, try not to give into the fear that’s hovering over all of us.

      Akin is the first to speak.

      “The barrier is still holding,” he murmurs, walking to the window to look out.

      “For now,” Permiton answers, his eyes closed as he searches his Sight. “But it won’t last forever. Our enemies will have it destroyed in a matter of days. How did I not see this coming?”

      “There must be a precedent for this,” Brook says, stepping back. “As long as the barrier is still up, we have a little time. I’ll check the library for something we may have missed. We can fix this.”

      He turns to me for confirmation, and though he doesn’t say it, I hear it anyway.

      Maybe you’re the one who has to do it.

      River’s already pacing.

      “We should prepare for the worst. The army won’t wait. They’ll begin their attack as soon as they’re given the order.”

      “How long do we have?” I ask.

      Permiton’s eyes close briefly.

      “Hours,” he says gravely. “Maybe less.”

      My breath catches.

      “They’re that close?”

      “They’re just waiting for the rest of Diereken’s forces to arrive before they mount their full attack,” he tells us.

      So that’s it, then. All of that traveling, all of that fighting against the hands of fate, and we’ve lost before we even had a chance to fight. Our enemies are closing in around us, and they will bring down the barrier. There’s no way to stop the impending storm.

      We are out of time.
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      *​​River*

      

      After the revelation that Queen Kimalissa’s magic is gone, everyone disperses to deal with the implications. Brook and Permiton have disappeared to the library to see if they can find any precedent for what’s happening. Akin has disappeared to the barracks to be of service to the other soldiers in any way he can. Once again, I’m left without any real purpose.

      So, I stand on the balcony of the palace, stone cold beneath my hands, and watch as the enemy armies spread across the distant hills. The blue and silver streamers of the Oceana flags catch the wind, their metallic edges reflecting the sun like blades. They aren’t alone. Diereken’s forces from Ambrosia march at their flank, cloaked in crimson.

      The barrier hums weakly in the distance, stretched thin and ready to break at any moment. It’s holding for now, but barely. One bad blow, and the whole thing could collapse. Maerilee doesn’t think she’s strong enough to fix it. She doesn’t trust herself, and maybe she doesn’t trust us. Or more likely, she still doesn’t trust me. But she has to realize she’s Altinna’s last option.

      Footsteps sound behind me and I turn to see Permiton walking toward me.

      “They’re closer than expected,” he says as he joins me at the balcony’s edge. “They’ve moved up the southern ridge. Your people are making excellent time.”

      “They’re not my people,” I mutter. “Not anymore.”

      He doesn’t respond to that. He just looks out at the line of distant soldiers spreading across the valley. His expression is unreadable, but the tension in his jaw speaks volumes.

      “I saw a vision of Eirliwyn with them,” he says matter-of-factly. “He nearly killed the queen. He’s probably come to finish the job.”

      “Have you told her?” I ask. “He’s tricky, isn’t he? He deals in shadow magic.”

      Permiton glances at me, a flicker of concern passing through his gaze.

      “He does,” Permiton confirms. “But the council is still reeling from his betrayal, and they don’t trust me. Will you come with me to warn them?”

      I simply nod, grateful to be of some use, and we turn from the balcony and head toward the war room. Inside is like a powder keg on the verge of explosion. Generals bark over one another, fingers jabbing at maps, shifting markers like they’ll change reality if they yell loud enough. Half the table is arguing to reinforce the outer wall. The other half wants to retreat to the second ring of defense. All of them sound like they’ve given up and they’re just strategizing their contingency plans.

      At the head of the table, Maerilee sits still as stone, her expression unreadable. Otherwise, she seems composed and graceful, what a queen ought to be. But I know she’s terrified. It’s like I can feel her own fear inside of me. Everything will come down to her. As the future queen, the outcome of this war will affect whether or not she has a kingdom left to rule.

      She catches my eye for the briefest moment, and I see a flicker of self-doubt. She can’t show it to anyone but her Four. Anyone else would question her authority if she did. Gods, she’s trying to be strong, but she isn’t ready for this. None of us are.

      I keep my eye on her as the men around her tear the kingdom into theoretical pieces, already dividing what little resources may remain if we lose.

      Queen Kimalissa sits at Maerilee’s right. She hasn’t said much either, but her knuckles are white around the edge of the table. King Fratino is pacing near the map, rubbing a hand over his mouth.

      I step closer to the table and raise my voice so I can be heard over the fray.

      “Diereken’s forces are close behind Oceana,” I say, loud enough to cut through the chaos. “And Eirliwyn is with them. Permiton saw him in a vision.”

      The room goes eerily quiet as the men consider what this means. I look back over to Queen Kimalissa who is paler at the sound of her former advisor’s name. He was closer to her than any of her advisors, yet he betrayed her and tried to kill her. His actions caused her to lose her magic. This war has become very personal for her.

      Brook, surprisingly, is the first to speak, his voice quieter but firmer than usual. I didn’t even realize he was here at first, but that’s what I get for continuing to overlook my brother.

      “We should use the terrain to funnel them into the kingdom,” he says confidently, pointing to the map. “The ridge narrows on the western edge. We can use that to our advantage. It’ll force them to break formation, and then we can strike more easily.”

      The generals consider this for a moment and whisper among themselves. Even I have to admit, it’s a good plan. When did Brook become so good at military strategies?”

      Permiton steps up beside him.

      “They’ll strike at night. That much is clear. Diereken and Eirliwyn both favor darkness. It hides their magic and weakens ours.”

      “Then we burn the paths,” I offer. “Smoke them out, blind them instead.”

      Some of the generals nod. Others look unsure. And Maerilee still says nothing.

      My hands tighten into fists at my sides, out of tension more than anything. Their forces greatly outnumber ours and we all know it. Even if Brook’s plan works, they have a huge advantage in their sheer size.

      The queen and king have sent out a signal for help from their allies, but so far no help has come. Many are still wary after the events of Maerilee’s ball. All of this is because she’s bound to four of us, and there’s nothing we can do to change that. Even with all of our squabbles, I couldn’t give her up if I tried.

      I’m about to speak up when the doors to the chamber slam open and a scout stumbles in. He’s bloodied, breathless, and one side of his uniform is torn open. He falls to his knees just inside the threshold, panting like he’s run straight from the mouth of hell.

      “Your Highness,” his voice breaks. “They’re moving faster than we thought. Diereken’s beasts tore through the forest. Our scouts didn’t have time to signal.”

      Everyone in the room freezes in panic and fear.

      “They’ll be at the barrier by nightfall,” the scout manages before collapsing on the floor.

      War is no longer coming. It’s here.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      *Akin*

      

      I walk through the castle to find Maerilee, disconcerted by the quiet I find. It isn’t a comforting sort of quiet at all. Everyone is off somewhere preparing for the impending war, and there’s a deep tension and fear in this silence. I left the soldiers who were all pretending to be ready for what’s to come, but we all know the truth. We have no chance at winning this war. We all know it deep down in our bones.

      My boots echo through the corridor, slower now as I reach the royal wing. In another time, my heart would skip at the thought of seeing Maerilee, though before I would have to pretend that I didn’t have feelings for her. Gods, we had so little time to enjoy being together. If we do lose this war, this might be our last chance.

      I pause just outside her door. I don’t even have to knock. The door opens soundlessly, and she’s standing there in a simple gown, her hair falling over her shoulders like white silk. Her eyes meet mine, and for a moment, we just stare at each other silently. She holds out her hand, and I allow her to pull me inside. She closes the door behind me without a word.

      The fire in the hearth casts a low glow across the room, but it’s not warm enough to chase away the cold I’ve carried with me all day. There’s an icy pit in my chest, reminding me that by morning, I might not be here. None of us may survive this, even though we can’t say it out loud for fear that it will definitely come true if we do.

      She crosses to the edge of the bed and sits, folding her hands in her lap. She doesn’t look at me at first, just stares at the floor, her own private war waging behind her eyes.

      “I didn’t think we’d lose before we even had a chance to fight,” she says after a long silence. “We went through so much to save my mother, and now it doesn’t even matter.

      I move toward her slowly.

      “Of course it matters,” I say carefully. “Queen Kimalissa is alive because of you, because of your tenacity. And that will get you through whatever comes next.”

      When I sit beside her, she leans into me automatically. I lift my arm around her shoulders, anchoring her against me, and for a few minutes, we just breathe. The world could come to an end outside of this room, and we probably wouldn’t notice. At least, at first. There is only Maerilee and I and the love between us.

      She tilts her head to look at me.

      “Are you afraid?” she asks in a whisper.

      I hesitate because I don’t want my own fear to scare her more. I’d like to tell her I’m confident and that everything will be okay. But even if I did lie to her, she’d know immediately. So, I don’t try to hide my true feelings from her.

      “Yes,” I say softly. “I’m afraid.”

      Her lips part slightly, but she doesn’t interrupt.

      “I’m afraid I won’t be able to protect you.” I finally express the worst fear that’s been weighing me down. “More than losing the war, even of dying, I’m afraid of losing you, Maerilee.”

      She closes her eyes against my words and takes a steady breath.

      “Thank you for being honest with me,” she finally says in a steadier voice. “I’m not afraid of death, Akin, but I’m terrified of having to live without you. Without any of you.”

      Her amendment does nothing to stop the swelling of love in my chest. She is my entire world, and I will do anything I can to keep her safe. I bring her hand to my lips, kissing her knuckles one by one. The skin is soft there, delicate.

      “I don’t want to waste our precious time pretending I’m not terrified,” she says, her voice barely above a whisper. “And I don’t want to die without telling you how much I love you.”

      My throat tightens. She looks at me then, really looks, and everything in me stills.

      “Maerilee,” I protest, but it does nothing to stop her.

      “You have always meant the world to me, Akin,” she continues, her voice starting to break with emotion. “So if we don’t make it out of this alive–”

      “Don’t,” I murmur, leaning closer and cutting her off with a kiss. “Don’t even think it. Don’t give me a last goodbye before we’ve even fought.”

      She exhales shakily, pressing her forehead to mine.

      “Then just stay with me until we have to go down to the battlefield.”

      “I will,” I say. “Until the very last second.”

      I kiss her again, though I try deliberately to keep my own desperation out of the kiss. After what I’ve just said, I don’t want my body to betray me by making this feel like a goodbye. We take the time that we don’t have, memorizing each other one more time. I dare not think one last time, but it’s there in the back of my mind.

      When she reaches for the clasp of my armor, I let her. Piece by piece, I shed it for her. She removes my chest plate, my gloves, and my chainmail. I don’t rush her and she doesn’t rush me. If this really will be our last time together, we will savor every single second we still have.

      She peels away the last layer of cloth between us, her fingers slow and trembling. I reach for the tie of her gown and slip it loose, letting the fabric fall from her shoulders.

      She is as beautiful as ever, maybe even more so in the glow of my pre-war anxieties. Her flesh prickles as I slowly kiss every inch that I can reach. Her fingers instinctively grasp at the nape of my neck as she relaxes back onto the bed, allowing me to have this, to taste her how I need to.

      “If this isn’t goodbye, let this be a promise,” she says in a breathy gasp. “When this is all over, we’ll never be parted.”

      “Never,” I whisper against the dip in her hips as I kiss lower. “I am yours, forever, Maerilee.”

      “And I’m yours,” she says, crooking a finger under my chin and forcing me to look up at her. “But time isn’t on our side, so you’d better get back up here.”

      I match her wicked grin, crawling slowly back up her body, rubbing myself against her so I can feel every last inch of her skin. When I reach her mouth, I press my lips against hers with all of the love and passion I can possibly infuse in a single kiss. I try to convey with my actions, rather than my words, how much she means to me.

      Her touch is just as fierce, and our bodies meld together into one until it’s impossible for me to tell where she ends and I begin. I feel her shudder as I enter her, and every nerve in my body relaxes the moment I’m inside of her, where I feel the most at peace.

      We move together in a frantic rhythm, equally trying to make the moment last forever and find our bliss before we’re inevitably interrupted. As she said, time is not on our side, and I can’t walk into battle without feeling her come undone around me at least one more time.

      I shift us, pulling her on top of me in the way I know she likes. She rides me hard and fast, her body nearly vibrating with pleasure. My hands ground her hips, as she moves on top of me, gasping with every movement. I’m careening on the edge of pleasure as I feel her tighten around me, her body tensing with pleasure.

      “I love you, Akin,” she whispers over and over as she rides her high, collapsing on top of me in exhaustion.

      I hold her against my chest for a long while, stroking her long white hair until the sun starts to get lower. War is upon us, but I will walk into battle cherishing every second of our time together.
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      *Akin*

      

      The sun sets behind the trees, turning the sky the color of blood. I shudder to think what this battlefield will look like when the sun reemerges. How many of us will still be standing?

      I’m at the front line, shoulder to shoulder with the generals, watching the tree line just beyond the barrier. The wind rustles the leaves like a sinister whisper, the promise of death. My fingers tighten around the hilt of my sword, ready to strike any target at a moment’s notice. As much as we’ve trained for years, this is the first time many of us will ever face direct conflict with another kingdom. The burden of that knowledge settles on all of us as we wait with anticipation for the coming armies.

      Behind us is the barrier. We are the last defense to keep the Oceanans and Ambrosians from destroying it. If it falls now, all will be lost. We’ve got all of our strongest men ready to sacrifice their lives to keep the opposing soldiers back. And still, I don’t know if it will be enough.

      River stands to my right, unusually still for a man who rarely stops moving. He’s been more serious than I’ve ever seen him, and I was honestly surprised he volunteered to be at the front. Whether it was stubborn pride or a need to prove himself, I may never know. But he turns to me and nods, his eyes dark and dangerous.

      His jaw ticks. His hands clench and release. He’s trying to rein in whatever anger is brewing beneath the surface. I can see the way his eyes search the horizon, like if he stares hard enough, he’ll catch the enemy before they appear. These are his people, or at least they once were. I can’t imagine how hard it must be for him to fight against them.

      Brook is further back, near the final support line, his hands held high in a defensive pose. Water swirls at his fingertips, tight and controlled. He’s watching too, but he looks more thoughtful than tense. Focused. These two former princes are willing to sacrifice themselves for the good of a kingdom that doesn’t recognize them. All because of the woman we all love. It’s hard not to feel a kinship with them, despite our previous spats.

      Permiton stands like a statue near the edge of the line, one hand raised to his temple, his eyes clouded with his Sight. His expression is unfocused as he searches the future for any sort of answer. I know he wants to protect us the best way he can, and that means using his gift to give us an advantage. He might not be our strongest soldier in a fight, but his gift is an asset we desperately need.

      The rest of the soldiers shift around me uneasily. The younger men are so afraid, I can see their hands shaking as they grip their swords. The elder fae are more steady, but no less tense. No one knows what to expect, exactly. No one speaks. No one dares break the silence.

      I roll my shoulders once, stretching out the tension that’s building there. I think of Maerilee’s face as pleasure took over her earlier. For just a moment, she was as calm and relaxed as anyone could possibly be. I look back toward the barrier. She stands just behind it, protected as much as she can be. I fight for her. We all do.

      But we are not prepared for what will happen tonight. None of us have ever been in such a dangerous position. Commander Heela’s cruelty is still burned into my memory. At the thought, my wrists start to burn with the phantom feeling of the special ropes he’d used to bind me. If it weren’t for Permiton’s quick thinking and Caelan’s rebels, he would have killed all of us. It’s our turn to return his cruelty pound for pound.

      Behind the barrier, beyond the stronghold, I can almost feel Maerilee’s presence. She’s there, watching with her chin lifted and her shoulders straight. Despite what we shared with each other, neither one of us can show an ounce of weakness now. Our fear is irrelevant on the battlefield.

      I close my eyes and imagine her next to me, her hand in mine. I know that’s exactly where she would be if her position allowed for it.

      “I love you,” I whisper to her, though I know she can’t hear. Part of me hopes she can still sense it from where she is. I swallow hard, then open my eyes again.

      The trees are still. The sun has nearly vanished now, just a sliver of gold clinging to the edge of the world. And then the horn sounds, deep and low. It rolls across the battlefield like thunder.

      “Form up!” one of the generals bellows. “Shields forward!”

      The front line tightens. Steel glints in the last light. My own sword slides from its sheath with a hiss that cuts through the growing noise.

      Magic crackles to my left. River is already lit with it, his water swirling like smoke around his arms, his jaw clenched. We watch the tree line with all of our concentration, ready to strike the moment the first soldier steps a foot onto the field.

      Then the branches part and they flood out of the tree line like a crashing wave. Oceanan warriors pour from the forest in tight, fast-moving ranks. Their armor is lacquered black, their water magic already swirling around. Water whips around them like serpents, lashing the air, the earth, anything in their path.

      I shout, lift my sword, and then the front line is moving as one unit as we crash forward to meet them. The sound of impact is deafening, steel against steel, magic against flesh. There are horrible screams, roars of pain, the thunder of boots, the crack of shields, the burst of water magic erupting like cannon fire through the lines. It’s impossible to know which side is taking more heat as we collide, becoming a tangle of opposing forces.

      I duck a blade, sweep low, and drive my sword up into the gap beneath an enemy’s ribs. The man gurgles and drops. Another takes his place. I spin, block, drive forward again. Blood splashes across my face and I don’t even know if it’s mine. I just keep swinging, trading blow for blow with whichever Oceanan soldier happens to get in my way.
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