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PROLOGUE: THE TRIAL OF MICHAEL KINGMAN


THE TRIAL OF MICHAEL KINGMAN


At my trial for treason for killing the king, I played with my father’s ring, twisting it around my middle finger. It was one of the few things they hadn’t taken away from me when I was arrested. Maybe because they knew it was my father’s last gift to me … or maybe because no one cared about an old ring. Despite wearing it for the past ten years, first on a chain around my neck and then on my middle finger when I was finally big enough, I never understood why my father gave it to me before his execution for murdering the nine-year-old prince.


My father gave my sister our mother’s red scarf, the one she wore every day before the incident that claimed her memories. My brother received my father’s favorite book, something he refuses to read, even to this day. But I was given a ring. An extremely unremarkable, once black and steel, rusted ring. When I was young, I thought my father bequeathed it to me so I could sell it to support our family. But after an appraiser revealed it was essentially worthless, I convinced myself there must have been another reason. Looking back, I can only think it was something he had cherished, and he thought I might follow in his footsteps.


My father had been right—in the worst way possible. Now I was the one on trial for killing the king. As if regicide could be inherited from father to son. I wondered how many people thought it was true: that I had killed King Isaac. It seemed obvious—after all, I had been there when he died. I had even heard him plead for forgiveness.


Not that it matters what actually happened. No one seemed to believe me anymore.


Not that most of them should have. Depending on who one asked, I was either a puppet master—with my strings tugging around nobility and commoners alike—or a mindless weapon others could direct without care. Yet, no matter what they claimed, I had only ever done what I believed was necessary, which had been easier in some aspects than others. Particularly when the city was so hesitant to change.


The entire city—no, country—had gone to shit after my father was executed. Hollow owed its foundation and preservation to my family. This city had grown up in the shadow of my ancestors—men and women who were more fantastical and awe-inspiring than any tale of make-believe dragons, of children chosen to rule by God, of bandits masquerading as vengeful demonic creatures, or whatever else was passed around as a bedtime story. Anyone who claimed to be a demon hunter, or god slayer, or divine champion, was a pretender and professional liar. Fools who had flown too high and had not yet been shot down by the moon.


The king wanted Hollow’s citizens to forget the truth in favor of a fiction, as if it would make the past easier to swallow. Worse, eager to make my father’s betrayal less painful, they blindly accepted the king’s medicine.


And forgot everything my family has sacrificed for this country.


We eased the hate against the king. We spoke for the common people. We were the neutral party in all negotiations and never dreamed of taking power for ourselves, content in protecting the citizens from those who had illusions of grandeur. Without us, the separation between the nobility and commoners had grown so much that few could talk with the other without spitting venom, let alone sympathize. It wasn’t a surprise refugees had stopped coming here. There was nothing but death, riots, war, and poverty waiting for them. Hollow, the once famous refugee city, was no more. It was just another sign of how our country was preparing to be forgotten by history, only remembered for shattering the moon Celona.


All those problems that would soon be another’s to worry about. I was, after all, still on trial for treason. And I knew I would be found guilty, because, for everyone who hadn’t been there, the choice was clear. How could they not find the boy who had been found standing over the king’s body, blood-splattered with gun in hand, guilty?


Regardless, I am Michael Kingman, and my tarnished legacy will survive, even if my body does not. It will take more than this trial to erase me and my deeds from memory. I understand that now, when before I was always chasing my ancestors’ shadows, hoping to be remembered as fondly by history as they were.


Clearly, that wouldn’t happen. My story was a tragedy.


Still, here I was, sitting alone underneath a skylight in the middle of the court, with a large half-circle bench in front of me, waiting. Normally, the bench would be filled with the three lucky individuals who would hear the charges and make their decision, but they were still in discussion. Except for the Scales judge, who sat unmoving. I hoped they would hurry up and share their verdict. I was anticipating a bad death.


In all the time I spent waiting, I never turned my head toward the crowd. I could deal with strangers who believed in my treason, but I didn’t want to see people I cared about look at me like I was a monster. I was doing this to protect them, even if they didn’t know it. That desire kept me focused on the bench and the gold statue of balanced scales behind it.


The morning sunlight peppered through the blanket of snow covering the skylight, warming my aching bones and tight muscles. It was such a simple thing, basking in the sun’s glow, that I had taken for granted before I was kept in an endless darkness.


My reverie didn’t last long. The door behind the bench opened and out strode the three people who would decide my fate.


First came Gaius Hewitt, Whisperer for the Church of the Eternal Flame, dressed in his church’s garb: heavy black robes with a vibrant red lining and flames sewn across the bottom.


Then came Efyra Mason, Captain of the Ravens, serving in place of King Isaac. She wore dented steel plate mail and carried a curved sword. There were seven peacock feathers woven into her black hair, denoting her high rank.


Lastly came Charles Domet, the man who had led me down the path toward my death. The business magnate wore no smile today, instead picking at his jacket, buttons done up in the wrong holes, black hair disheveled, and wolf’s head cane at his side. He was a cowardly contrast to the man I had first met two or three weeks ago—it was hard to tell how long I had been in the dungeons.


Once they had taken their seats to the right of the judge, he began: “Michael Kingman, son of David Kingman, before the jury gives their decision I will ask you one more time: How do you plead?”


The chains rattled as I rose to my feet.


I looked each of them in the eyes. I had not spoken since I surrendered myself, and as much as they’d tried, nothing would get me to utter a single word. This time wasn’t any different.


“Do you plead to be a Forgotten?”


I gave no reply. I wasn’t a Forgotten. I hadn’t overused the nobles’ magic of Fabrication until it took all my memories. My suffering and experiences were still mine. They made me who I was: my father’s son, inheritor of his legacy. And I remembered everything, now more than ever.


The judge met my unwavering gaze. “Members of the jury, how do you find Michael Kingman?”


Charles Domet rose slowly and read from the piece of paper, his hands shaking, “On the charge of treason of the highest degree, we find Michael Kingman …” Domet met my eyes for a last desperate moment, seeking forgiveness. “… guilty.”


Shouts rose around me. I heard every voice except for my brother’s, Lyon. No doubt he was paralyzed in his seat, the nightmare of my father’s fate in mind as he consoled my sister, Gwen. We, the sole surviving members of the Kingman family, knew what would come next better than any. A charge of high treason only had one fate.


Or so I thought.


Moonstruck heroes always seemed to ruin everyone’s plans. As the judge pounded his armored hand against the bench, screaming at the crowds to be silent, a man jumped over the barrier that separated me from everyone. He had a flintlock pistol in his hand and reeked of alcohol, likely for bravery. The gun was aimed at my heart. I had no idea what I had done to him, but knew I deserved his hate.


I would have a clean death after all. A better death than any king killer deserved.


“I won’t let there be another!” the man screamed. “You will not be remem—”


It would have been a poetic death. Gunpowder made everyone equal, when the strongest Fabricator could be killed with the pull of the trigger … as everyone in the city knew far too well.


But, sadly, the poor fool didn’t see that the Captain of the Ravens was already in flight. She leaped from her spot on the jury, soaring through the air as lightning crackled around her. She came down right above him, blowing the gun out of his hand with a lightning bolt. As the dust settled and coughing filled the courtroom, a nearby Advocator grabbed the gun before anyone else could.


The assassin didn’t even scream when his plan failed, only stared at me. He was on his knees soon after, crying about how much this city had suffered because of me and my father. How he had sought to save it from taking the coward’s way out of this mess. The crowd was silent, waiting for what was next.


“Michael Kingman will die when we say he can. As we dictate. After everything he’s done, we will not let him go peacefully. We will have justice,” Efyra growled. “Judge, what is the penalty for having firearms in Hollow?”


“Death,” he said.


Efyra held her hand over the man. “Then let it be done.”


It only took a single bolt of lightning out of her palm, aimed at the heart, for the man to die. He blew back into the crowd, smashing into people and their seats. His body smoldered, smoke wafting off it, and the entire courtroom was filled with a foreign, unnatural smell. Something that haunted my dreams ever since this all began.


While others dealt with what she had done, Efyra returned to her seat on the jury with her blade drawn. She laid it across her lap as if daring my siblings to try and save me.


When the chaos settled and the body had been removed by the Wardens, the judge continued my sentencing, “Michael Kingman, we hoped for more from you, of all people. You should know better than this. Despite your father’s actions, you are still a Kingman, and our troubled times called for a man who could lead us, aid us. Yet here we are with a king killer instead.”


The judge paused for a moment, eyeing the brand for treason on my neck. A gift the king had given me ten years ago after my father’s execution. I wasn’t ashamed of it anymore. As the judge shook his head, he continued, “I hereby sentence you to death. You will be executed on the steps of the Church of the Wanderer, as your father was before you, in a week’s time. May God have mercy upon you.”


I wanted to laugh. If only that would-be assassin had waited a little bit longer, he would have got exactly what he wanted.


There was no controlling the noise after that. Behind me, I could hear the Advocators of Scales holding back the crowds. Cheers and clapping and threats became white noise as a Warden came for me. The metal monster wrapped my chains around one gauntlet and dragged me away from the witnesses and into one of the back rooms with tempered ferocity. As I was shoved through the open door, I took my first look back at the courtroom crowd. My sister was at the front, smashing herself against the Advocators, reaching for me.


Dark, the Mercenary, was leaning against a doorframe at the back of the courtroom with his arms crossed. He was shaking his head at me. His dull, smoky eyes silently said I should’ve known better. He wasn’t wrong—I should have … yet here I was. What a sad sight I must have been, to elicit pity from a Mercenary.


The door closed and I was separated from the court. I shut my eyes and waited to feel the sun’s warmth again, knowing full well it would mean my death.
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AN AUDIENCE


You will hear this story as I lived it.


Count yourself lucky to hear a Kingman tell their story. There has been no other account like this. And all I ask from you, in return for the greatest story ever told, is a small favor and to let me live long enough to tell it.


To learn how I earned the title of king killer, we must begin on the night before the Endless Waltz began, the last remnant of my youth.


Not that I ever really had one.


After my father’s execution, I spent years struggling to survive in a city that wanted to see shackles on my wrists and my head roll. It might not surprise you to hear that I spent much of my time conning the nobility, which was always easier than it should have been. Even without hiding the brand on my neck or how suspicious my intentions ever were.


And my actions were as suspicious as usual that night I oversaw a duel between my friend Sirash, a former Skeleton, and his target: a rather drunk and rather obnoxious country-born Low Noble who had never been to Hollow before. The mark was so fresh to the city, he hadn’t even had time to change into something more befitting of a Hollow noble, and was still wearing layers of clothes that lacked a uniform style or color. It showed everyone how low he was, as if that wasn’t evident enough when he called Sirash a copper-skinned savage. The so-called civilized people only did that in the comfort of their own homes.


The Low Noble pointed the flintlock pistol at Sirash, then showed it to his painfully sober brother before peering down the barrel himself. His finger was on the trigger the entire time. Thankfully for him, it wasn’t loaded. Not that he was privileged to that information. “Sure you want to do this, Skeleton?”


Sirash didn’t reply. We were already past the point of no return, and the nobles were ensnared in our trap. There was no chance they were escaping unscathed.


But that didn’t stop the brother from trying. “Adrianus, we shouldn’t do this. Guns are still illegal here and the last thing you want is to be seen with one. They’ll execute you.”


“Adrianus,” I said quietly. “I am compelled to inform you that unless you apologize, this duel will proceed. Should you decline, with the Endless Waltz beginning so soon, your reputation will be ruined.”


“He’s a Skeleton!” Adrianus said. “What could he do to me?”


I looked at Sirash. He was sitting calmly on a stone wall, fiddling with the other flintlock pistol I had brought. Since he was masquerading as a Low Noble, he was clean-shaven, wearing long, darkcolored trousers and an almost see-through, partly unbuttoned white shirt. The only odd detail about his appearance was the bone tattoo on the back of his left hand. A remembrance of his past. Much as the rusted ring on my middle finger was for me.


“Look at him. He’s clearly risen in society,” I said.


“Could he be a Low Noble?” Adrianus asked.


“Maybe. High Noble Morales has added many new families in recent years.”


“Even a former Skeleton?”


“Stranger things have happened.”


Adrianus considered my words, nodding as he studied the flintlock pistol in his hand.


“Enough of this,” Adrianus’s brother said. “Forget the Skeleton. We should go and receive the Eternal Flame’s blessing for the Endless Waltz tomorrow. High Noble Maflem Braven can protect us from gossip and rumors.”


“But what if he names me a coward and the women want nothing to do with me?” Adrianus said, worrying as only an underconfident boy could about those of the opposite sex. “I don’t want to please Father and marry Jessi. I want a more adventurous future than breeding horses!”


“What if someone hears this duel and arrests you?” his brother said.


I put my hand on Adrianus’s shoulder. “We’re in the middle of the Fisheries. There are no members of Scales or the King’s Ravens down here unless there’s a riot about taxes. Most of the locals are asleep.”


“Is … is the gun ready?” Adrianus asked.


“Yes,” I said. “I’ve prepared it for you. All you have to do is point and shoot.”


“Let us do it,” he said. “I’m ready.”


Before his brother could protest, I made a sweeping gesture and guided Adrianus into place with my hand on the small of his back. “Listen closely, Adrianus. Instead of the typical ten steps, turn, then shoot, you’re simply going to stand a distance apart and shoot. That way no one cheats and turns early. Sound good?”


Another nod as I signaled for Sirash to take his place opposite from him. “You will shoot on three. Aim true.” With a final pat on the back, I took my place.


“On my mark!” I shouted. “One! Two! Three!”


They shot. White smoke billowed across them both and they were lost in it for an instant. As it cleared, there was a crash, and Sirash fell to the floor. Blood poured out of his knee and upper thigh, soaking the ground around him. Despite being unharmed, Adrianus screamed and dropped the gun, letting it clatter to the stone.


“Shit!” I was at Sirash’s side in an instant, my hand over his knee, staunching the blood. It ran cold over my hands regardless, flowing over the stone around me. “He’s bleeding out.”


Adrianus stood there moonstruck. “What have I done? I didn’t want this. Wanderer, forgive me!”


I checked for his pulse. “Your shot severed an artery and he bled out in a few heartbeats. He’s dead.”


The noble retched and then puked all over the stone, his shocked brother patting him on the back. Adrianus mumbled to himself as he recovered, and it wasn’t long before his mumbles turned to sobs as he repeated to himself, “I killed him. Oh, Wanderer, I killed him.”


“I didn’t think you’d actually hit him. Why couldn’t you apologize!”


Adrianus’s brother stepped forward and pointed at me. “No, this is not happening. I knew who you were the moment I saw that brand. You are Michael Kingman, traitor son of David Kingman, and you are going to fix this.”


I felt the crown brand on my neck throb, whether from being reminded it was there, or from my racing heartbeat, I couldn’t tell. “Fix this? How do you expect me to bring him back from the dead?”


“I don’t.” He reached into his pocket, pulled out a bulging purse, and shook it at me. I suspected it was a sizable part of his allowance for the Endless Waltz. “You will take this, get rid of that body, and we are never going to hear from you again. Understand?” He sneered at Sirash’s body. “I doubt anyone will miss him. If someone does, they can always import a new slave from the Skeleton Coast.”


“You want me to cover up a murder for you and your brother?”


He pushed the bag of coins against my chest. “I don’t want you to. I’m telling you to.”


“If I don’t?”


Lightning began to form and crackle around his right arm, saying more than any idle threat could. I hadn’t realized he was a Fabricator, though it explained why the moonstruck fools had been sent to Hollow for the Endless Waltz.


I held my tongue as he bundled Adrianus away from the scene, first pushing and then dragging him away by the shirt. Once they were out of sight, I wiped my stained hands off on my shirt and then kicked Sirash in the ribs to signal we were in the clear.


“Seriously? How am I supposed to convince someone you died from being shot in the knee?”


Sirash sat up and grimaced at his dirty clothes. He’d broken a sheep’s stomach full of blood for effect during the duel. “Oh, I’m sorry. Next time I’ll grab my chest after he points the gun at my leg. We’re lucky he aimed anywhere near me. Unlike the last one.”


“All I’m asking is for an easy one, so I don’t have to come up with some artery in some random place to explain why you dropped dead. You should be grateful I can talk us out of these problems.”


“Literally every time you open your mouth, all you do is get us into more trouble.”


“Then why am I always the one doing the talking, not the shooting?”


“Because no one would hesitate to shoot you.” Sirash grinned at me wickedly. “So, how much did we get?”


I returned his smile and crouched down, emptying the bag of coins in front of us. We began to spread out the gold, silver, copper, and iron, making sure to count as we did. “Almost eleven suns,” Sirash said.


“I would have expected more from a noble coming to Hollow Court.”


“Must’ve been poorer than we thought. You should have tried to get Adrianus’s allowance, too.”


“Maybe if he had less to drink I would have.”


We split the take. Sirash took seven suns to cover his expenses and to help his lover, Jean, pay for her tuition at the College of Music. I took the rest—enough to cover my expenses and potentially buy another cure if I haggled the oddity merchants down a bit. With it safely in my pocket, I asked, “How much more do you need for the month?”


“Another three suns. I’m not sure how many more Low Nobles will come to Hollow for this ridiculous courting ritual—”


“Call it the Endless Waltz. We’ve been doing this for two years now; it has to be second nature if we’re masquerading as Low Nobles.”


“How much do you need?”


“I don’t know. This should cover my mother’s medical expenses. I’ll talk to Trey and figure out how much more I need tomorrow. I might have to start covering part of his bills while he’s indentured to a High Noble family—”


A bell rang out in the city, and we turned our heads toward the sky, looking for the piece of the moon falling from it.


“I can’t see it with all this light,” he murmured.


Before I had a chance to respond, the city began to darken. Seizing the guns, Sirash and I emerged from the alleyway and looked down the street. The gas lamps that ran down the length of one of the main roads in Hollow held a strong flame within them, burning brightly. One by one they were being snuffed out by the lamplighters, and it was Lights Out in the city. The spreading darkness was accompanied by a symphony of slamming shutters and windows.


“Do you see it?” he asked.


I didn’t. Tenere, our smaller moon, was full, its orange-bluish mass clear in the dark, even at a distance. In front of it, much larger, was the ever-broken Celona, its seven major pieces bright and white. They were surrounded by dust and smaller rocks, most of which would eventually hit the world below. The stars around them looked dull and flickering … and then I saw the falling piece of Celona. I strained to make out what color the tail was, hoping for red. If it was blue or white, it would mean the end of Hollow, no matter how the king and Scales attempted to stop it.


Their infamous Celona defense system, built to reassure the general public, was little more than a trebuchet. I’d love to see the imbeciles tasked with aiming that thing at a fast-falling piece of the moon try to save Hollow. It would be a show worth watching before the city’s inevitable destruction.


“We need to find cover in case a second or third bell starts ringing,” Sirash said.


“I can’t,” I said. “I should have been at the asylum already. Celona be damned.” I slapped Sirash on the shoulder and took off, running through the streets, knowing Sirash would find shelter in the sewers, as he always did when the bells rang.


Amidst his laughter, Sirash shouted, “Michael! If you don’t take moon-fall seriously, one of these days it will be the death of you! You’d be the bastard that gets hit!”


Doubtful. The Kingman family did not die with whimpers. History was shaped by our births and deaths, and whether I liked it or not, I would be no exception.
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THE WOMAN IN THE ASYLUM


I had never feared the falling pieces of Celona, not like others did. Especially not when only one bell was ringing.


One bell signaled a piece of the moon was falling, two bells signaled that it would fall within the country, three bells meant it would hit Hollow, and a fourth bell meant to expect an earthquake or a wave from the coast. Until I heard that third or fourth bell, I’d keep running.


I ran through the city as fast as I could, heading for the asylum in the Student Quarter near Hawthorn Medical College. The Upper Quarter was like a lighthouse in the middle of a storm: it was never Lights Out there. It was some noble-esque bullshit, since the observatories trying to track the moon-fall were hindered by the light from their district, but few, if any, complained. Too scared they’d be associated with the rebels if they spoke up against the Royals and their High Nobles. I was one of the few who wasn’t. After all, what more could they do to me? I was already branded. Whatever I did, my legacy would never amount to more than that of a simple con man.


By the time I reached the asylum, the Student Quarter was dark. A second bell began to ring across the city as I pushed the door open and ran along the cold, stark white hallways. I could hear shouting ahead.


“Get your hands off my mother!” my sister screamed. “You’re not throwing her out while the bells are ringing!”


I rounded the corner in time to see one of the asylum nurses dragging my mother toward the exit by her long black hair. Her green eyes were so glazed over, I doubted she even realized. My sister, Gwen, had her hands clenched into fists, exposing the treason brand on the back of her left hand.


“Dustin!” I said, skidding to a stop in front of them. “I have the money right here. Both of you, calm down.”


The nurse, a monk from the Church of the Eternal Flame, dressed in a black robe with flame trim, released my mother and gave me a sideways glance. “You heathens are late again! How many times do I have to remind you payment is due at month-end? No exceptions, no charity.”


“Does it matter? I have your money.”


The nurse fingered through the gold I put in his palm.


“Do you want to bite it? It’s real. Now let us get our mother back to bed.”


He waved us away dismissively. “As much as I would enjoy throwing you out, I must be faithful to Prophet Hewitt and show mercy. Even toward you heathens who destroyed Celona, God’s masterpiece. It’ll be five suns next month. My tithe has gone up, and so must yours.”


I could see a vein throbbing in Gwen’s neck. I wasn’t doing much better, but instead of making it worse I said, “Please, our mother needs to get back in her room.”


The nurse left without another word, whistling.


“You’re late and smell like a bar,” my sister snapped. She crouched down and ran her fingers through our mother’s hair. “You were supposed to be here hours ago.”


“It took longer than I thought to get the money.”


“If you could hold down a real job for more than a month, maybe we wouldn’t have problems so often. The only reason we’ve made it this far is luck and the fact one of the other wards routinely takes pity on us. But she wasn’t here tonight, and it almost went to shit. As it always seems to.”


“I’m doing my best, Gwen.”


The bells stopped, and we gave a sigh of relief. It was one less thing to fear, one less thing to worry about.


Gwen motioned for me to take our mother’s knees, and together we carried her to her plain room, pallet bed, and itchy blanket. The only comfort in there was a painting of our parents on their wedding day that hung on the wall opposite her bed. We tucked her in and then stepped outside to talk without disturbing her.


“You need to visit more, Michael. She asks about you a lot.”


I folded my arms. “About me or our father?”


A pause. “Both of you. But you know how much she needs routine and normality. Your visits always make her feel better.”


I bit down on my tongue, hating the position my sister put me in. Unlike me, Gwen had inherited features from both our parents, our mother’s thick black hair and sun-kissed skin and the famous Kingman amber eyes, while I was almost a perfect replica of my father. It meant, unlike me, she could weave in and out of public scrutiny whenever she wanted to. Even her brand was obscured by the long sleeves of her asylum uniform.


“Please, Michael? Talk to her before you go. It’ll mean a lot to her.”


“Fine. I have something for her, anyway.” I went back in, sat down on the edge of her bed, ran my fingers through her hair, as she sat up, smiling. “Mother, how are you doing?”


She gave me a tight hug. Or tight as she could when she was all skin and bones. She had done nothing but lie in a bed for so long, her muscle had wasted away. “Oh. David, I’ve missed you so much. Where have you been? Did you return to the Warring States to meet with the cripple? Or did you have to head to the Gold Coast again?”


“Mother …,” I whispered. “It’s me, Michael.”


Her eyes refocused and grew serious as she stared into mine. “Amber eyes, strong jawline, thin face, messy brown hair … Oh, Michael, I’m sorry … You just look so much like your father.”


She sobbed, and I returned her hug as best I could, silent. My mother, despite not being a Fabricator, had suffered a Forgotten’s fate, remembering nothing about her life save the occasional flash of memory of her world before my father killed the prince. Initially we had thought her memories had been manipulated by Darkness Fabrications, but no matter how many Light Fabricators we hired, there was no change. So, shortly after losing our father, we realized we had no parents to rely on anymore.


“Are you doing well? Are you eating well?” she said. “Do you have a woman in your life? You’ll be participating in the Endless Waltz soon. Will you attend Hollow Academy, as your father did?”


Sometimes … sometimes it was easier to lie to her than share our daily truth. It always upset her, and she wouldn’t remember it the following day.


“The Endless Waltz starts soon, and there are plenty of fine women out there you’d love to have as a daughter-in-law. And, yes, Mother, I’ll be attending Hollow Academy like Father. How else would I learn how to use Fabrications?”


“Good,” she said. “Your father was one of the most remarkable Fabricators I ever saw. I still remember the first Fabrication I ever saw him use. We were in my homeland, at a festival, and he entertained the children with fire he created from nothing. Have I told you how we met, Michael?”


“Mother, you look hungry,” I said as she paused for breath. My hands shook as I pulled out a small pouch of Deepwater seeds I’d imported from the Gold Coast. “I have something for you.”


She took the seeds from me and began to eat them with the shells still on. According to my research, Deepwater seeds could give the Forgotten moments of clarity. Usually around whatever magical incident had taken their memories. It wasn’t a complete cure, if there truly was one, but it might help us uncover a clue as to what had happened to her.


“Mother, forgive me for asking while you eat,” I began, “but do you remember what happened to Father?”


She hesitated, and my breath hitched. “What do you mean?”


“With Davey.”


Her eyes went wide. “Oh, I do. Oh, God, how could I forget? Davey’s birthday is soon! Did your father forget to get his gift? I swear, that man …”


A sword through the chest would have been more pleasant than those words. Another failure in a long line of failed cures.


I played with my father’s ring, my mind wandering as she told me again how they had met. The story never varied, but sometimes the details would change: this time my father had been a Fire Fabricator, though the time before he had been a Lightning Fabricator, and the time before that he had been a Metal Fabricator. My mother might love telling stories about my father, but it was impossible to tell which of them were true.


Even my own memories told me little of the man he had truly been. The only concrete memory I had was of the night before he murdered Davey Hollow. That night I had crept into his room and found him working on the balcony, piles of papers at his feet. He was always clean-shaven, but he looked so old and worn-out … and that night I saw a moment when he paused and looked up at the stars, mid–pencil stroke, and smiled. That moment never fit the narrative of the monster he had been, and I sometimes wondered if I’d invented the memory as a child to cope with everything that followed.


Whether I had invented it or not, I knew nothing about the man my father had really been, and probably never would. All I knew for certain was the title he carried: traitor. Earned after killing the king’s son in cold blood.


I promised myself I would never be like him.


I’d rather die than abandon my family.
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THE HANGED


My mother told her stories until her eyelids grew heavy. I kissed her on the forehead and left her to sleep, closing the metal door behind me.


My sister was waiting for me.


I rubbed my bare skin. I always felt colder after visiting my mother, as if she had taken the warmth from me as I held her hand. I loved her, and would do anything for her, but it was draining to come here. I don’t know how Gwen did it or if it made me a bad son not to come more often.


“Don’t you have other patients to take care of tonight?” I asked.


“No. All that’s left is staying awake until first light while they sleep.”


“Sounds riveting.”


“It helps pay for her to be here. So,” she said, her voice growing stern. I knew what she was about to say. “Have you had any luck finding the gun?”


“The gun?” I asked. I lifted my shirt to show the two I had hidden there. “I have two right here.”


“Angelo won’t like that you’ve stolen those from him again … but you know which gun I’m talking about, Michael. The same gun I’ve been talking about for the past ten years. The gun our father is supposed to have killed Davey with. Have you found it yet?”


“I made that promise when I was ten, to make you stop crying.” Back when I openly believed my father was innocent. Years of living in Hollow had shown me how unwise that was.


“You still promised.”


“Gwen,” I said, looking down at her, “our father pled guilty. Instead of dwelling on conspiracy theories, can we focus on something more productive?”


“Like wasting our money searching for natural remedies to cure being a Forgotten? It’s not as if hundreds and thousands of people haven’t tried to already. Unless you think you’re smarter than all of them.”


“Not smarter. More persistent.”


She turned her back to me, something she’d done ever since she was a child. “We each have our obsessions. I’ll stop mentioning mine when you can give me a good reason for our father to have killed his best friend’s son.”


“I’m not getting into this, Gwen. I’m tired, and I want to go home.” I began to walk away, and she heard and followed.


“Fine,” she said, defeated. “There’s something else. A job opening here you might be interested in.”


I stopped. “What kind of job? Because the last time it was for that Eternal Flame nurse, and I nearly got us both dismissed and our mother kicked out.”


“You’d be a companion to an outpatient, making sure he doesn’t relapse too badly.”


In all the years I’d been visiting my mother in the asylum, I had never heard of anyone improving. I said as much to Gwen.


“It’s the first time it’s happened while I’ve been here.”


“What’s the downside?”


“The patient is High Noble Charles Domet.”


I blinked a few times. “No.”


I knew the stories about Charles Domet. Some said he was richer than every church, Gold Coast clan, and High Noble family combined. That he wielded more power with a suggestion than my ancestors had with an army behind them. Domet could slap the king in front of all his Ravens and get an apology in reply. And all that was just what everyone talked about in public. The quieter rumors, the ones told behind locked doors with blinds shut, spoke of what he had done to merchants who tried to con him. Eradication was putting it nicely.


“It’s five suns a day.”


That made me reconsider, exactly as she knew it would. It was a fortune. “How long for?”


“A month. And there’s only so much he could do to you in fortyeight days. You’d walk away with two hundred and forty suns.”


I could do a lot with that much money. Stop conning nobles for a while. Try a raft of cures with my mother, instead of leaving her a slave to her brief moments of clarity. But it was Charles Domet. There was a reason the job was available, and a reason they were offering so much for doing it. Only a fool kept putting their hand in the fire to check if it was hot.


“Still no.”


“Domet’s a Fabricator. He might be able to teach you to use Fabrications. Or at least the basics. Maybe then you’d have the knowledge to find a real cure for her. We both know those natural cures won’t do a damn thing.”


“Gwen, you’re talking about Domet the Deranged. He once threw a servant out of a window for stealing a spoon. Do you really think it’s wise for me, of all people, to interact with someone like that?”


“You’re the only person I know who could,” she said softly. “Like the king, he rules with fear. But Domet likes to be entertained— challenged, even. That’s what you do. Con him into giving you what you want.”


I wondered how long she had known about the job, if she had waited for another of my natural cures to fail before bringing it up. It was likely. Gwen was patient, and she always knew what to say, and when, to get the outcome she wanted.


This was the first time she’d ever suggested I could find a cure … not that it would change my opinion on using magic.


“No.”


“What other option is there? Only magic can cure magic.”


“And risk ending up like our mother? Do you want to care for me, too? Because last time I checked, having one patient in the family was hard enough.”


I waited for Gwen to retaliate, but, astonishingly, she left it at that. Instead, she held the ends of our mother’s scarf to steady her trembling. We were both looking for a way to make lives better, and every day we seemed to crack more and more under the pressure.


How long would it be before we shattered?


When she was calmer, she reached into her pocket and handed me a piece of cloth. “For later. I know you’re going to go looking for a fight, and that’s been sterilized. You might as well be prepared. Or you could not fight. Just a thought.”


I took it from her, kissed her cheek in thanks, and waved goodbye.


It was a long walk from the asylum to the Narrows where we lived, and I took the path through the Hanging Gardens. More out of habit than a conscious decision. There were great redwood trees in the park, tall as towers, with branches as thick as my torso. The trees were so grand, their leaves mostly blocked out the sun in the daylight, leaving the park in a perpetual state of gloom. There were newly blooming flowers in the trees, blue and purple, some fat and some skinny, all swaying gently in the wind, hung by some rope around limbs.


I almost walked into three Advocators, the most common members of the private military—Scales—that ruled the city, adding more flowers to the already populated trees. One of them was fitting a noose around a boy almost ten years younger than me, his dead eyes vacant and glazed over. His parents were already in the trees above us, waiting for their family to be reunited.


The boy was already dead—nothing would change that—but I was still a Kingman and always tried to do as much good as I could in this city. My family had helped King Adrian the Liberator unite Hollow against the Wolven Kings, and I would not let our illustrious family legacy be forgotten because of one rotten Kingman.


“What are you three doing?”


The one with the noose met my gaze as his accomplices continued their work. “Official Scales business, boy. Get out of here, unless you want to join these rebels.”


“That child was a rebel?”


The Advocator sounded exasperated. “His parents were. They sold bread to the Rebel Emperor.”


“So you killed a baker, a baker’s wife, and a baker’s boy for doing their job? How were they supposed to know who the Rebel Emperor is? It’s not as if you’ve put out Wanted posters showing his likeness. Could that be because you don’t know what he looks like either? That couldn’t be the case, could it?”


Another Advocator spoke up. “I think you should leave, boy. Before we string you up with them.”


I scratched the back of my head. “I wish I could.”


And I punched the closest one in the jaw, sending him sprawling to the ground.


One Advocator tackled me, punching me in the face as I did my best to block his blows. As I fought to throw him off, the third came up from behind and slipped the noose around my throat. A moment later I was in the air, hung by my neck as I clawed at the rope. Every constricted breath was like swallowing molten metal, and my eyes began to water, blurring everything below me.


The Advocators howled with laughter and hoisted me higher and higher into the trees until one shouted, “He’s Michael Kingman! Look at his brand! Cut him down! Cut him down! The king will hang us if we kill him!”


I hit the ground with a thunderous slam, in a tangle of rope, and wrenched away the noose. I couldn’t tell if my first breath hurt more than it brought relief or if more pain came from the scratches my nails made clawing at the rope. By the time I could focus again, the Advocators were long gone, leaving the unhung boy slumped against the tree.


I crawled my way over and leaned next to him, panting. It was a small comfort, in a way, that no matter what I did, I couldn’t be killed quite so easily as everyone else. As a High Noble, however disgraced, I could only be sentenced to death by a public execution, after a trial.


Unless one day the Advocators didn’t notice the brand until it was too late and let me hang in the trees like anyone else. I doubted it, but the thought lingered in my mind as I rested in the Hanging Gardens, glad to feel something other than shame or regret, even if that was a searing, burning pain.
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THE VISIONARY ON THE WALL


It was almost first light by the time I slipped through the window into my room after burying the boy in the garden. I didn’t need to be quiet, since Gwen had the late shift at the asylum and Lyon was on night patrol for the Executioner Division of Scales, but it was habit. I cleaned my wounds as best I could with Gwen’s cloth but could barely sleep, my battered body unable to find a comfortable position that avoided getting blood all over my bedding. I had to settle for a restless doze, my mind unfocused to the world around me … until my foster father and probation officer, Angelo Shade, stormed into my room and dumped a bucket of water over me, then said, “Downstairs. Bring my guns, Michael.”


I groaned and sat up as he slammed the door behind him. Slowly, with every movement bringing fresh pain, I began to take note of my injuries. I took the swollen eye, a nasty seeping cut over my eyebrow, a raised red welt from where I had been hung, scratches all over my neck, and bruises all over my chest as a victory and headed downstairs. I left the blood-soaked cloth and clothes from last night in a pile outside my room, making a mental note to do the household laundry before Gwen ran out of clean uniforms.


Angelo was waiting for me in the kitchen in his Scales regalia, an old silver-button coat and dark trousers. There was a golden eye sigil on his shoulders to denote he was a part of the Watcher Division. As always, he looked too perfect and too Hollow-esque for an immigrant, all traces of his former culture gone. His short black hair was tidy, his skin slightly tanned, and his trim build showed how little he indulged in rich food.


Only his rings were non-regulation Scales uniform: a glass ring around his left ring finger, a large, bulky golden band around his left thumb, and, on his middle finger, an iron ring with a crown crest. A gift from his wife before her death.


“Guns,” he said, pointing to the table.


I put the guns, stolen from his office yesterday, down.


“You realize they could execute you just for carrying those, right?”


I nodded. We had done this enough to know nothing he could say would change anything.


“What was it this time, Michael? Protecting a fair maiden? Standing up against injustice? Or did you provoke another fight with Advocators as they did their duty?”


“Advocators. In the Hanging Gardens.”


“What will you do if they report you? Or, worse, if you run into Lyon one night?”


“I’d probably punch him first,” I said. Seeing his grey eyes narrow at me, I took advantage of the lull and said, “Can you help me stitch the cut above my eye?”


Angelo knocked his ring against the table. “Yes, but I can’t be late. You’ll have to come to work with me. Unless you’re willing to wait for Gwen to stitch you up. She’s working a double shift.”


I cursed: I’d have to go with him, rather than waste my day indoors, waiting for Gwen, or wandering the city with an open wound. I followed my foster father through the trapdoor and onto the rooftops.


We walked single file across the planks of wood that spanned the small gaps between the buildings of the Narrows toward Angelo’s outpost on the city’s battlements. The planks creaked and bent with every step we took but never broke, and for that I was grateful. I could only imagine the stories if a Kingman fell from the sky. The old ladies who lived in the district would be the angriest. If I fell from up here, I’d take out most of their clotheslines and get blood on their freshly laundered clothes when I hit the stone.


It would be an ironic way to go, after everything I’d survived.


Closer to the wall, the planks were more secure and led to a ladder that would take us to the top of the battlements. I wasn’t looking forward to the climb: the wall was twice the size of the nearby buildings. But at least I wasn’t free-climbing it, as I’d done years ago on a stupid whim. I had no desire to repeat the feat; my muscles had ached for weeks.


When we reached the edge of the wall, Angelo turned back with one hand on the ladder and said, “Do you remember the only rule we have on the battlements?”


“I don’t think I could forget if I turned into a Forgotten, since you come home angry every night because some imbecile private didn’t remember.”


“Humor me.”


As a drop of blood trickled down the side of my face, I said, “No need to be mute, just don’t salute.”


Tragically, Angelo climbed the ladder without praising my response. Once he reached the battlements, I followed him up, and for the third time in my life I saw the world beyond Hollow.


There was patchwork farmland, with long lines of wheat and corn alternating with pastures for cows and horses and enclosures for goats and chickens. At the edge of my vision I could see that the rebel army encampment had doubled in size since I had last been up here. They had even begun to dig ditches to make their position more defensible. More worryingly, dozens of Low Nobles’ banners now flew beside the rebels’ closed red fist. I wondered how long it would be before a High Noble joined forces with the rebels, and how the king would respond.


As for what was beyond, I could only rely on the stories my parents had told me to imagine what was out there. In my mind I could see the Sea of Statues off the Gold Coast and the frozen desert to the north, where pieces of Celona never fell. My nose could smell the spicy lamb dishes served on the streets of Goldono, and my feet could feel the black sand beaches of Eham. But after Angelo tapped me on the shoulder, my daydream disappeared, and all that remained was the rebel army and a few Watchers playing cards at a table on the battlements.


Angelo prodded the nearest soldier, “Private Thornwood, get me a medical box, a glass, and alcohol from the barracks.”


The private glanced at me. “Should I get a medic too, sir?”


“No, they have enough to deal with. I’ll do this myself.”


“Yes, Commander Shade.” The private ran off, forgetting to button his coat before he did.


The other four Watchers knocked their knuckles against the table to acknowledge his arrival. It was the only subtle sign of respect members of Scales could do without making Angelo a target.


“Sergeant Calder,” Angelo said, before sitting down at the table. “Night report.”


“No advance by rebels to the west, sir. Farmlands are still secure. Our spies remain in place, but the rebels didn’t send out a scouting party last night. Low Noble Bartos may have joined the rebellion; his banner was seen flying over their encampment.”


“I’ll inform the Commander. She won’t be pleased. More Low Nobles from the other cities seem to be joining the rebellion every day.” A pause. “When does our next supply caravan arrive, and who’s escorting it in?”


“Midday, sir. Orbis Company, and a few local Low Nobles are accompanying them.”


“Do we know which ones?”


“Unclear, sir.”


“When did Scales resort to hiring Mercenary companies to protect the caravans?” I asked.


One of the soldiers chuckled to himself, and Angelo answered, “The rebels won’t attack Mercenaries. No one wants to provoke them after Regal Company sacked the city of Vurano. There’s a reason that massacre ended the Gunpowder War.”


“And why companies are hired to storm cities and kill kings and emperors,” one soldier added. “Just last year Orbis Company was credited with sinking a half dozen of the Palmer’s battleships.”


“Didn’t even need a full company to do that,” another said. “No offense, Commander, but I’m running with my tail between my legs if I ever see one of them charging me.”


There was laughter around the table. My foster father even smiled.


If Hollow was desperate enough to work with Mercenaries, those fucking leeches, this rebellion must have been more serious than the public knew. Maybe that explained why they were hanging more people every day. It was easier to crush every trace of rebellion than fix the problems that had started it.


“Are the rebels expected to besiege Hollow soon?” I asked.


This time none of the soldiers would look in my direction. Thankfully for them, their colleague returned with the supplies Angelo needed, and he dismissed them with an order to do one last lap around the area before getting breakfast. None of them argued.


Angelo took the bottle of vodka in his hands and poured a sizable amount into the glass. “Drink. This will hurt.”


I downed it in a single gulp, coughed, and blinked the tears out of my eyes. “Ready.”


Angelo dabbed my cut clean with alcohol, chastised me for wincing, and began to stitch it. “You shouldn’t mention open war in front of my soldiers, they’re nervous enough as it is. Do you know how long it’s taken me to get them to laugh up here?”


“It was just a question.” I groaned as the needle went through my skin.


“A stupid question. Those on the front lines don’t like to be reminded they could die soon.”


I grabbed the bottle of vodka and took another drink from it. It did little to ease the pain. “That sounds like you’re expecting the rebels to attack soon.”


Angelo leaned back in his seat, leaving a piece of thread hanging down over my eye. “Of course I am. Good commanders worry about everything. Just like good foster fathers. Have you figured out what you’re going to do with the rest of your life yet? Or are you set on this imbecilic path to martyrdom?” He eyed the welt around my neck.


After all my years living in Hollow, I had no idea what or who I wanted to become. The only thing I was truly good at was taking a beating and ignoring the pain that followed.


While I wanted to blame my father for my indecision, it’s not like I had spent my childhood learning a trade like Gwen had. No, I had spent it whining about my family’s legacy and how my father had ruined our lives, reducing us to beggars and criminals.


I had always assumed I would inherit the family business and become as legendary a Kingman as my ancestors. It had taken me ten years to admit that wouldn’t happen, and now I had nothing to show for my hope but empty pockets, useless skills, and the enduring desire to redeem my family.


But, looking back, I couldn’t say I would have done anything differently. I had spent much of my childhood searching for a cure for my mother. It hadn’t made a difference yet, but at least I hadn’t given up, as most did when their loved ones became Forgotten. Family looked after family, and I wouldn’t stop until she was cured.


But another swig of vodka was the only answer I gave to his question.


He finished a stitch. “Take an apprenticeship on the Gold Coast. I have a few friends who would take you on. Especially if Granen was flooded by a moon-wave last night, after that piece of Celona hit the ocean. You’d be worked hard, and the conditions are rough with the unpredictable tides, but in a few years you could be a journeyman. Or even a knight. They still have them down there.”


As sensible as that was, I couldn’t do it. Even if Gwen and Lyon could pay for my mother’s medical expenses alone, I wouldn’t abandon her until I found a cure. Maybe then I could seek out a life without feeling indebted to my family’s name.


“Any other ideas?”


“You could be a city messenger,” he said, less delicate with the needle than before. “Post always has to be delivered. Or join one of the guilds … Wouldn’t make you a noble, but you’d be close.”


“My goal is to be farther away from the nobility, not closer.”


“Honestly, given how childishly you act, it’s shocking to hear you have any goals at all—”


I kept my silence about curing my mother. I knew it was a foolish dream—one he would ridicule, but one I wouldn’t want to give up until I had tried everything. Until I knew there was no hope for her.


“—and don’t feel indebted to this city because of that brand on your neck or your last name.”


A pause. “What if I can’t help it?”


“Then, when the rebels attack, join me on the battlements. Either you’ll die a hero or live long enough to see you can never redeem your family in the eyes of the king.”


If there was no chance at redemption for my family, then what was I supposed to do?


Who was I, if not a Kingman?


“There,” Angelo said, cutting the thread. “Done.”


“Thanks, Angelo.”


He rose from his seat with a smile. “It’s why I’m here. But if you steal my guns again, I’ll throw you out on the streets. No more second, or third, or fourth, or fifth chances. I’d be in as much trouble as you if they were traced back to me. Understand?”


A nod.


“And in thanks for my remarkable healing skills, you’re going to make breakfast every day next week. Fair?”


“Fair.” It was well worth the price. A few infections had taught me as much.


“Still planning on going to the stadium to celebrate Kingman Day today?” Angelo asked.


I touched the stitches to see how tender the cut was. Which only seemed like a stupid idea after I’d done it. “Haven’t missed one yet. I’m seeing a friend first, though. Are you cooking tonight?”


“No,” he said, tidying away his supplies. “You’ll be on your own. Nothing fresh, but there’s plenty of pickled food in the pantry.”


I groaned. Pickling was a hobby of Angelo’s, and he liked to experiment. Suddenly skipping breakfast this morning was fine; I’d need to be hungry later. I waved goodbye and went in search of Trey.


There was a whole world waiting for me if I abandoned my family’s name. But, for now, I had a friend waiting for me and an execution to attend.


Maybe tomorrow I’d stop fearing the future.
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THE LIVING LANTERN


Even though Trey lived on the east side of Hollow with tweekers and thieves, he worked on the Isle surrounded by scholars scared of ripping paper with their delicate fingers.


It was normally impossible to get a job outside of one’s quarter. But since Trey worked to organize a blind Archivist’s personal records, she didn’t care where he was from, only that he did his job well. If Trey could read and write fluently, it would have been perfect. But there were words that he had never learned or heard before—having taught himself how to read and write with partially burned books found in the trash—so I spent a portion of my mornings helping him.


Today was no different.


I entered the Archivist’s house and joined Trey in the basement, where he had dozens of papers spread out in front of him. He had a pencil in one hand, the other fisted, ready to pound the table when he was stuck. Based on how much was on its side or teetering, he’d had a frustrating morning.


“You’re late,” he said.


I took a seat opposite him. Even though we looked different— him lanky, quick, and of mixed race, whereas I was broad, muscular, and light-skinned—we were brothers more than Lyon and I were anymore. Maybe because our disagreements didn’t devolve into shouting matches. Family was supposed to be able to do that, too.


As Trey cracked his knuckles, I took the paper he was working on and scanned through it:


On the fortieth day of the seventh month, a piece of Celona, fallen when the moon was at its apex, was retrieved from the Iliar mountain range. Our initial attempts to discern its message were futile, but eventually a child was able to relay it to us:


“Enough with the past, let it die with them.”


Once we had recorded the hidden message correctly, we placed it in our vault for safekeeping. Archivist Laetia, you and your assistant, Trayvon, would have to come to us to see it yourself. As promised, we are transcribing our work on why only a select few can hear the messages. May this aid your endevors.


The Institute of Amalgamation


“I see Archivist Laetia is still obsessed with the pieces of Celona. Please tell me she doesn’t actually believe they’re messages from God like the fanatics do.”


“I don’t know what she believes,” Trey said, adding the paper to a pile and scribbling a note to himself. “We don’t talk about that.”


“Aren’t you curious?”


“Not curious enough to ask and risk losing my job if our beliefs don’t match. You know how Archivists are. They only see the world their way.”


“If you left, you could always con nobles again with me and Sirash.”


“And leave Jamal alone all night? No, thanks.” Trey pushed a piece of paper back to me. “What do you think?”


“You spelt ‘endeavors’ wrong. You’re missing the a between the e and v. Use ‘pursuits’ instead.”


“No, it’s better if I use the same language as the Archivist, in her reports. Was that the only mistake?”


“Your name was spelt wrong, too. It’s an e instead of an a.”


Trey cursed a few times and scribbled something out with his pencil. “We can leave once I’m done with this. The Archivist is letting me go early so I can participate in the selection process for the High Noble Fab armies.”


“I thought you’d have more work today.”


“I’ve been here since first light and I’m only finishing now. You’re still planning on spending the day fishing with Jamal, right?”


“Of course.”


“You swear you’re not going to Kingman Day?”


“After what happened last year? Not a chance. Where is Jamal, anyway?”


“Visiting our ma’s grave.”


I held my tongue as I watched Trey clean up his workstation. As he did, I couldn’t help but glance at some of the pages. His notes were so clear and concise, no one would have been able to tell that a few years ago he was completely illiterate. Except recently he had started making obvious mistakes with words that should have been impossible to forget. His name the most obvious. There was only one logical answer.


We’d crossed over the eastern bridge on our way to the graveyard when I finally said, “You’ve been tinkering with your Fabrications again, haven’t you.”


He opened his mouth to respond, then furrowed his brow and said, “What gave me away?”


“Everything you’ve written for the past week has had your name misspelled.”


“I was hoping you wouldn’t notice that.” “What were you thinking?”


Trey held up his hand and a steady glow of light came off it. “I know that my specialization is light, but I can’t control it most of the time, and I need to. Otherwise I’m nothing but the world’s least useful lantern.”


“Tinkering with them by yourself is dangerous until you know the basics. Why not wait until you’ve joined one of the High Noble Fabricator armies?”


“Because they won’t teach me unless I sign an eight-year contract to do their bidding in exchange. I don’t want to live with those self-righteous High Noble pricks for that long if there’s another way. Especially not when I just want to learn how to control my Fabs and move on. I don’t want to be remembered … I just want to live without fear.” A shrug. “So I experimented. Even tried to find a book about it.”


As we passed a group of children play fighting with sticks and rocks, I said, “Everyone wants to be remembered.”


“Not me.”


“You’re lying, but, regardless, you can’t go your entire life unconsciously using Fabrications. You’ll be a Forgotten before you’re twenty-five—and in the army you could be trained by twenty-six.”


“But once I know how to control my Fabs, I never have to use them—and I think I’ve almost got it. It has something to do with how I see the world. The glow occurs when I imagine things lighter in my head. Although I can’t figure out what’s going on with the shadows—”


“Is your freedom worth more than your life?”


Trey stopped. “Besides my brother, my freedom is all I have.”


“And is it worth more than your brother? What would he do if you forgot about him? It may just be words now, but it won’t be forever. No one is that lucky. Find a teacher and learn from them before it’s too late.”


Trey glared at me, but we continued walking. “I wouldn’t have to teach myself or join one of the Fab armies if Hollow Academy was still open.”


“Blame my father for dying. Or the king for getting rid of it instead of finding someone else to oversee it.”


“The king has always been incompetent. But running the academy was a Kingman family responsibility. So it seems reasonable to blame the only Kingman I know.” He said it with a grin.


“You going to blame me for shattering Celona next?”


“Thinking about it.”


“Then maybe I should yell at you for being a moonstruck—”


“Can you let it be? I took your advice once already and applied to join the Fab armies. The selection process won’t conclude until this evening,” Trey said. “I need to go. No doubt, unless I show up early, they’ll say I’m late and reject me.”


“Fine,” I said, wondering if that was the whole truth or whether it had something to do with Trey having no desire to see his mother’s grave. We’d reached the graveyard’s iron gates, and going further would take him out of his way. “Want me to bring Jamal to Margaux Keep afterwards?”


“Please. I promised we’d get some chicken after my interviews, no matter what happened. You’re still planning to spend the day fishing, right?” He was always overprotective of his little brother, doublechecking what he’d be doing.


“Yes.”


“Thanks, Michael. Catch a redfish for me.” Trey slapped me on the back and took off for his interviews, while I passed through the gates and started to walk down the hill through a sea of graves to find Jamal. He was sitting cross-legged in front of a recently disturbed patch of dirt, in the shadow of a destroyed stone tower. As usual, his stuffed dragon was with him. It was his most prized posession, and he took it everywhere.


“How’s your mother?” I asked. Jamal was darker and shorter than Trey, but their eyes were the same. One day I hoped to have as close knit a family as they did.


Jamal kicked at the dirt. “Still dead, but I wanted to know where she was. Makes me feel better.” He checked behind me, to be sure Trey wasn’t hidden from sight, then perked up and said, “We’re still going to the colosseum for Kingman Day, right? And the execution?”


“Obviously.”


Before either of us moved, Jamal looked back into the sea of graves behind us. “Oh. Do yah want to visit your da while you’re here?”


I didn’t look back. “No, he isn’t going anywhere.”


If I had to see a Kingman who’d disappointed me, I’d rather it be my executioner brother than my child-murdering father. At least when Lyon killed people, I could pretend they deserved it.
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THE CHAINED EXECUTIONER


“Do you know who’s being executed this Kingman Day yet?”


“Not this year, no.”


I only ever knew if I went to a bakery the day before. They were always gossiping about the latest noble drama there, and I never truly cared. Either the person being executed for treason was a rebel or they weren’t … and the fact that their guilt wasn’t always that clear made me feel sick. As did the Royals and High Nobles who had turned a day once meant to celebrate my family into the day my brother stood in front of a crowd and executed others.


The High Nobles didn’t even attend, always preferring to watch from a distance.


“It’s Low Noble Philip Grossman.”


I knew him. Sirash and I had conned him a few weeks ago, when he first arrived in Hollow for the Endless Waltz. He’d been one of the easiest targets, and his aim was atrocious. During the mock duel, his hands had shaken more than a wet dog trying to get dry.


“What’s the charge?” I asked.


“Transportation of firearms from New Dracon City to Hollow with the intent to sell,” he recited carefully.


“Low Noble Grossman oversees grain farmers. I doubt he’s smart enough to smuggle guns into Hollow. Let alone sell them.”


“The Royals wouldn’t charge him with treason if it wasn’t true.”


“If you say so,” I said, letting the conversation go, knowing Jamal saw these executions more as a form of entertainment than a representation of justice. Probably because he and Trey had grown up hating and envying the nobility. It had taken Trey years to call me a friend, and longer still before he let me meet his brother.


“Trey will be fine today, you know.”


“I know. I’ve just been worried about him ever since your mother died. He seems to be handling it …” I trailed off, unable to find the right word.


“Ma was always addicted to Blackberry,” Jamal said. “He’s protected me from her outbursts, the stealing, and the rest of it. When she died … I don’t know, I think he’s trying to find his place in the world. We survived the East Side; now he has a chance to do more than that.”


Something else Trey and I had in common, unlike my actual brother. He may have bowed to the nobility, but I never would.


“He won’t tell me how she died,” I said.


“Me neither. Just that she died like she lived: alone and only caring about herself.”


“Didn’t she steal food from you two when you were young?”


“Every day.”


“Then I suppose she deserved her fate. Just like my father,” I said as we neared the large crowds for the execution.


Kingman Day used to be held in the Great Stone Square on the Isle or in front of the castle in the Upper Quarter. But since it became a spectator event where rebel nobles met the ax, they had decided to hold it somewhere the nobility never went. Luckily, no one on the East Side cared, seeing it as a business opportunity. The children, in particular, were always selling pointy rocks, rotten vegetables, and fresh dung in such large quantities, it made me wonder where they got their stock from. Aside from the dung, it certainly wasn’t coming from their own district: the Militia Quarter had been stripped clean of anything that could turn a profit.


The Militia Quarter was one of the oldest districts in the city, having been built back when Hollow was founded. The buildings were a motley mess of different materials, having been hit by moonfall more often than any other part of the city. Everything in the quarter was misplaced and run-down, from the broken cobbles that could pierce shoes to the cracked and pothole-riddled roads. Sirash and his brother worked in one of the bakeries—although, as it was Kingman Day, the baking was all done in advance so they could enjoy the festivities.


I was thankful there were no masks depicting my ancestors this year. The ones meant to look like my father didn’t, and still made me angry. As part of the day, an Archivist was regaling the crowd with a stupidly detailed list of all the historical mistakes uncovered in the past year, deciding what the truth truly was. When it became clear they weren’t going to slander my family again this year, I ignored the rest of the scandalous noble drama.


“We should get a good spot for the execution,” Jamal said. “I want to hear the rebel’s last words. I want to know if he feels remorseful for what he did and who he helped in his last breaths.”


Usually they just cried.


“You don’t want to get food rations?”


Jamal shook his head. “If I show up with rations later, Trey won’t be able to pretend we went fishing. We’ve been enjoying the king’s diet lately, and I wouldn’t want to ruin a terrible thing, you know? Besides, the line is too long. By the time we got up there, all the bread would be gone.”


“Do you want something to throw?”


Jamal took a few rocks from his pocket with a smile. “Brought my own! The children always charge so much for them. We only charged an iron trite a stone, but now they cost two! It’s a robbery!”


“Jealous?”


“Yes,” Jamal said with a roll of his eyes. “Since Trey is trying to learn how to use Fabs. When are you going to?”


“I’m not.”


“But you’re a Kingman! You have to catch lightning like the Unnamed Kingman could!”


“You can’t catch lightning. Fabrications don’t work like that. At best you could create some lightning of your own if that was your specialization, but—”


Jamal shushed me. Loudly. “Let me have my Kingman stories. Hearing them from my ma was the best. And if I have to be friends with the lamest Kingman ever, let me at least pretend you might be a legend one day.”


“You only want me to be a legend to get into the stories yourself.”


“Yah,” he said. “Best chance to be remembered by someone other than you and Trey.”


I rubbed my arm. “I’m still sorry you’re not a Fabricator, Jamal.”


“Me too. But it makes sense. Trey’s only a Fab because his deadbeat father was a High Noble. My father was a fisherman. Not a drop of magic in his blood. Sadly, not all men are created equal.”


“I—”


He looked up at me, serious now. “Don’t feel sorry for me. I may not be a Fab, but you are. So you should learn how to use them. Then I can be remembered, too.”


If only it was that simple. My ancestors were titans, insurmountable by any mortal … and the older I got, the less it seemed the three of us could ever be remembered as fondly as they were. Or, if we would be a generation without greatness, only remembered for allowing the Kingman name to survive when it should have died with my father.


“Weren’t we going to meet your friend and his brother?” Jamal said after I had grown quiet.


“They’re saving us seats in the colosseum.”


“Close to the stage?”


“Not too close. I don’t want to accidentally end up in line for the ax.”


“I’d save you.”


“Oh, would you? You’d charge through the crowds and fight the Militia?”


“Obviously,” Jamal said as he flexed his muscles. “They’d have to send Ravens to slow me down.”


“Of course they would.”


“Don’t believe me? Just wait. If you’re ever in trouble, I’ll save you. That’s a promise. I’ll even bring Trey.”


I had a hard time containing my laughter. “Trey? Never. It would take nothing short of a war—where you were in trouble—to get him into the public eye.”


Jamal glanced at me. “I’d at least try. Maybe he’d agree if I begged.”


“I’ll believe it when I see it.”


We made our way through the crowds and into the colosseum, which was a marvel of stone construction, taller than the walls that guarded the city and maintained as perfectly as the High Noble keeps. Some Archivists claimed it had been built before the Wolven Kings lost control of Hollow, but I had always doubted that. It didn’t show hundreds of years of wear and tear. If anything, it looked new.


Most of the crowd had gathered around the stage in the center of the colosseum. We went up the stairs toward the top instead. Sirash and his adoptive brother Arjay waved us over. Arjay had two loaves of bread and a bag of candied nuts in his hands.


“You two took your sweet time getting here. We were worried you’d miss it,” Sirash said as we sat down. “You forget the way?”


“Michael was late,” Jamal said.


Arjay snickered. “Nothing unusual, then.”


Sirash handed Jamal his own bag of candied nuts, to the boy’s excitement, and he and Arjay began to compare their bags. I gave Sirash a nod of thanks and he smiled in response. He knew from experience how important small luxuries were to those who had very little.


“What are the chances of us conning another noble before the Endless Waltz begins?” he asked.


“Minimal,” I said. “Though two Low Nobles are arriving today from the outskirts.”


“Do you know their names?”


I shook my head. “We’d have to be lucky to find them.”


“We’re rarely lucky.” A pause. “Winter is going to be rough this year. Especially if the supply caravans into Hollow get less frequent.”


“I’ll help when I can. I’m always around to nick wood from the nobility’s gardens.”


“Like you have a choice,” he said, nudging me with his shoulder. “Family looks after family.”


“Always.” A pause. Gwen’s suggestion had been at the back of my mind all morning. “Sirash, if I had the chance to help a lot of people, but it meant I had to compromise my beliefs, should I do it?”


“You just said a lot, and nothing, all at the same time.”


“I could earn a lot of money by working for a High Noble.”


“Which one?” he asked.


“Domet the Deranged.”


“Shit,” he said. “Do you want to get a drink later? That won’t be a quick conversation.”


“Yeah, I’d like that. Thanks, Sirash.”


Before I could steal some candied nuts from Jamal, my brother was climbing the stairs to the executioner’s block, dressed in black with a serrated great-sword in his hands. He had a list of names tattooed on his right arm, a record of all the nobles he had executed so someone would remember them. He had the names of his lowerclass victims, peasants and merchants, on his back. I’d never seen it, but I suspected there was little unmarked skin left.


Lyon stood in front of the block, flanked by a monk from each church ready to record the rebel’s last words. He faced the crowd and let the point of his sword hover above the ground. As he looked down, the treason brand above his eyebrow was exposed for everyone to see, so there was no mistaking that the nobility had made a Kingman their puppet.


With my brother in place, his noble victim would arrive quickly. Sure enough, I heard vegetables and rocks splatting against flesh before I saw him. The crowds cleared a path for him and his escort as they pelted the rebel with everything they had.


To give him some credit, he didn’t scream or curse the crowd as some did. He only wept, softly and steadily, with every step he took. I got a better look at him once he reached the platform: similar in age to me, bruises plentiful under his loose rags, and eyes that had long since abandoned hope.


His female Scales escort chained him to the executioner’s block as my brother stepped forward, cleared his throat, and then said, “I am here on behalf of King Isaac to execute Low Noble Philip Grossman on charges of treason, smuggling, and improper handling of financial records. Low Noble Grossman, do you have anything to say?”


Low Noble Grossman tried to compose himself for a moment and then, in a strained voice, said, “I didn’t do it. I didn’t do it. Tell my parents I didn’t do it. Tell them to remember me. Please. Please … I don’t want to be forgotten. God, be merciful. I don’t want to die. Please. Please …”


Lyon raised his sword above the noble’s neck. “You will not be forgotten. Your name will live on, even if your body does not.”


My brother was efficient—he had been executing people for years—and he severed the noble’s head in one clean strike.


There was a splatter of blood and a thump as the head dropped into the basket, followed by that lull of noise that always came after a death, before the crowd started hollering and cheering, Jamal one of the loudest.


Lyon cleaned his sword with careful, precise movements and dropped a rag over the basket to hide the head. He picked it up and was gone before the escort who had led the noble to the block had recovered from the shock of seeing an execution.


“Lot of blood this time,” Jamal said.


“There’s always a lot of blood,” Sirash stated.


“You’d think they’d find a less messy way to do it,” Arjay said.


“The blood is the least of today’s worries,” I said darkly, getting to my feet. With the excitement over, we joined the mob descending the stairs and began to leave the colosseum.


“You don’t think the rebels would be stupid enough to attack Hollow, do yah?” Jamal asked.


“How can they not?” I countered. “How many rebels do we execute or hang every week? A dozen? Two dozen? How long before we’ve killed so many they—”


I didn’t finish my sentence.


A man with the rebel’s symbol of the closed red fist painted onto his face and a sword in his hand emerged from the crowds. He cut down one of the monks in a fluid motion and shouted: “Long live David Kingman!”


The rebel closed his eyes and tilted his head back before exploding into a brilliant blue flame. I was frozen as I watched it happen, wondering why a Fabricator turned rebel, and hoping Jamal and Arjay were still behind me.


When his fire touched the stage, multiple explosions rocked the pristine colosseum and the twisted and broken streets of the Militia Quarter beyond. As we were blown back, the colosseum cracked and crumbled around us. The people trapped inside screamed desperate, pained wails as thick black smoke covered everything. Angelo had been right. The rebels had come to destroy this city, as they had Naverre. The last thing I remembered was being thrown by the blast, my face skidding across the shattered stones, wondering what death would be like.
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FAMILY


My ancestors weren’t waiting for me in the afterlife, only darkness.


Had I been left in nothingness for the lies I had told and the dishonorable acts I had performed to survive? Was my father somewhere close by? If I had to be punished, could I at least be punished with family? It would make it easier. And maybe I could finally ask him why he had murdered Davey. I wanted to know. Simply so I could know if I idolized the wrong man.


My body hurt. And that confused me; I had always assumed there would be no pain in death.


It made sense everyone had been wrong about that. Who wanted to think death would bring more pain? Life is cruel enough. I hoped Jamal, Sirash, and Arjay were still alive. I hoped they were safe. I was fine with dying if it meant they would live. At least then I could claim to be as selfless as my ancestors.


Someone was calling my name. How was someone calling to me when I was dead?


Michael. Michael.


I knew that voice. Was it my father? No. Different. Younger. Scared. Did they need me?


Michael. Wake up! Please!


My family still needed me.


I took a breath, and it burned.
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NOBODY


I choked on the sharp smell of burnt hair, sulfur, and shit mixed together. I was sprawled out on the ground with clumps of sharp stone lodged into the side of my face. I twitched my fingers. Then my toes. And then flexed my muscles. Dull pain washed over my entire body as my vision blurred into focus.

OEBPS/images/img_23.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_39.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_69.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_67.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
The
INGDOM

of [IARS

NICK MARTELL

LLLLLLLL
OOOOOO





OEBPS/images/img_57.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_15.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_49.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘Some things run in families.
Like magic, betrayal,
and murder . . .

'NICK MARTELL





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Dedication



		Title Page



		Contents



		Prologue







		1 AN AUDIENCE



		2 THE WOMAN IN THE ASYLUM



		3 THE HANGED



		4 THE VISIONARY ON THE WALL



		5 THE LIVING LANTERN



		6 THE CHAINED EXECUTIONER



		7 FAMILY



		8 NOBODY



		9 THE FORGOTTEN BOY



		10 THE REGRETFUL MAN



		11 THE MAN WHO CAME THROUGH THE WINDOW



		12 EXTENDED FAMILY



		13 THE FABRICATOR AND THE HISTORIAN



		14 THE EXTINGUISHED



		15 THE CORRUPT PRINCE



		16 THE RECLAIMER



		17 THE BOY AND THE WOLF



		18 A GAMBLER AND HIS FOLLY



		19 A FOSTER FATHER



		20 THE RAVEN



		21 THE KING OF STORIES



		22 THE HUNTERS



		23 THE SACRIFICES



		24 SHE WHO WOULD BE QUEEN



		25 THE MAN WITHOUT HIS MEMORIES



		26 THE MERCENARY



		27 THE MERCENARY’S APPRENTICE



		28 THE REDEEMER



		29 MUSICIANS



		30 THOSE WHO REMAIN



		31 ROCK



		32 TINDER



		33 SPARK



		34 EMBERS



		35 ASHES



		36 NOBILITY



		37 GOODHEARTED



		38 EXPOSURE



		39 LAWFUL



		40 OVATION



		41 STANDSTILL



		42 LUNACY



		43 YEARNING



		44 IMPASSE



		45 NUANCES



		46 GONE



		47 KINGMAKER



		48



		49 THE LAST ACT OF MICHAEL KINGMAN



		50 THE LAST TESTIMONY OF MICHAEL KINGMAN



		51 THE LIFE AND DEATH OF MICHAEL KINGMAN



		52 THE EXECUTION OF MICHAEL KINGMAN



		53 THE LEGACY OF MICHAEL KINGMAN



		EPILOGUE: DAWN OF A NEW DAY



		ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



		Credits



		Copyright













Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading











OEBPS/images/img_31.jpg





