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Terror is our only enemy.


We defeat it by dying.


—Brînian proverb





CHAPTER ONE



“Cut her throat. His own wife.”


Draken vae Khellian couldn’t escape the whispers. Chains shackled his wrists to a ring in the ship’s hold: the chains were just long enough for him to reach the bucket that served as a toilet. His arms bled from the heavy metal bands and he cramped from sitting in one position for so long, but the physical pain didn’t compare to the agony tearing at his heart.


“Probably thought he’d get off, being the King’s cousin.”


Bastard cousin, Draken thought. Korde knew it didn’t count for much now.


“I heard he was a bowrank commander in the war,” said another. “Fought off the coast.”


And decorated for it, too.


Draken had passed the better part of three sevenmoon in the dank prison ship, listening to the sea slap the wooden sides, quivering from rotgut and trying to ignore the whispers from the other three prisoners. They rarely rose to direct taunts, but he heard them all the same.


Draken kept his head down and his eyes slitted at a rat. It edged nearer, whiskers twitching. If it got close enough he could snatch it for the biggest meal he’d had in weeks.


“Truth? Royal blood don’t spare you from what you are.”


The last was louder, spoken by the youngest of the prisoners: Sarc, a lanky boy-man convicted of a rape and murder spree. The beatings and worse indignities Sarc had suffered while waiting for the prison ship had been relieved by Draken’s arrest and conviction. Draken had paid in flesh not only for Lesle’s murder, but also for the double offense of having both royal blood and Brînian blood pumping through his veins. Nobody liked a half breed.


Gods keep him, the other prisoners didn’t know his wife had been gutted and blooded like an animal, as Akrasian magickers did for their black spells. If his fellow prisoners suspected him of magicks, he’d already be dead.


“Land!” Feet slapped the deck and ropes banged as the rigging creaked overhead. “Ho, Captain! Land!”


Draken lifted his head.


“My lens.” The captain’s voice, crisp, clear.


Footfalls scuttled overhead. The rat darted away.


No one in the belly of the ship met the others’ eyes as the hatch overhead opened, admitting cool sea breezes and a rectangle of blue sky. The captain didn’t sully her polished boots on the hold floor. She didn’t even show her face as she called down, “Half-day to Akrasia, dogs.”


Draken leaned his head back and laid his bleeding wrists in his lap. He stared at the patch of sunlight glaring through the open hatch and drew in a breath thick with stinking men, sea salt, rotted fish, and body waste.


Akrasia.


The arse-end of the world.
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The prisoners assembled on deck to find the ship anchored in a quiet bay. Crisp sea breezes cut through their prison-issue: loose tunics, ill-fitting breeches, rags wound around their feet in lieu of boots. Their hands had been branded with the sigils of their crimes. They’d been convicts long enough to watch them blister with infection and heal badly.


Hollow with hunger, Draken slouched next to the others. His arms felt light and loose without the chains. The cuts on his wrists stung in the sea air. The sun warmed his back as it glared off the shining deck.


The captain, dressed in the bloodstone uniform befitting her station, stared hard at them. Once, Draken had outranked her. Even after he’d left the navy for the secretive Black Guard, they’d maintained an acquaintanceship, frequenting the same balls and occasionally the same skirmishes. She took a step toward him, fingers whitened on her sword hilt.


“By order of the Monoean Crown, it is my pleasure to carry out your sentence of banishment for your crimes against our people.”


The rowboat still swung on its ropes overhead.


“You don’t mean us to swim?” Sarc hissed.


The ship’s crew echoed Sarc in a mocking whine and burst into laughter. Sarc scowled at the sea and shivered. The other three prisoners shuffled their feet. Strictly speaking, the ship had brought the prisoners to Akrasia. They were well within her waters. But forcing them to swim sorely tested the Monoean custom of letting the gods decide their fates in exile.


“We’re due to patrol the Hoarfrost in two sevenmoon. I don’t have time to ferry you to shore.” Her eyes locked on Draken’s. Lips curled in a sneer, she gestured to the rail. “Officers first, Commander.”


Draken walked to the rail and looked back at the captain.


She arched an eyebrow. “Maybe you’ll find your Brînian father there, eh, Draken?”


He didn’t react to the taunt. Slave children and bastards learn early to ignore slights and set-backs. Instead, he concentrated on his surroundings. Given their time at sea, where the sun sat in the sky, and the topography of the coast, Draken suspected they might be near Khein. During his time with the Black Guard, Draken had interrogated many Brînian soldiers. Their statements and the tactical briefings he’d been privy to suggested the Akrasian Crown kept a sizeable stronghold at Khein as a buffer between the coastal wilds and the capital city, Auwaer. But who knew how accurate this information was, or where exactly he was. Draken wondered if his wife’s murderer had come back through Khein, through this very bay, or even come back to Akrasia at all.


The captain drew her sword. “Best jump, Commander. Given the opportunity, I’d slice you up and leave you for the errings. Swimming is better than a killer like you deserves.”


Her opinion of him mattered little. Naught did, now. He turned to the rail, raised his hands over his head, and took to the water in an arcing dive. The sea closed about him like liquid stone, driving the air from his chest. Whenever he shut his eyes he saw his wife and this time was no different: hanging by her wrists from a gamehook in the kitchen, her slack face untouched, blonde hair curled down her back, still beautiful despite the gaping, empty slash running from her delicate throat to her womanhood. Gods willing, errings hunted this small bay and would tear him to pieces, end the grief that ate him from the inside every waking moment and plagued his restive dreams.


He only sank a little, legs moving slow in the current. His lungs burned without air, but the water soothed his hurts and aches. The sea always had. Lesle, too, had loved the ocean. But she surely couldn’t rest in Ma’Vanni’s watery paradise while her murderer walked free. Again he wondered if her killer walked Akrasian lands, working magicks with Lesle’s innards and blood.


The thought sparked a burst of hatred, temporarily replacing his grief. Draken opened his eyes to stare at the play of sunlight on the sea over his head. Maybe he could find her murderer and stop the magic. Maybe he could find peace for Lesle, at least. Not the first time he’d thought it, but this was the first time the possibility seemed real.


His arms started moving and his legs kicked. Good fortune his cousin-King’s navy had taught him to swim.


When he cleared the water, he collapsed in a shock of sea grass. The swim had unwound the rags tied to his feet. His back and legs quivered with exhaustion. He heard a quiet dripping of someone else leaving the water and roused himself. But the warning came too late. Sarc leapt on him from behind, fists pounding Draken’s aching back. A sharp blow rang through his skull.


“It was you!” Sarc shouted. “If she didn’t hate you so much, she wouldn’t have made us swim, Brînian half-blood bastard!”


Draken threw the smaller man off with a grunt and spun, only to greet Sarc’s fist driven into his stomach. Draken registered they were alone—the other two banished prisoners hadn’t managed the swim.


The Monoean Navy had trained Draken to fight with fist and knife and bow, and he’d risen to special assignment with the Crown’s Black Guard, hunting the remnants of the Brînian army after the Decade War. “Mopping up,” his cousin-King called it. Truth, he’d spent the last few years wielding more scrolls than fists, but his body recalled what to do.


Draken barreled into Sarc. The boy-man flailed out, but Draken shoved his arms aside and slammed his fist into his face. Sarc struggled, tried to guard himself. Draken held Sarc’s arms down and pinned him to the rocky shore.


“Do not follow or I will kill you,” Draken said. “Do you doubt me?”


Sarc stared at him, breathing hard and stinking of the sea and rotted teeth. He shook his head.


Draken hit him again, feeling the younger man’s jaws snap together. He drew his fist back a third time, but Sarc’s eyes rolled white and he fell limp.


Draken stared down at the stinking boy-criminal, fury roaring in his veins. This was different from killing in war or hunting out hidden enemies. He wanted to hit Sarc again. He wanted to feel wet blood between his fingers. He wanted to make a man, any man, pay for the crime against his wife, for his conviction and banishment.


But Sarc was not that man.


Draken swallowed hard and let his hand fall to his side. He had done enough. Sarc wouldn’t follow him.


As he walked away into the trees edging the rocky beach, Draken glanced skyward, but no moons lingered this morn. None of the Seven Eyes had witnessed his transgression: a trained soldier attacking a civilian. Still, he would make his prayer of reparation in the night and do someone a good deed in turn, find his way back into the graces of the gods. If such a place existed for him any more, and if any Akrasian would accept good will from an exiled half-blood enemy.


Doubtful, if the thickets were symbolic of the welcome he could expect. They caught Draken’s rags as if the very forest didn’t want him to pass. Brambles stung his bare feet. He slogged on, picking his way through, staring at the strange foliage until a root tripped him up. He fell to his hands and knees, stunned. His eye traveled up its tree. It was smooth for about three arm-spans until giant, sail-sized leaves branched out, shading him from the sun. Gray creepers snaked up the trunk. He reached out to squeeze the vine. It bled molten silver, staining his fingertips. He’d heard of such, but thought them fantasies of his Akrasian and Brînian prisoners.


Now he wondered what other assumed lies might be truth, and which truths actually lies. He thought he had a fair grasp of the politics and culture in the nation of Akrasia based on a career of studying and fighting their soldiers. The kingdom of Akrasia once had covered roughly two-thirds of the small continent: woods and farmlands and rough trading cities. Brîn, a principality, had held the more profitable third, rife with moonwrought mines and the only year-round seaport. Via that port, Brîn had once done a brisk trade with many kingdoms, even Monoea. But before Draken had been born, the Akrasian King had finally conquered Brîn after generations of trying. Just about the time Draken had matured into the navy, that same Akrasian King had sent an army made up of vicious Brînian troops to try their hand at conquering Monoea. If they succeeded, Brîn could buy back its freedom with the spoils and escape Akrasia’s thumb. That had not come to fruition. It took some doing, but the Akrasians and their Brînian army had been soundly driven off.


Draken still remembered the Night of Surrender, the revelry and joy that the Decade War was over. Soon after, his cousin-King had ribboned him with awards of valor. But the best rewards had been yet to come.


“I leave the remnants of the war to your skilled hands, Draken, because I know I can trust you,” the King had said as he had lifted Draken to his feet. Born a slave, but risen to one of the highest ranking officers in the Black Guard, Draken had been able to secure Lesle’s hand in marriage because of his King’s trust. Draken paused beneath a tree covered in iridescent scales, lost in memories. He touched the cool, smooth trunk, but twitched back when the tree shivered beneath his hand. Hesitantly, he tried again, and saw it shake this time, heard the branches rustle overhead. Golden fruits hung heavy amid thin gray leaves, but none had fallen and he had no wish to climb a tree that could shake him off. What magicks was this? He backed away. Vines and moss grew over the other trunks, but this tree remained clean of such adornments. A small clearing surrounded it, as if even the undergrowth didn’t dare draw near this prince of the forest.


Once he heard a rustling close behind him and stopped to stare back into the varied shades of green leaves. He listened a long while. His brow furrowed. An animal wouldn’t fall quiet just because he had. He strode back and poked around in the undergrowth, but found nothing.


The day warmed. Heat and dehydration started to press against the inside of his head, alongside memories of Lesle, her laughter, the feel of her skin beneath his hand…he shoved them away. Hunger gnawed at his stomach. At least onboard ship he’d gotten regular water. He was slowed by his aching, torn feet and sore knees, but he doggedly trudged on.


He found a cobbled road in the night, under the light of two moons hovering over the break in the foliage. He tried to gauge the monthday by their position but soon gave up. Of the Seven Eyes, three were of similar size. One was Elna with her black spot; the other might have been Korde or Shaim. He couldn’t be certain for their positioning was different here than it was in Monoea.


Beyond, the inland road lay straight, dying into the darkness of the woods. Behind him, it curved out of sight, back toward the sea. Inland would lead him to civilization, to food, maybe, and people, and danger. He took the straight route.


When he came to a house he stopped. A horse dozed in a small corral and an outlying building looked like a bird coop. Hewn logs made up the walls and the roof was flat. His home city in Monoea had icy winters. A flat roof would collapse from the snow. Akrasia, or this region, didn’t see much snow, then. Shutters held back the night.


For a brief moment he considered stealing the horse, but reconsidered when he thought how such a loss would devastate a poor family. Eggs, though, they could surely spare. He stepped over the fence and crept among the few hens to close his fingers around a warm egg. He cracked the shell against his teeth, poured the slimy yolk down his throat, and soon found two more. His tongue didn’t much like it, but they took the sharp edge off his hunger. Afterward he walked on, the smooth rounded cobbles almost soothing on his abused feet as long as he took care not to stub a toe. He heard movement in the undergrowth again, near the road, and another time just ahead. He didn’t stop, assuming it must be animals.


A group of structures took shape in the dark ahead. A village. Going there was a death wish. But his feet kept carrying him toward the stone buildings, all shuttered tight. He looked at the letters etched into a lintel beam. He could speak Akrasian passably, but not read it.


From a low, open stable, he heard peaceful animal noises. Two dark taverns—what he wouldn’t give for a cold draught of wine—and a gated smithy hung to the left of the stable. The rest appeared to be homes, not so unlike a village in Monoea. He thought about people sleeping in warm beds and drew in a slow breath of clean, damp air, tinged with wood smoke, salt water, and his sweat. He wondered if this was Khein and why they didn’t have walls or anyone on watch. Perhaps the garrison was off in the woods somewhere, or further on this road.


At the other end of the village, the road curled around a well. He jogged forward and cranked up the bucket. The rope squeaked, but no lanterns flared. He drank deeply and splashed his face, wishing he had a skin to carry more.


As he took a second drink, he heard the quick clop of hooves on cobbles. Drawing a breath to calm his stuttering heart, he considered hiding, but they approached too quickly. And, after all, he’d done nothing worse than take a little water. In Monoea, wells were open to everyone. He turned to face the newcomers, still holding the ladle.


The third risen moon lit them well. Two warhorses halted with a clattering of shod hooves on the stones and a swish of restless tails. Marked as pureblood Akrasians by the black tattooed lines lining their eyes, the riders fair bristled with weapons. Knives on belts, swords on their saddles, bows on their backs. They wore green tabards, patterned with the Sevenmoon of Akrasia, one cut with three stripes, the other plain.


He scoured his memory for the Akrasian ranks. No stripes meant a mounted bowman or blademan: servii, they were called in Akrasian tongue. Stripes signified officers. Three must mean better than a Horsemarshal.


Fishscale protected their biceps and skirted their hips, expensive stuff bestowed only upon the King’s Guard at home in Monoea. Stitched leather greaves clad their forearms, matching the designs on their boots. Either Draken was mistaken on the sigils of rank or the Akrasian crown had significant moneys to spend on their lowest soldiers. The horse bearing the servii had an oblong bundle tied to the back of its saddle, too big for just a bedroll.


The servii fixed Draken with the measured stare of a soldier who knew what he was about. Provided his armor wasn’t thickly padded, he had thighs as bulky as fence posts. The thrice-striped marshal, who wore an aristocratic half-smile and his long black hair held back by a white circlet of moon-wrought, lifted his chin and asked in Akrasian, “What are you doing so far from home, pirate?”


If they only knew how far. And pirate, indeed. They thought him Brînian, no doubt because of his dark skin inherited from his Brînian father. The time he’d spent tracking Akrasians and Brînians for the Monoean Crown taught him most Brînian warriors didn’t know much of their conquerer’s speech, refusing to learn Akrasian as a point of pride. He certainly shouldn’t speak it with his Monoean accent. He raised his hands in what he hoped was a disarming gesture and replied in Brînish, “No trouble here. I’m moving on.”


They muttered to each other and glared down at him. The bigger soldier urged his mount forward. Draken heard the unmistakable whisper of a sword against leather.


Death lingers in hesitation. Draken’s father had taught him that, early and well with the strap. Without a second thought, Draken threw the ladle at them, rounded the well, and raced into the cover of the woods, hearing noises of pursuit on his heels. The soldiers spat curses as they had to slow to find a path through the close trees. Draken didn’t look back. He simply ran.


His bare feet protested, toes pierced by twigs and small rocks, but the compacted soil made a reliable surface. All the branches were too high to reach, the brambles too thin to hide in. Running hard, he had no warning when the ground gave way beneath some waxy creepers on the ground. He tripped headlong into a deep gully. The impact smacked the air from his chest.


Violent thrashing behind. The Akrasians shouted directions to each other.


His heart keeping cadence with the pounding hooves, Draken yanked at vines and leaves in a quick bid to conceal himself. A bank of underbrush hid the hole between a thick tangle of unearthed roots. If they passed without looking down, or falling in, he had a chance.


I am the ground, he thought. He flattened himself into the gully.


Before he could blink, before fear made him catch his breath, a warhorse soared overhead, its great belly blocking the moonlight. The horse cleared the gully with strides to spare as the other thundered by. Draken cringed back, but the noise of the hooves faded off.


At last, all fell silent except for the foliage moving in a slight breeze. Muscles still shuddering from his abrupt burst of exertion, he took a moment to catch his breath before rolling over to check himself for damage. Small, bright Zozia had risen with her brothers and sister, shedding enough light to reveal long stalactites of gray moss hanging from the branches high above. They draped the trees like dusty Sohalia ribbons.


Draken signed his thanks to Zozia for her protection and waited for his breathing to return to normal before getting to his feet. For a moment he just stood, looking at the quiet darkness. No sounds or movement around him. He sank back down on a root and rubbed his eyes with a grimy hand.


Hunger urged him to go back to the town, to find something edible to steal. But if it were him on the chase, he’d have the village canvassed soon. And if the village were Khein, that meant soldiers, plenty of them. The road would ease his travel, but maybe it was better to avoid people for now, at least at night.


“All I did was take some water,” he muttered—and not enough of it, at that. He couldn’t keep up a decent pace for long without food and drink. He looked down at his torn, filthy clothing, the ugly brands on his hands marking him as a criminal. The next time he had opportunity, he must steal more food and better clothes. He now regretted leaving the horse in its paddock.


Draken sighed and climbed out of the gully. Stealing. And he’d beaten Sarc senseless. Was his nature so easily remade by events? This banishment already had him considering and committing criminal acts.
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Hours later, a light on the ground ahead moved like it was alive: fire. He crept toward it until he was close enough to see the soldiers he had eluded. The scent of cooking meat made his stomach twist with hunger. One of their horses lifted a head and snuffled in Draken’s direction, but the men paid it no mind.


The two sat near the fire, playing at Khel’s Stones. The pieces glittered white: a moonwrought set. Very expensive. The moonwrought looked at odds with the makeshift board laid out on the bare ground, twigs marking the ever-changing territories. The marshal was winning, sweeping the field.


The marshal said something to the other, too soft to hear, and gestured with his chin. The servii chuckled, replied, and stood up as the marshal picked up the game pieces.


The soldier walked over and knelt next to a bundle on the ground, tightening the ropes on it. “Ha,” he said, grinning at his lord. “This one won’t wriggle from the ropes as the last one did. Catch a fair price, she will.”


“If she’s worth anything after I finish interrogating her.”


“We could do it here.”


“No. Let her sweat.”


Draken heard a whimper from the bundle and his dry lips pressed together in annoyance at the unfriendly amusement. The bundle was too small for an adult and undoubtedly destined for an Akrasian slave market. But what would they interrogate a child about?


He stood for a moment, torn by his need to evade these two and his sympathy for the prisoner. And then the servii did something to clinch the matter. When the captive twitched violently, he gave it a vicious kick. The muffled cry stung Draken’s razed nerves, urged him to run out there and defend the helpless. But the voice of experience also spoke of caution.


Balls to that, he thought.


Gods-damned Akrasian slavers. If anyone deserved stealing from, it was these two. Despite temptation and abundant opportunity, he’d never been deliberately cruel, like kicking a bound, defenseless prisoner. Even when he was the prisoner, during his arrest and conviction, even with the disdain shown him by his cousin-King, Draken had never been harmed by the officials who detained him. Monoean law held the gods alone could decree fate, even for a bastard slave turned murderer. Only the ship captain had dared test the intent of the law.


He looked up at bright Zozia, the tiniest and wisest of the Seven Eyes, goddess of children and the weak. He felt her watching him back. She had protected him when the soldiers had chased him, when Sarc had attacked him, when he’d been too weak to protect himself. Even the Mother, Ma’Vanni, had not allowed the Korde, god of death, to drag him to a watery grave when he’d nearly chosen sinking over swimming. He owed the gods his life, his freedom, and his will. He would protect this little one for them in return. Draken settled in to study the two soldiers. His years spent in his cousin’s Black Guard, hunting down the last of the Brînian invaders who’d gone to ground, had made him familiar with this type of work. Before too long, one of them would step away, and he could make his move.





CHAPTER TWO



Eventually the marshal laid his belt by his side, leaving his sword and dagger within easy reach. He bundled himself into his cloak and immediately closed his black-lined eyes. The servii leaned against a tree, legs crossed, moving his head often enough to let Draken know he was still alert.


Draken crouched in the darkness beyond the clearing, ignoring his tightening muscles. The forest around them was quiet, too quiet. Where were the birds? The creatures of the night and their prey? For an impossibly long while he waited, joints aching, stomach clenched from hunger. He battled it out with his dry throat, clamping down his jaw until his head ached from the strain of trying not to cough. Ma’Vanni and Khellian, gods of peace and war, slowly rose in the skies. Their light shone on the bundle as it shifted and whimpered again.


The servii on watch glanced toward the prisoner before strolling away from the firelight, lifting his sword belt to get at the laces on his breeches.


Draken released a slow breath and crept forward, savoring the relief in moving again. Quietly but quickly he stole across the clearing, making his way to the sleeping form of the marshal. Draken eased the knife from the sheath, pressed his free hand over the marshal’s mouth while at the same time laying the edge of the blade tight against his throat. The marshal’s eyes opened. For a moment Draken’s vision seemed to blur. A black crescent moon imprinted itself on his mind. He blinked it away.


The marshal’s body went forward in a spasm of strength. Draken pressed the knife harder against his throat, drawing blood. The marshal froze his hand, which had been reaching towards his sword hilt. Draken shook his head and the marshal moved his hand away.


“I think we understand each other,” Draken breathed in Akrasian. He kept a close eye on the marshal’s hands. His muscles coiled at the ready as he waited for the other guard to reappear. It only took a moment.


The servii drew his sword at the sight of Draken holding his incapacitated officer on the ground. Draken let go of the marshal’s mouth and threw his sword well behind them. Then he nicked the knife against the marshal’s skin and lifted his eyebrows at the servii. “Drop the sword.”


“Do as he says, Varin.” The marshal spoke with gruff calm. Draken filed it away. He didn’t spook easily.


The servii gave his superior officer a mutinous frown but tossed his sword aside. It stuck, hilt up, in the soft dirt near the dying fire.


Draken gestured with his chin toward the bundle. “Release the child.”


“Child? That’s what you think it is?” the marshal asked.


Draken tightened the knife under the marshal’s chin. “Order him.”


The marshal sighed. “Go on, Varin. Release the Moonling.”


Draken blinked. A Moonling? Moonlings stole away babies in the night if parents didn’t keep the doors and windows barred. They were creatures from cradle tales.


Varin moved toward the bundle. “Aye, my lord.”


Now that Draken was closer, he could see it better. Wrapped in a length of fabric, grasses and dirt caught in the loose weave, and tied tight with silvery rope, the captive truly was child-sized. Dark curls poked through a gap in the end of the fabric, shining in the light of the fire. The servii untied the rope and whoever was inside leaped from the binding like a sprung coil.


Draken caught a glimpse: round face, full cheeks, serious dark eyes, a shock of curls about the shoulders, and a lithe, naked body the color of brownbark tea. She couldn’t have been four feet tall. Before he blinked she was gone. If he’d had a hand free, he’d have been scratching his head in confusion. She was no child. He’d caught sight of well-defined breasts. But she was so small.


They all stared in the direction in which the prisoner had gone.


“You just released a dangerous enemy of the realm,” the marshal said in wry tone, snapping Draken’s attention back to the matter at hand.


Dangerous. Right. From a such tiny thing.


“The rope.” Draken jerked his chin and gave the servii a withering look. “Come over here and tie him. If you try anything against me, I’ll slit his throat.”


He drew another bead of blood to punctuate the point and the marshal grunted under his grip. Draken twisted him onto his side, keeping up steady pressure on the knife, and the soldier bound the marshal’s hands behind his back, as well as his ankles. The servii scowled and muttered under his breath while doing so, casting sidewise glares at Draken.


Draken waved Varin away. He backed from Draken slowly, and stopped after ten cautious steps. Keeping the knife on the marshal’s throat, Draken tested the knots and kept an eye on the servii. Tight enough. Then he advanced on the still-free soldier, stopping to pick up more rope from the bundle.


A knife whipped into the soldier’s hand. Khellian’s balls! Draken didn’t want to kill either of them. He only meant to make amends to Zozia by freeing the abused childling, and if he was honest with himself steal some food and a horse. The swords were too far away to be of use but that was all right. His training in his cousin’s navy had made him proficient with bows, not swords, but the Black Guard had given him plenty of experience with close-in wet work.


They circled slowly, warily taking stock of one another. The servii lunged. Stinging pain, not deep, but the servii had bloodied him on his first try. No point in drawing this out. Before they circled another step, Draken leapt on him. The servii thrust out, twisting his aim slightly to find Draken’s heart. Draken ducked the blow, but let his arm strike upward, stabbing true into the soldier’s throat and jerking the knife back. Blood jutted out, black against the silver moonlight. The servii staggered and fell back. He scrabbled at the wound as he writhed in the dried leaves and dirt. But it was too late.


Draken stood over him, riding a nauseating wave of exhaustion, staring into the servii’s eyes as he fought death. Behind him, the marshal shouted, writhing in his bindings. Draken turned to look at him as the servii’s struggles ebbed.


The marshal’s refined features tightened into hate. “It seems the realm has a fresh enemy.”


“Not so fresh,” Draken replied. He met those black eyes, feeling empty and soulless as the servii’s blood poured out on the ground. It smelled of salt and churned the hunger in his gut into something sickening. This fight hadn’t eased his debt to the gods.


Then he shook himself into action. He cleaned his knife on the dead man’s leg and buckled the servii’s belt around his own waist. He collected food, the flasks, and a green cloak for warmth, packed his ill-gotten goods into a saddlebag, and began saddling the larger of the two horses, a mare.


The marshal stared at him all the while, wrath tearing all culture from his narrow features and leaving something feral in its place. Draken had no doubt his anger would become a well-kindled hatred. But the marshal spoke again.


“Now you steal from us? Bear you no shame under the gaze of the Seven Eyes?”


Father would have killed him without hesitation, Draken thought, suppressing a shiver. Nothing like putting knives into people to bring back memories of a childhood gone sour. The choice between doing the right thing and doing the easy thing was never an easy choice.


The bay mare seemed sound and agreeable. She stood still while he tightened the girth on her saddle and mounted. All the while, he considered killing the marshal. Maybe he should spare Varin a burial, or at least a prayer. He looked back at the dead servii.


Who was gone.


Every bit of air fled his lungs.


He urged the horse over to the tree where the man had died. The body had left an impression in the softened soil and moonlight illuminated the significant pool of blood. Draken looked around. He’d watched the man die. But there was no sign of him.


“Where is he?” he asked.


The marshal watched with a cruel, silent smile as Draken rode around the clearing and canvassed the nearby woods. He found nothing and the moons were dropping back into the Palace of the Gods to sleep for the day. He couldn’t spare another moment. With one last glance toward the marshal, he turned the horse away from the clearing. Even after he knew he was much too far away to be seen, he couldn’t shake the feeling of those lined eyes on his back.


Draken huddled in his cloak as the horse walked. The moonless moments before dawn passed slowly, silently, as if the world held its breath before the absolving wash of sun. So when a scream pierced the silence, the mare bolted so quickly he barely reined her in, his whole body stiff and jarring against her movements. She quivered beneath him, ears flat, nostrils huffing, tail twitching, neck muscles stiff under his palm.


The penetrating echo throbbed through Draken’s body, searing his veins like poison. A waft of blood fouled the air, reminding him how his house had smelled when he found Lesle. Familiar grief started to fill his soul, but this time it was like a physical thing, burrowing deep into his heart. He breathed deeply, filling his lungs with air, trying to displace it, but it gave no quarter. The grief squeezed his heart tightly and then released, as if to show Draken its power. The strain of fighting it left him shaking and gasping, huddled over the horse’s neck.


He’d been devastated by Lesle’s death, caught in a bewildering seastorm of accusations and abuse, trial and banishment. But this fresh grief took hold of him like a physical creature, a worm snaking inside, eating up the last of what was good and right and leaving behind only hatred and bitterness. It ached in him, gripped his muscles and chilled his marrow.


“Blessed Ma’Vanni, what is happening to me?” he gasped.


The horse turned her head to study the lunatic on her back with one eye.


Draken’s head started to fog. Cold, so cold. Pain and grief spun through Draken and tumbled him to the ground. He hit the dirt with a thud, on his hands and knees. Brambles scraped his face like tiny daggers. The sting brought him back for a breath, but grief battled back his awareness. It was all he knew, twisting hatred and bitterness bestowed by Lesle’s death.


He had to get rid of it, get it out. Dig it out with the knife, if it came to it. He scrabbled for the blade on his belt and lifted it to his throat. The tranquility of control radiated from the cold metal. He still had that much power. He could stop this thing. The knife pressed deeper into his skin—


A sharp voice cut through the night. “Free him at once, wicked bane. I am Mance and I command you.”


Draken froze beneath the voice, felt something wrench within him. The grief loosened its grip on his heart, slipped lower, clinging to his cramping bowels.


“Begone, foul spirit, back to Eidola with you.”


Draken’s blade fell to the brambles. His guts writhed and clenched as he vomited up a glowing, filmy mist that shot away through the trees. He sank back on his haunches and looked up, seeking his savior.


Gloved hands reached out for him. He squinted, saw the shadow of the man who owned the hands. Light glared in his eyes, emanating from one of the silvery, trembling trees. The stranger gripped him and dragged him across the low bracken to the bare dirt surrounding the shimmering trunk.





CHAPTER THREE



“That’s it. You’re your own man again.”


Draken opened his eyes. A pale, silvery figure squatted a few feet from him. A faded gray cloak puddled around the figure’s heels, and a cool hand rested on Draken’s forehead. Draken’s heart thumped an alarm, especially considering the silvery figure was armed with a longbow and a heavy quiver of gray-fletched arrows. The newcomer was smiling, however. Also, he was the most spectacularly beautiful person Draken had ever seen.


His skin glowed pale silver as moonwrought lit by Sohalia moons. His eyes were set wide and well-placed within a slanted bone structure. The only incongruous feature was a black tattoo of a crescent moon on the man’s pale forehead, taking on the jarring appearance of a third eye. Draken’s eyes narrowed. He’d heard of dangerous mage sects which bore such tattoos. His eyes flicked from the figure’s face to the bow on his back.


He noticed Draken looking at the bow, and laid it on the ground. “I am not going to hurt you.”


“You speak Monoean,” Draken husked out, shoving himself up to a sit.


The mage tipped his head. “No. But you do, and so I shall.”


Draken frowned. But before he could ask him to repeat himself, the man leaned forward and stuck out his narrow hand, clad in a smooth glove baring his fingertips. His silver hair slipped over his shoulder like an incandescent shawl.


“I am Osias,” he said. “Welcome to Akrasia.”


Draken hesitated. His hand was filthy, crusted with the blood of the servii he had killed.


Osias wasn’t affronted; indeed, he seemed most anxious to please. “Have I done wrong? Do Monoeans not grip each others’ hands in greeting?”


Draken nodded and, after another hesitation, accepted the outstretched hand. “Draken vae Khellian,” he said.


“It is an honor to know you, Draken vae Khellian. A noble name for a warrior. Godlike for the godly.”


Draken fought the hysterical urge to laugh. Vae combined with the name of a patron god signified illegitimacy in Monoea. Maybe things were different here, though. “How do you know I’m a warrior?”


“You bear the war-god’s name, do you not?” Osias smiled and gave a little shake of his head. “Your fingers are calloused from long years with the bowstring, as are mine. And you have the bearing of one who can fight.”


Draken nodded.


Osias sat back and wrapped one arm around his knees. “You’re Monoean, aye, but your complexion marks you Brînian.”


Draken’s father had been a Brînian slave in the Monoean Royal House, and Draken was the get of his pairing with a lusty cousin of the King. Shamed and shunned from court, the mother had left the baby Drae in his slave-father’s care with a future as body slave, maybe even for the King. But before he’d reached ten, Draken’s cousin had ascended the throne of Monoea and outlawed the slave trade. Thus freed, Drae’s father had become a mercenary; he had no use for a young son. The King took pity on his young bastard cousin and made provisions for his entry into the Navy. But Osias didn’t need to know all that.


“My father was Brînian,” was all he said.


Osias shrugged. “Ah. Well. Best claim it, then. You look fullblood enough and being sundry will only get you killed or enslaved. As the Gadye say, small secrets won’t harm a soul.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Setia will approve, I should think.”


Draken sifted through the unfamiliar terms. “Setia?”


“My companion. She knows the Brînians, as well as the life of half-blood. She will be a friend to you.” Osias’ smile faded and his gaze dropped to Draken’s marked hand. “Why are you in these woods?”


“Do I trespass your land? If so, I’m in your debt.”


“No, no. I’m far from home.”


“Why are you here then? And how did you find me?” Draken gave him a direct look, suspicions flaring. “Answer truthfully, I’ll do likewise.”


“Truth? I was tracking banes.” Osias glanced around himself, and then he turned his remarkable eyes back on Draken. They were blue, Draken decided. Palest sea-gray blue. “And I found one inside you.”


“A bane? But how…” Words failed him. Banes. Spirits from hearth stories told to frighten children. The matter-of-fact way which Osias had spoken of them made it sound almost plausible that a vengeful creature of Brînian legend had possessed him and fed upon his grief. It was certainly easier than believing he’d nearly succumbed to his anguish over losing Lesle.


“The band fled before succumbing to my will.” Osias took on a musing tone. “An unlikely thing. I must warn the Queen of this development, for where there is one bane, more will follow. And you must testify to her, as a witness.”


The Queen…the Akrasian Queen? “A witness? No, no. I can’t go to court,” Draken said. “I’m—”


“Monoean. I realize it.” Osias was obviously using his knowledge to his advantage. He eyed Draken closely.


“Then you surely realize what it means. Why I am here.” Draken refrained from looking at the marks burned into his hands… marks Osias could not have helped but notice.


“You have done grave crime and suffered banishment.” Osias rose to walk a tight circle around Draken. His gait was rangy and confident. He stopped and laid his hand on the silvery tree shading them from the moonlight. It shuddered under his touch. “Who is following you?”


Draken felt a chill. “No one.”


“Someone with magic does so.” He shook his head. “I sense Moonling wards but your noble blood will protect you.”
 

“I’m no noble.”


Osias arched an eyebrow. “Truth?”


Draken looked away. He might carry noble blood, but mixing it with common blood was heresy against the gods.


“Here you are a Brînian nêre. A warrior lord. I will see to it.”


“I’ve never even been to Brîn before.” Draken thrust his branded hands at Osias. “And what of this? I’m a marked murderer.”


Osias stared at him hard. “Are you? A murderer?”


He had killed in the name of war. And his work in the Black Guard had required killing as well—killing that had seemingly earned him powerful enemies. The only explanation for Lesle’s murder and his subsequent framing was that of revenge. The Akrasian magicks used in the murder also suggested this explanation. He had never considered that his past might put his wife in danger. Disregarding this danger had led directly to her death.


“Aren’t we all?”


“But are you a criminal?” Osias said.


Draken lowered his gaze. “No. At least, not in the way they think.”


“Then the marks mean nothing.” Osias took Draken’s hand and studied it. “I’ll see you fed and clothed, and you shall stand witness at court. A better start than your old countrymen gave you, aye?”


Draken held onto his reserve. He needed time to make a judgment on this man. A sorcerer had most certainly killed his wife and he wasn’t about to throw his lot in with one without a great deal of thought. But then, Osias could be his entrance into the world of magicks. He could lead Draken to his wife’s killer.


“Might I see your bow?” he asked instead. It was something of a polite custom to examine others’ weapons in Monoea.


Osias handed the weapon to him. It was as tall as Osias, a beautiful, willowy thing, glowing pale gray. Draken ran his hand along the smooth wood and drew the powerful string back to his cheek. He’d shot recovered Brînian longbows during the Decade War, but he’d never seen one of such quality.


“My bow is—was recurve. Smaller, for mounted use,” he said. “Or to deploy from sail riggings.”


“Perhaps we can find you such a weapon in the markets at Auwaer.” Draken’s mind raced at the mention of the capital city, but before he could ask Osias to confirm where exactly they were, a woman materialized from the shadows. “Setia, meet Draken.”


She stood only to the middle of Draken’s chest. Silver locks blended into her curly hair, lending age her face didn’t carry. She shrank back when he looked into her face.


Draken realized with a start that the stippling he’d attributed to the tree-filtered sunlight was part of her coloring. Pale dapples covered her skin. They disappeared down her neck under the edge of her clothing and reappeared on her hands.


At last his manners caught up to his surprise. “Lady,” he said, bowing over her hand. “It is my honor.”


She turned to Osias and spoke to him in another language. Osias responded in the same language, reaching out to rub her arm. He nodded to Draken. “We should move, lest the Moonlings think we brought the bane here.”


“Moonlings?” Draken asked, surprised to hear the word again.


“Aye. Setia is a Moonling half and they appreciate mixed blood less than most,” Osias said. “Come. We’ll arrive at Auwaer before evening and get some food into you before we see the Queen.”


“This isn’t a good idea,” Draken said aloud, while internally he tried to calculate his location. He had been put ashore near Khein, just as he had suspected. It’d be a day’s walk or so to Auwaer, if the confiscated maps he’d seen were to scale.


Osias fixed him with his clear-eyed stare again. “This isn’t a request, friend.”


A chill spread from the top of Draken’s head to his toes. Fabric sprang to life around him, and his cloak fluttered around his boots… boots? He looked down. His rags were gone. He wore new clothes; a clean black cloak covered his shoulders, a black tunic bared his throat and half his chest, tight leather trousers tucked into boots to the knee. They felt stiff and new. Real. The stolen knife rested in a new sheath on a belt.


“What is this? What did you do to me?”


“I clad you properly, in the colors of Brîn, your principality.”


“Change me back, sorcerer.”


“You call me sorcerer as if it’s an insult when I only mean to see you fed and treated well at Auwaer.” Osias looked at him pointedly. “In return, you must only report to the Queen about the bane.”


“If I go before this Queen, she will recognize me for what I am and have me killed.”


“If you stay here, the Moonlings will condemn you more surely. I believe they’re following you and I don’t expect they mean well.” Osias gestured to toward the tree and fashioned a cold smile. “Come, Draken. I’m asking for a simple exchange of favors.”


“An exchange which could cost me my life.”


Osias darkened, his skin taking on the hue of tarnished moonwrought. “No. An exchange which will save it.” Ropes snaked around Draken’s body like creeping snakes, squeezing tightly and holding his hand in place before he could reach for his knife. “I am not asking. Come as my friend, or as my prisoner. That is your choice. But you are coming to Auwaer and you are going before the Queen.”


Draken struggled against the ropes while Osias and Setia watched silently. At last he clenched his jaw and looked away. A feeling of hopelessness overcame him. “All right. I’ll go. I put my life in your hands. But I don’t have to like it.”


The ropes snaked away and sizzled to dust at his feet.


Before long, Draken’s initial anger turned to maddening frustration. Given his hunger and exhaustion, the effort of dragging the reluctant mare through the thick woods seemed an endless battle. He hoped a real meal might be in his future, though he was skeptical one would be presented to him upon his arrival in the capital.


While Setia scouted ahead, Osias passed him back a water-skin. Draken drank, staring at the patches of sky visible through the heavy canopy. The morning had brightened into full day, bringing with it a damp heat. He offered Osias the stolen flask in return and slung the glamoured cloak across the horse.


“Thank you for the drink,” Osias said, gesturing with the flask. “Excellent Ocscher-wine. Found it with the green cloak, did you?”


Draken turned to see to his mare, who didn’t need tending, to hide that he didn’t know how to answer. Let Osias think him still angry at being taken captive; it was truth enough. They soon went on, Draken watching Osias as they walked. His hair reflected the light like old glass and he moved with assurance and grace.


“I assure you I’m not so notable among my own kind,” Osias mentioned over his shoulder.


Draken picked a couple of barbs from his tunic. They stuck to his fingertips, burning like tiny insect stings. “How do you know what I’m thinking all the time?”


“I’m sorry,” Osias said. “I’ll pretend not to know.”


“You didn’t answer my question.”


“I am Mance, and I am spared few secrets.”


Draken stopped walking. “I heard you, before. Inside my head. I thought I imagined it.”


Not imagining, friend.


This was different than the tricksters, buskers, and cultpriests he’d seen at home. Real magicks were dangerous, unstable, and angered the gods. Working them was not only heresy, it was lunacy, as far as most people were concerned. The Monoean Crown decreed a generation ago that a civilized nation had no more need for magicks than it did for state-sanctioned execution.


Osias chuckled, but not unkindly. “Magic isn’t outlawed here, though most can’t work it. I am a hunter of banes and a gatekeeper at Eidola, where we imprison those foul things. I have glamour and other small comforts, but I cannot use objects of power.”


“And you can read minds.”


Osias nodded. “I can enter the minds of mortals, so long as they have been altered by death. And you, friend, have had a long alliance with death.”


Draken pushed aside the thought of his recent murder. Something else was bothering him. A small mystic cult which claimed they could speak to the dead had followed Korde, who dragged the dead to Ma’Vanni’s watery kingdom. The Monoean King had ordered Draken’s squad to eradicate them after the war in his effort to refocus faith on Ma’Vanni, Goddess Mother, and her son Shaim, gods of peace. He’d been glad to do it. The cult had done far more to the dead than just talk to them.


“You follow Korde,” he said.


“He is my patron, aye.”


Draken’s lip curled. “Then you’re a necromancer.”


“A fair term,” Osias said, nodding. He didn’t seem to notice Draken’s distaste with the idea.


Draken took a step back, pressing his shoulder against the mare to turn her away. “This was a mistake, coming with you. Let me go now. I’ll find my own way.”


“Draken,” Osias said. “I need your help, and you need mine.”


Draken put his foot in the stirrup.


“It’s not safe for you alone.” Osias cast his gaze around the thick woods. “This is a dangerous, suspicious place, these woods. The bane still hunts you. And maybe something else, as well.”


Draken felt a chill. Bane or no, he’d nearly dragged a knife through his own throat. Ma’Vanni didn’t accept suicides in her realm. “I don’t know. I—”


“I am your friend, a servant should you need.” Osias took a knee and inclined his head. A ray of sun caught his silver head, blinding Draken like snow on a sunny day.


“No magical ropes this time? You think I don’t see what you’re trying to do? First you insist, and now you beg. Manipulation, mage, is a hated trait in my home country.”


Osias didn’t lift his head. “You are home.”


As Draken squinted down at Osias’ bowed head, a sigh filled his lungs and his shoulders fell. His only alternative was to become the criminal Monoea believed him to be. His best hope at survival was to sell his services as a warrior to the highest bidder, to become a mercenary like his rotted father. It was an honest living, if not honorable. Given his past life in service of his King, and his current circumstances, Draken began to doubt such distinctions mattered much. The swim had surely washed the last of his honor away. He was condemned to Akrasia, banished, lost.


And merc work might enable him to track Lesle’s killer.


“Get up,” he said gruffly. “Take me to the Queen. Gods willing, she’ll pay well for what I’ll give her.”
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Not long after, the foliage gaped to reveal a dirt path stirred by many hoof-prints. Foliage and grasses on either side of the trail had been trampled in places. One of the giant, pearly trees rested in a wide clearing alongside the path. Draken had the sudden insight that Osias’ bow had been honed of wood from such a tree.


Fruits had fallen, stems still intact. Someone on horseback hadn’t been as respectful as the undergrowth; hooves had trampled the fallen fruit, leaving half-moon gouges in the bare soil. Draken knelt to examine the fresh breaks. The fruit oozed a pale yellow juice. The smell reminded him of Lesle’s favorite flower, the quinnex. She’d planted masses of them to bloom every summer. Their scent had mingled with the smell of her blood the day he’d found her.


“That is an Ocscher Tree,” Osias said. “The fruits make the fair wine you shared with me, but the greens are poison.” The tree hung thick with the golden fruits, shining amid the leaves like small suns.


“Someone passed by here recently,” Draken said, indicating the broken fruits. “In a hurry by the looks of it.”


Osias nodded and they pressed on, meeting no one on the path. They walked on in silence as Draken’s stomach complained of hunger, his mind worried, and his limbs aching.


And then, with no warning, the trees and the path ended.


The world ended.





CHAPTER FOUR



A head lay a simple flat darkness, a black as black as Draken had ever seen, as if all light had extinguished and left behind sightless, alien void. The grasses and trees stood in sharp relief against it, brilliant greens and grays and the shining golds of the Ocscher. But when he switched his focus to the blackness, he felt his pupils widen painfully, as if he’d stepped into endless night.


His hand crept up to sketch a protective sigil over his chest. “What in Ma’Vanni’s name is that?”


“The Palisade around Auwaer,” Osias said. “It holds fair and interferes with my senses. Someone could walk upon us without warning.”


“I’ll scout,” Setia said.


She curled her fingers around the lowest branch of a tree and pulled herself upward. She shimmied through the branches and climbed across to another higher tree, disappearing among the thick branches. When she dropped back onto the ground next to them she spoke in a hushed, warning tone.


“Greens are thick about us.”


“Royal Escorts,” Osias said grimly. His pupils were enormous, irises ugly purple rings against the whites. “I suppose we’d best be off, and find the proper entrance. Escorts cannot be trusted, not with Draken. Not just yet.”


Draken heard the arrow as it cut a swath through the leaves, but he didn’t see it until it paused mid-flight in front of his own heart, quivering. Osias reached out and plucked it from the air. His sleeve slipped back, revealing a wide, dull metal band on his forearm.


Osias’ irises inverted back on his pupils and flooded the whites. His entire eye swirled purple-gray. It was so alien, so wrong, it was sickening to see. Draken took a step back, swallowing hard. Osias started to nock the arrow on his bowstring.


Setia moved closer to Osias and laid her small hand on his arm. “They think Draken is alone. They do not see us yet through your wards.”


A sound as deadly as the hiss of a hungry snake filled the forest and green-cloaked soldiers materialized around them, circling them with glittering sword points. Leather armor peeked between the folds of their green cloaks, black braces clad each wrist, and heavy black boots graced each leg to the knee. Silent and still, the company far outnumbered the arrows in Osias’ quiver.


Osias met each soldier’s gaze as he slowly spun, his cloak sweeping the forest floor. “We are Mance-bound. We cannot be touched.”


One by one the sword points dropped, and then one of them stepped aside and bowed to someone approaching on horseback. Only from years of concealing his emotions on a daily basis did Draken contain his shock. The marshal he’d left tied in the woods, dismounted and leading his horse, hacked his way through the undergrowth with brutal sweeps of a sword. The animal’s flanks were wet and its mouth frothed around its bit.


“Lord Marshal Reavan!” The royal escorts slapped their fists to their chests and cast worried gazes at his face. One stepped forward. “We’ve intercepted a Brînian and a—”


“Silence.”


At his hissed order, they stepped back to admit him into the circle. He scanned their lowered swords with an upturned lip, flicked his gaze across the intruders, and stopped at Draken’s face.


Lord Marshal? Gods, he headed the whole Akrasian army. Draken held his ground, torn between terrible regret for sparing him and relief he hadn’t murdered such a high-ranking soldier. The missing servii must have crawled off, wounded, only come back and untie the Lord Marshal. But something about it didn’t feel right.


The Lord Marshal looked at Osias. “You dare attempt the Palisade uninvited?”


“I’ve come a fair distance to deliver a message to your Queen, and I was merely looking for the main gate,” Osias said.


The Lord Marshal let it go for the moment. Instead, he directed his attention toward his soldiers. “Stand down,” he snapped. “You don’t assault Mance without risking the voice of the dead.”


Swords were sheathed as each soldier took a step back. They pushed back their hoods. Each of their eyes were also lined in black. Faces set, they fell back into vague formation behind their Lord Marshal and fixed their impassive gazes on his back. Draken knew unrelenting discipline when he saw it. They had no thought in their heads beyond swift response to their commander’s next directive. I used to be one of them, he thought.


“He stinks of the sea and wears Brînian black,” the Lord Marshal said, jerking his chin toward Draken. “What has this pirate to do with you, Lord Mance?”


“Draken is a Brînian bloodlord, a man of honor. I found him in the forest under attack,” Osias said.


“And the sundry?” The word was an insult, directed at Setia.


Osias’ reply was equally as firm. “Mance-bound.”


The Lord Marshal drew himself up. “I am Lord Marshal Reavan of the Royal Escort, Proxy for Her Majesty, Queen Elena of Akrasia. Kneel to your sovereign, Mance.”


Osias was untroubled by this challenge. “My allegiance belongs to my kind and my King, good cousin. But I pledge to show you the reverence you deserve while I am in your company.” Osias touched all ten fingertips to his forehead and gave a slight bow—a disarming gesture, literally. Both his hands were free of weapons, the bow and arrow gone.


Reverence you deserve, indeed. Said reverence to be determined by Osias. The Mance had begun a negotiation of conduct. Draken looked at Reavan to see what he read into the statement.


The Lord Marshal was not a stupid man. He’d caught Osias’ point. Again his chin jerked toward Draken, forcing the issue. Claim him or not, but no shoddy diplomacy would be tolerated here. Draken stiffened.


“He’s not like Setia,” Osias admitted. “But he is a witness to my report for the Queen.”


Reavan lifted his chin. “This bloodlord, as you call him, murdered my First Captain.”


Draken frowned. The servii he’d killed had no stripes. First Captain? And if he had indeed been killed, how had Reavan gotten free?


Osias paused. “Please, accept my reparation on his behalf.” His bow was lower this time.


Draken could handle his own affairs. He opened his mouth to protest, but he felt a small hand slip into his: Setia’s.


“What will you give the Queen in his stead?” Reavan asked.


“It is given,” Osias said. “We travel under diplomatic protection and you attacked. I failed to take my due, as is my right.”


Reavan’s lips tightened into a white line. Several hands went for sword hilts. Draken’s gut clenched. But Osias just tipped his head, awaiting Reavan’s decision.


“If you’ve a message from Eidola, Her Majesty will want to see you straight away,” Reavan said at last. “The Mance will accompany us inside the wall as a freeman, but the sundry and the Brînian are considered prisoners until otherwise decreed by the Queen. My First Captain’s death is an issue of State.”


“You chased me—” Draken started, but Osias interrupted smoothly.


“I am certain Her Majesty will see our side, Lord Marshal.” Osias inclined his chin. “But for now, so be it.”


Again a prisoner. Draken didn’t like it at all. But when the two soldiers took the reins of the mare he had been leading and bound his sore wrists behind his back, he endured it without struggle. There were too many sharp swords about. The ropes dug into the cuts left from the shackles. They couldn’t have failed to notice the brands on his hands. The soldier who bound him whispered something to another.


Osias joined Reavan in the lead. Draken and Setia followed, pushed ahead of several sword points. Draken wasn’t too sure about going into the empty blackness, but the swords stole his choice. As they moved closer, his entire body dragged, as if he waded through chest-deep snow. Terrible imagery assaulted him with every step. He would fall off into nothing and plummet for an eternity. Half-rotted creatures preyed on those who were stupid enough to draw near. He would die an endless death in the blackness.


The Lord Marshal walked on, leading his willing horse, with Osias a half-step behind, as if they would gladly drop off into nothing. When Reavan was two steps away from the blackness, he waved his hand as if sweeping aside a cobweb.


A flash of light pierced the black, making Draken squint in the glare. Reavan walked through without hesitation, and Osias followed. The soldier behind Draken nudged him out of his shock with a sharp jab from a sword hilt. As soon as he was through the Palisade, he felt as if a veil had been torn from his senses. They stepped onto a road of clean, white gravel. Two-story buildings of gray stone and polished wood flanked the road. Dozens of people spoke in businesslike, ordinary tones, moving quickly as if on errands. High-pitched laughter burst out. A man jogged past them, a leather scroll tube slung over his back. Small boys pulled rattling carts and horses hauled wagons. Somewhere rubbish burned and faint scents of cooking fires and wool and dust drifted by. Animals snuffled, people spoke, wagon wheels creaked, gravel crunched under the footfalls of the soldiers marching beside him. A green knoll rose on his left, shaded by trees.


Draken had never seen so many pureblood Akrasians in one place before. His impression of the population was dominated by one unifying feature: every eye was outlined in black, from the smallest of children to the oldest adults. It served to intensify their expressions. Beyond that, most leaned toward the fair skin, lean features, and black hair of Reavan and his Escorts.


Draken looked behind himself, seeking some familiarity. The white gravel died at the path in the woods. One nearby house encroached on the trees, and three children played by the door with a small rodent. The boy picked up the creature by its tail and it squeaked. But the blackness was gone, not seen on this side of itself.


Draken stumbled in surprise, and an Escort caught his arm. “Watch your path, pirate.”


The sun loomed high, and after the shadows of the forest the warmth on Draken’s shoulders felt welcome. Osias’ hair gleamed in the sun, too bright to look at, and in the light, his pale skin took on a new brilliance. Setia’s dapples shone.


Adult passersby showed veiled interest in their party, especially Draken, but children stared, unabashed. Reavan led the way, chin up, eyes ahead, not acknowledging any of the people. A small girl abruptly ran near, unmindful of the gleaming swords. She wore a long loose tunic and her feet were bare. Sunburn colored her cheeks and nose. She looked right at Draken. “Are you the Pirate Prince?”
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