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Letter from Lord Keegan Wollesley to a young scholar


You asked what happened. It’s an imprecise question, but I shall do my best to answer.


Where does one begin to recount a story like this?


In the beginning there was the Mother. She created all things, and the gods were her children. They each cared for their people, until in time they grew restless, and began to war among themselves.


It was in the clash between Macean the Gambler and Barrica the Warrior that the land of Vostain was destroyed. Deprived of his followers in a single heartbeat, the laughing god Valus was no more.


So the king of Alinor, Anselm, offered such a great sacrifice, such an act of faith, that Barrica was empowered to bind Macean in sleep, and prevent him from making war. After that, the gods stepped back from our world, except for Barrica, who left the door ajar to keep watch over her sleeping brother, changing her name from Barrica the Warrior to Barrica the Sentinel.


And that’s the end of the story—for five hundred years, at least.


We pick up the thread again when Prince Leander of Alinor boarded a ship to make his family’s traditional pilgrimage to the Isles of the Gods, to strengthen Barrica, so she could maintain her bindings on Macean. Aboard that ship was Selly Walker, daughter of the fleet, a girl with the sea in her veins. Also aboard, your humble correspondent. I am sometimes asked if I set out as the prince’s companion—the answer is no. I was en route to the Bibliotek, and unaware of the ship’s change of course.


In Mellacea, faith in their sleeping god had waned over five centuries, but was now rising—the green sisters had maintained a stubborn presence, and their second-in-command, Sister Beris, was ready to awaken her god.


Her interests aligned with those of Laskia, who wished to prove to her older sister, Ruby—the leader of their gang—that she was ready for greater responsibility. Laskia intercepted and destroyed what she believed to be the prince’s ship. In fact, she had found a decoy fleet, sent to distract such as her from the prince’s mission.


She was accompanied by Jude Kien, once a schoolmate of Leander and myself, now a member of a Port Naranda gang. Jude’s role was to identify the prince’s body, but amid the carnage, his task proved impossible.


Laskia’s people killed all those aboard the progress fleet and left evidence to frame the Mellacean government, hoping to prompt a war that would serve both Sister Beris’s and Ruby’s interests. They then came in pursuit of Selly’s ship, which they had seen on the horizon, and knew to be a witness. Despite Prince Leander’s fearsome feats of magic, their pursuit was ultimately successful.


They murdered every soul aboard—or believed they had. Selly, the prince, and I survived, rigged a lifeboat, and set sail for Port Naranda in Mellacea, the only land within reach.


We intended on handing ourselves over to the Alinorish ambassador. Shortly after she met with us, however, she was assassinated—our dinghy had been discovered, and Laskia was now aware of our presence.


The assassination meant that war was inevitable, but we still hoped we could limit the damage to a conflict between humans, rather than gods. Macean was dangerously close to awakening, and we knew we had to make the sacrifice that would strengthen Barrica, at any cost.


We purchased a fishing boat, and laid in a course for the Isles of the Gods.


Upon reaching the Isle of Barrica, we discovered that Laskia had sent thugs to destroy the temple. The sacrifice was now impossible.


With Laskia close behind us, we pressed on to the Isle of the Mother in the hope of finding her temple intact. Legend has it that all gods are present in the temple of their mother, and we hoped to find Barrica’s presence strong enough to receive a sacrifice.


We arrived with only moments to spare, and discovered there was no way down to the altar. Knowing a great sacrifice was called for, Leander offered his life, leaping from above. In doing so, he unexpectedly empowered Barrica enough that she was able to save him from death, making him a Messenger.


As his new power threatened to overwhelm Leander, Selly bound herself to him as his anchor, sharing the load, and saving his life.


Laskia attempted to emulate him, and also made the leap. With her god bound in sleep, he was slow to respond, and we set sail for Kirkpool and home, believing we had witnessed her death.


We were wrong.
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The Docks
Kirkpool, Alinor


Everything in Kirkpool that can float, from a battleship to a bathtub, is coming to greet us. Steamships and schooners, merchants and fishing boats, they’re all jostling for space in crowded harbor waters made choppy by their maneuvering.


The decks are thick with bodies, and everyone’s cheering, flying sapphire-blue Alinorish flags, waving as the Emma makes her way in toward the golden city on the hill.


Leander stands silently at my side, gazing out across the harbor with a calm I’m desperate to break. There’s no easy laugh, no wink to put me at ease, no joke about how this kind of welcoming committee is just another day in his charmed life, full of all the usual admirers. When I scan his eyes, I can read nothing in them.


Before he became a vessel for the power of his goddess, his gaze was the warm brown mahogany of a ship’s timbers. Now it’s the same emerald green as our magician’s marks.


I know he’s in there, though. I know.


I grip the wheel tighter and exchange a glance with Keegan as we enter the thickest part of the cheering fleet, the boats around us sitting low in the water, every one of them loaded to the point of instability. Our scholar is taking it all in solemnly.


The crowd is shouting and singing, greeting us as joyfully as if we’ve won a war for them. And I suppose we have.


For all of them, this moment is more than victory. And then I hear the word in their cries.


Messenger!


Somehow they know what Leander is—just as they knew he was coming. “Seven hells, Keegan, do you . . . ?”


“I hear it,” he murmurs. “But how word has traveled ahead of us, I don’t know.”


The cries around us are of pure joy. Alinor has a Messenger, and Mellacea will be forced to cower before us. This is absolute triumph.


They don’t understand that we paid for this power with their prince.


Leander shifts his weight toward me, and lifts one hand to lay it over mine where I grip the wheel. A shiver of magic goes through me, like the static before a storm, my body prickling.


It happens every time he touches me, this current of raw power. He’s barely left my side since we left the Isle of the Mother—and Laskia’s broken body, and Jude’s broken spirit—behind.


When I sleep, Leander sits quietly with me, and when I come up on deck, he follows, never out of reach. I can tell where he is at any given moment without turning my head, feel the press of his mind against mine as clearly as if it were his fingers weaving through mine to squeeze.


“We shouldn’t talk to anybody until we’ve seen Queen Augusta,” Keegan says, walking back along the deck toward us.


“I’m not planning on giving interviews,” I reply. Somehow we’d both thought we would just quietly sail back into Kirkpool, find a place to tie up, and then figure out a way into the palace. This is . . . the opposite of that.


He speaks gently. “We need to tell her everything, Selly. These people must not know the decoy fleet is gone, or they wouldn’t be celebrating like this.”


“Oh, goddess,” I breathe, and for a moment, as if in response to the word, the air around me shifts the way it does before a storm, close and heavy. Barrica’s nearer to us than she was before Leander became her Messenger. The words that were once a simple epithet are now . . . something else, when whispered so close to her vessel.


“Leander,” I say softly. “It’s getting harder to sail, the wind in here is a mess with so many boats. Can you please guide us in?”


He doesn’t reply—he hasn’t since it happened—but I know he can hear me.


At night, I dream of him—I see him through frosted glass, or on the other side of a jostling crowd, never quite able to reach him. And it is him, I know it is. I know he’s not gone, even if I don’t know how to reach him yet.


I wake up each morning knowing I was just talking to him. I remember the feel of it—the warmth of his smile, like sunlight—and seeing the whole of him, not just the ghost of him, in his gaze.


Last night, I dreamed he was at the bottom of the sea, standing on white sand, reaching up to me. I was on the surface, trying desperately to dive down to him, tremors running through my limbs, nausea pushing its way up my throat.


Time and again I’d duck underwater, trying to claw my way through the currents, my lungs burning and bursting—and every time I’d fall short, shooting back up to gasp for air, my eyes stinging with salt, my heart pounding so hard I could feel it in my temples.


He stretched his hand out to me, fingers grasping, his wide eyes pleading with me to come for him. I woke, gasping for breath and blinking back tears.


He’s reaching out, trying to talk to me through my dreams from where he’s hunkered down behind his barricades.


The first night of our voyage home, Keegan and I talked about the strangeness of my connection with Leander. We sat on deck, beneath an extraordinary blanket of twinkling stars, barely able to believe we’d survived the chase to the temple that day, let alone everything that came after.


“The concept of a Messenger sharing a bond with someone like this was never in the stories,” Keegan said.


Leander was at my side, and though his breathing had evened out from the pained rasp it had been as we left the Temple of the Mother, he was still pressed close against me. There was nothing of my laughing, charming prince in him now. He felt more like a scared animal, sensitive to every noise, flinching at every movement.


“The stories are centuries old,” I pointed out. “Who knows what details were lost?”


“Almost all of them, I’d say. Messengers always vanished from the historical record so quickly. Like fireflies, a flash before they were gone again. Something about you, about the connection between you . . . you keep him here, like an anchor.”


Sensing Leander’s struggle to hold himself together over the past few days, I can see why the Messengers from history disappeared so soon after they showed up. The sheer amount of power in him threatens to split him at the seams. It’s all too easy to guess at the fate of the Messengers from the old stories.


The vast energy he’s trying to contain fizzes between us, jumping in tiny zaps of static. Somehow I’m helping him, but apart from being close to him, I don’t know what it is I’m doing.


I have to figure it out, before the magic builds inside him to unbearable levels.


If the Messengers of the past never had anchors, then maybe his fate can be different. Maybe he won’t simply flicker out like a firefly’s glow in the darkness.


This boy fought for me, and I fought for him, and I will not let him go.


The water currents shift around us to carry the Emma along, and I can see the glinting pinpricks of the air spirits as they press against the sails to keep them from flapping. Leander doesn’t even seem to charm the spirits anymore—they just rush to do as he wishes.


Effortlessly they carry us through the fleet, the water choppy as the steamships churn it up with their propellers, the wind gusting and then lulling as we travel in and out of the shadows of sails.


As we draw closer to the dock, I can make out the individual faces of the blue-clad Queensguard, linking arms to hold back the onlookers from the place that’s been cleared for us to dock. There are sailors crowded onto the decks of all the ships in prime positions nearby, craning their necks for a look at Leander.


My chest aches, and my throat tightens at the sight of them. I should be standing on the deck of the Lizabetta. It should be Rensa guiding us in.


Leander’s grip on my hand tightens, his skin cool against mine. He senses my sadness, I know it. I lean in to press my shoulder to his, to feel the warmth of him.


Keegan starts to lower the sail as we close the distance between us and the dock, and the air spirits dance in the puffs of current left behind as the canvas folds in on itself. When the Emma bumps in gently against the worn timbers of the dock, there are many hands waiting to make us fast.


“Who’s in charge?” I ask as a couple of Queensguard jump down to locate our mooring lines. I can hear how brittle my voice sounds.


The guards look up to the dock, where a man with a shock of blond hair stands, his handsome face slack with awe. “I, uh—” he begins, then pulls himself together and snaps a salute. “I am.”


“We need to head up to the palace right now,” I say. “In a closed carriage.”


“Right away,” he agrees, somehow standing even more upright.


“Leander.” I turn my attention back to my prince and squeeze his hand. “Let’s go. Come with me.” In the same way that Leander taught me to cast my mind out for spirits, now I reach for his—there’s the crackling sensation of power passing between us for a moment, a hint of him, and then it’s over. He’s understood, and together we cross the deck.


The Queensguard who wait for us shift their weight as they watch, uncertain. I can imagine how we must look to them, now we’re up close. Hardly heroes, with our old, ragged clothes, our sunburned skin, chapped lips, shadowed eyes.


The captain offers his hand, and Keegan takes it first, climbing up to join him on the dock. I go next, gripping tightly as I scramble after him—it’s a long step up from a boat as small as the Emma.


I see the moment the Queensguard captain notices the magician’s marks on my forearm—geometric, different from any I’ve ever seen before, or any he’s seen, I’m sure. His grip slackens for an instant, before he recovers.


They formed when I used my magic for the first time, to calm a storm near the Isles, to save Leander’s life. We had no time to learn what they meant before I became my prince’s anchor, holding him in place in the world.


I say nothing, but turn to offer my hand to Leander. He grips it and climbs up, agile despite his seeming obliviousness to the world around him.


The moment he sets foot on the dock, a shock wave of pure magic ripples out from us. The timbers groan a protest, and cries go up as the circle of onlookers stagger for balance.


It’s like being hit by lightning. My mouth tastes of copper, my limbs are numb for an instant, then tingle unbearably, and then comes a wash of pure, righteous wrath.


Divine power bubbles up, threatening to overwhelm me and making me itch to find a weapon, any weapon.


The roar of the crowd has become a battle cry, and the Queensguard are reaching for their weapons without knowing where the enemy is.


This is the power of Barrica, the warrior goddess, with a Messenger standing on Alinorish soil once more.


I swing around toward Leander, but a shock runs through me as our gazes meet—his emerald eyes have changed again.


Now, I see the storm we battle every night raging in his irises. In a moment, he’ll be completely consumed by the bloodlust raging around us, by the magic flowing through him.


And it will burn him up.


Without thinking I throw my arms around him, press my temple to his, and launch my mind into the space where our dreams live.


The next instant I’ve been transported somewhere else, and I’m lost in a sea of people. My body is buffeted this way and that, like a paper boat in a storm. Someone slams into my shoulder and spins me around, but before I can focus my gaze, the ground tilts, and I’m stumbling again.


A chorus of voices rises all around me, echoing harshly, too garbled to understand. I squint, but there’s bright light coming from somewhere, and my eyes tear up, stinging.


A door slams nearby, and it’s like an earthquake, the force of it rippling through the ground beneath my feet. I press my hands over my ears, and the air seems to thicken around me until it’s like breathing water, though I can’t find the familiar tang of sea salt on my tongue. Instead, it tastes like blood.


“Selly!” Someone’s calling my name, but there are bodies coming and going, and another roar shakes us like dice in a cup. There’s a sensation like water sweeping around my legs, trying to knock me off balance, but when I look down there’s nothing there.


“Selly!”


I know that voice.


“Leander!” My voice cracks, and tears stream down my cheeks. “Leander, where are you?”


Then he’s there. He grabs my hand and pulls me through the crowd. “This way!” he shouts over the roar, and I can only read the shape of the words on his lips.


Suddenly there’s a door, and he yanks it open, bundling me through it. Together we put our shoulders against it, shoving it closed against the press of the crowd, and with a click, it locks. The sound on the other side dims to a dull buzz, and I can hear the harsh rasp of our breath.


We stand pinned in place, staring at each other. Then something between us breaks, and I throw myself into his arms. He wraps me up, his breath still ragged in my ear, and holds me tight. I can’t stop myself from touching him, from making sure over and over again that he’s real. I run my hand along his arm. I cup his cheek and drink in his face. I revel in the press of his fingertips against my skin. It’s him. And he’s been hiding here, a prisoner inside his own mind.


For that, I realize with sudden clarity, is where we are.


Though I’ve never been there, I recognize the marble floors and painted walls of the palace, his home, his retreat. We’re standing on a balcony, like the sort that overlooks a theater—I’ve never been on one, but I’ve looked up to see them from the cheap seats.


Sapphire-blue curtains frame the view out into nothingness. There are cushions piled up on the floor to make a giant nest, each embroidered with an emerald-green design that’s all straight lines. Now that I’m looking around, I see the design is on everything: the wallpaper, the thick carpet beneath our feet, even carved into the wood of the balcony’s railing.


Leander clutches at my arms, and when I look down, a jolt of recognition runs through me. Every embroidered line of the cushions, every pattern engraved in the wood around us, all of it . . . is me. It’s the strange geometric lines of my magician’s marks. The marks that appeared as I protected him in the storm.


“I can hear her voice, Selly.” He’s hoarse with exhaustion, swaying on his feet.


“Whose voice?” I ask, but I know the answer. It sits like a lead weight inside me.


“Barrica. The goddess. She’s out there.” With a nod of his head, he indicates a door on the other side of the balcony, opposite the one we came through.


“She wants you to let her in?”


“Yes. But the world is so loud, so bright—how can I face a goddess?” His eyes—still surging with Barrica’s power—meet mine, full of fear. His terror staggers me, as though someone has sunk a hook between my ribs and is tugging at my heart. His fear is an ache I can hardly bear, and I lean in to rest my forehead against his.


Before either of us can say anything else, the ruckus rises to a fever pitch, the world he’s kept at bay howling to be let in to swallow him whole.


“Leander, we have to go!” I shout over the din.


But he just shakes his head, his arms tightening around me. “I can’t—it’s all too much, too loud. The pain . . .”


The door gives a terrible, squealing groan, like a ship coming apart at the seams.


“We can’t stay here,” I say in his ear, trying not to jump at each splintering crack behind us. “You have to come back with me. There has to be a way out of here, Leander. Barrica bound us together—she can’t have meant it just to be this.”


He draws back, his green eyes meeting mine. “Selly—I don’t know how.”


The palace of his mind trembles, as if under attack from some terrible siege engine beyond the walls. A war machine, ready to crush the very stones of this place to dust in order to reach Leander.


Barrica.


She’s fighting to be let into his mind—to be let into the world.


Deep in my gut lies the certainty that we must not open the door that keeps our goddess from our world. The last time the gods walked among us, they turned an entire country to dust.


I shift my arms around Leander to take hold of his shoulders, giving him the tiniest shake to get him to focus on my face. “It’s either the storm or the goddess. Leander, you have to trust me.”


Leander shudders and says nothing, too consumed by the effort of holding the attacking forces on either side of him at bay.


The door gives another agonized scream under the pressure of the crowds outside it, conjuring up a sudden memory of riding the Lizabetta through a howling gale, listening to her wail as she was battered by wind and waves—but she held.


Storms at sea are so loud, someone can shout in your ear and you won’t hear them. But a ship knows how to give. Even if her timbers are groaning, and her sails are cracking, and it feels like she’s going to break apart on the next wave. She’s built to let the force of the storm run through her. Her captain, her crew . . . they know what to do.


I lift my head, staring at Leander, feeling a sudden, wild grin flash across my face. I know what to do.


In one movement I turn the handle and the door flies open. The roar of the crowd—the screams, the dissonant shouts—washes over us like waves. The blinding lights dazzle my vision. My skin stings as though grains of sand are whipping through the air like a million tiny arrows, all striking us at once.


But I tilt my head and unfocus my gaze as Leander taught me, and the roiling mass of bodies before us shifts—suddenly I see them all like spirits, just white lines, dancing lights.


I raise one hand and make a fist, grabbing the fabric of the dream and twisting. In one motion, I send them all swirling and melting into water.


Their shouts become thunder.


The flashes of light become lightning.


Their jostling becomes the wind, the waves bashing away at us.


We’re at sea in a storm.


And I was born knowing how to sail.


I’ve made the game into something I can win, and as the rain begins to fall, plastering our hair flat against our heads, I smile into the storm. I show my teeth.


“Grab that line, my prince, and haul! We can sail out of here!”






SELLY
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The Docks
Kirkpool, Alinor


My eyes snap open, bright light dazzling them. My whole body aches, pain shooting through my muscles as they clench and spasm. I’m locked in place—I can’t see, and I can’t move.


Then sound comes rushing in—shouts all around me—and I feel the rough wood of the dock against my back, and then I remember.


Leander. The storm.


I’m back in the real world. But is he?


I’ve only felt like this once before, after scrambling with my crew to see the Lizabetta through a freak hurricane—and even then, my battered, bruised body didn’t feel this . . . hollow. I try to sit up and give a ragged, hoarse cry.


Then something—someone—blocks out the sun.


The tousled hair, the way he tilts his head, silhouetted against the light . . . I’m half made of hope and half desperately afraid of what I’ll see.


Then I blink away the tears, and it’s Leander looking back at me. He’s looking back at me properly, those green eyes of his full of life, full of him.


“Leander?” I whisper, barely audible, as if too loud a noise, too sudden an expression of the hope that’s washing through me might scare him away.


His fingers tighten around mine.


“I’m here,” he whispers, his voice husky as he speaks his first words in days. “You saw me through the storm.”


Tears well up to blur my vision, and my body is weightless with relief.


“Easy there, sailor,” he murmurs, trying for a tease, and falling desperately short.


I ignore the pain that sears my muscles as I reach up to grab him and pull him down to me. His body is warm against mine, his heart beating steadily, and all I can think is, He’s here, he’s here, he’s here with me.


“Say it again,” I whisper, trying to ignore the pain hammering at my temples. “Say you’ve come back.”


“I’ve come back,” he whispers. He looks exhausted, his eyes shadowed, strain showing in his face. But it’s him—truly him.


“I was so afraid. . . .” My throat closes, and I bury my head against his shoulder, letting him hold me once more.


“Me too,” he murmurs. “Me too, Selly.”


And then someone clears their throat above us. “Your Highness . . .”


Leander rolls over onto his back to collapse beside me, and we both gaze up at the deeply flustered captain of the Queensguard. He’s still holding his unsheathed sword, having drawn it during the onslaught of Barrica’s will before I pulled Leander into our shared dream, but he holds it loosely, uncertainly. Like a nobleman who’s just been handed a hoe and told to plant a field. I guess this wasn’t in any of his training manuals.


“Captain,” says Leander, with a fair imitation of his usual grin. “I don’t suppose you’d like to put that away?”


The man’s eyes widen, and he looks down at his sword in confusion. He fumbles with it, trying to follow his prince’s orders. Keegan steps cautiously around him and stoops to offer me a hand, heaving me to my feet, and then does the same for Leander. Every movement is agony—it feels like I’ve actually sailed through a storm, my body aching with the punishment that comes the day after you’ve pushed too far.


For a beat, the three of us look at each other, hardly able to believe we’re standing on home soil, together.


“I suppose we’d better get to the palace,” Leander says, lifting his head to gaze around the harbor, lined with his screaming subjects. “My sister is going to have many, many questions.”


“We have an auto waiting,” the captain ventures nervously. “And a route has been cleared.”


I’ve never been in an auto before. There are two bench seats facing each other. Leander and I take one, and Keegan and the captain—who looks like he’d rather ride on the roof than in the presence of a prince and Messenger—take the other. The engine rumbles, and the seat vibrates beneath me.


I watch the world go by beyond the window as the auto begins to glide away from the dock and up the hill toward the palace.


And for all I’ve bent every effort since the Isles to getting here, suddenly I want nothing so much as to throw open the door, to tumble out and pull Leander with me. I want to run back toward the Emma, and the sea. I didn’t take proper note of the moment I left the water behind, of the moment I stepped off my ship. Now, I feel as though I should have. Regret lances through me, quick and sharp.


Our driver carefully makes her way along the cobbled road, past the streets that branch off to either side, past the homes and shop fronts, the last, ragged flowers before winter spilling out of window boxes. There are people hanging out of every window to get a look at us, and they’re cheering, waving flags. Autos and carriages have pulled over to the side of the road, their wheels up on the pavement to clear the way for us.


“How did you know we were coming?” Keegan asks, breaking the silence.


“Barrica spoke to us,” the captain replies, a note of awe in his voice. “Her voice rang out in every temple. I heard it myself. She said her Messenger was coming by sea. And we all—I was there, and I can’t explain it—we knew it was Prince Leander. I don’t remember her saying it. I don’t even remember the words she used. But we knew.”


I can see his uncertainty, though he tries to hide it behind his stiff posture. I can see the questions he wants to ask trying to push their way up his throat. The Alinorish have always had signs our goddess was real—the flowers in our temples bloom year-round, and our wells refill themselves before our eyes at the spring festival. Other countries lack that proof—ours is the goddess who remained closest to our world, to keep an eye on her sleeping brother.


Still, it’s one thing to see flowers bloom, and another to hear her very voice. The cheering reception waiting for us was our first clue, but it’s the captain’s expression that’s really telling me what we’re in for.


As we get farther from the port, there are barriers along the sides of the road to keep the cheering crowds back, clearing a path all the way up Royal Hill from the docks. The edges of the street are jammed with bodies, a sea of people waving little Alinorish flags, sapphire blue with the white spear to signify Barrica the Warrior. Others are throwing streamers, sapphire blue and magician’s green, jostling their neighbors to see the Messenger.


Some of them are gasping and pointing, too, and it takes me a moment to understand why. Then I see it, and my gasp echoes around the inside of the auto.


As we pass each building, the flowers in the window boxes, mostly pale and limp as winter threatens, start to bloom. Their blossoms flood with color, and each of them begins to grow. Even the ones that aren’t vines seem to become them, and they wind across buildings and down drainpipes, up lampposts and across shop fronts. The air fills with a gorgeous perfume, and I turn my gaze toward Leander.


“Did you do that?”


“Not on purpose,” he mutters. But he doesn’t ask what I’m talking about, even though he hasn’t turned his head to look. I can feel the power in him buzzing against my skin where our shoulders are pressed together.


The screaming grows louder as we make our way up the hill, the flowering vines keeping pace with us, snaking from building to building and across the street like a canopy. People are holding up their children now—to see Leander or to seek his blessing, I don’t know. I can’t help ducking my head as the noise builds.


“You all right?” he asks quietly.


The truth is that I’d rather sail through another hurricane than deal with this, and I’m sure he can sense that, as easily as I can sense him through our bond. But I pull myself together. “You know, the last time I was on this road, I was coming down the hill. I was hitching a ride on the back of a carriage, and some fool’s parade of autos was holding up traffic.”


“Sounds unbearable,” Leander replies, grinning.


“Well, I was about to meet a boy at the docks who was far worse, so that put it into perspective for me.”


He laughs, and with a pang, I realize I can’t remember the last time I heard him do that. “It’ll be over soon, I promise. It’s just a parade. We’re nearly home, the palace is just ahead.”


Just a parade.


Home. Palace.


There’s a ringing in my ears I don’t think has anything to do with the noise.


I always knew who Leander was, but until this moment, I’m not sure I knew it, in my bones, in my heart. Spirits save me.


The boy beside me is a prince. The things that are normal to him . . . How am I ever, ever supposed to do this?


The driver turns off the main road, and I glance at Leander, who leans in to speak to the captain over the noise of the crowd. “Where is she going?”


“The Temple of Barrica, Your Highness,” he replies. “We set up the route to—that is, we assumed . . .”


“Of course,” Leander says, with a tight smile.


There’s a flock of clergy gathered on the front steps of the temple like seagulls waiting for a feast.


Their robes are an imitation of ancient military uniforms. They wear kilts and chest plates, but the armor is quilted metallic fabric, rather than anything that would actually stop a weapon. A few have spears, and all of them are standing at attention like soldiers.


I’m used to seeing them out the front of the temple, trying to eyeball people into attending services, or holding out dishes for donations, but this is something else. Every one of them has their gaze trained on Leander, and there’s a light in their eyes . . . this is as close as they’ve ever come to meeting their goddess. Over the past few days it’s been easy to forget where his power comes from. But these people haven’t.


A man walks forward as we climb out of the auto. He’s trembling as he salutes, clearly holding himself together by willpower alone. “Your Highness,” he says, holding the salute, tears in his eyes. He has an open, friendly face, with goldenbrown skin and thinning black hair that he’s cut short.


“Father Marsen,” says Leander, with a polite nod. None of his discomfort is visible yet, but I can feel it rippling through me. He keeps it from showing by turning to bring me into the conversation. “Selly, this is Father Marsen, head of the Alinorish church. Father, Selly Walker.”


“Miss Walker, a pleasure.” Father Marsen turns his gaze on me, a question in his eyes. He’s friendly still, but clearly wondering what a saltblood’s doing standing beside his prince and Messenger.


“Selly . . . anchors me,” Leander says quietly, curling his hand around mine. “She’s why I’m here.”


“Our nation stands in your debt,” Father Marsen says, turning that salute on me.


He leads us past the ranks of saluting clergy and inside the temple, the noise of the crowd cut off so abruptly as we step over the threshold that it’s clearly the work of the goddess. Our footsteps echo up to the soaring ceilings. The beauty of this place isn’t in intricate carvings or complicated architecture. This is a soldier’s temple, and the lines are clean, simple, and straight. Each sandstone block is perfectly aligned.


Rows of pews face an unadorned altar at the front, and the only decorations are the flowers in full bloom, as if it were the height of summer, spilling from baskets on every column. That’s not Leander’s work—it’s always been that way in Alinorish temples. A sign that Barrica had left the door ajar and could still glimpse our world.


Leander’s hand is clammy in mine as we walk toward the altar, and when I glance at him, there’s a strange glow to his green eyes. I can already tell this is going to be too much for him—I can feel power leaking into me through his grip, just an unpleasant sense of pins and needles, but I don’t think he knows it’s happening.


I cast an apologetic glance at the priest as my prince tows me ahead of everyone else, but he doesn’t look annoyed—rather, he’s reverently scuttling along after us.


The altar itself is a simple table, set in front of a huge stone statue of Barrica. She wears a chest plate and kilt, like her clergy, and holds up a sword and shield. When I try to study her face, I can’t quite focus on it, and when I look away, I can’t quite remember her stern, beautiful features.


Leander drops my hand and takes a couple of steps forward, standing alone to gaze up at the statue. I feel, rather than see, Father Marsen step up beside me.


“He is a blessing,” he says quietly, studying Leander.


“I’m just glad he’s alive,” I reply, keeping my voice low. Leander’s still dressed in the same ragged clothes he’s been in for days—all three of us are—but there’s a power to him that makes it hard to look away.


“You are a blessing too,” Father Marsen says.


“Me?”


“Indeed. No Messenger before him has had someone like you at their side. It gives me hope that our goddess saw what was needed, and provided.”


“I’m doing my best.”


“You were made for him, my child.”


“I feel like I should confess that I didn’t go to temple a lot, growing up.”


His smile takes me by surprise. “Nor did I, actually. My faith came when I was older. And yours is written on you.”


“What do you mean?”


“Your marks,” he says. “Look up.” He lifts one hand to point, and I follow the line of his finger.


There, on Barrica’s shield and down the blade of her sword, are geometric designs, straight lines and shapes exactly like the magician’s marks on my arms. And then, as Father Marsen gestures, I realize they’re all over the church: running down pillars, on the ends of pews. Everywhere.


“I always thought it was just decoration,” he admits. “But whoever designed this place—well, the temple has been here more than five hundred years. Its architect lived when the goddess walked in our world. He must have seen the marks on Barrica with his own eyes, when this place was built.”


Goose bumps rise along the back of my neck, and my whole body feels like it’s tingling. I’m standing at the end of a road that’s been leading to me, all through the centuries.


“I . . . I didn’t know,” I whisper, the words totally inadequate for the awe that makes me feel like my heart’s trying to beat through my chest. Somewhere behind that wonder, though, is a sliver of fear. The goddess has been waiting for me. For us. What does she want from Leander and me?


“The prince is our Messenger,” the priest says quietly. “But you are his shield. The mark of the goddess is on you, Selly Walker. I meant it when I said you were made for him.”


I glance down at my forearms, at the lines there, unlike any I’ve ever seen.


Is this why they’ve always been those humiliating green stripes, stuck like a child’s, no matter how hard I tried to master my magic? Was I never faulty, never a failure, just waiting for my purpose?


How long has the goddess’s hand been on me?


I look once more at my prince, at the lines of tension in his body, the way his hands are slowly curling into fists as the power of this place pushes through his veins.


How long has her hand been on me, and what does she plan for the rest of my story?






LASKIA


[image: image]


The Docks
Port Naranda, Mellacea


My body is burning from the inside out.


I need a place for this power, a way to release some of it before it destroys me. I need a lightning rod, and none of my crew are strong enough to bear it.


My god will help me. He must help me.


This filthy fishing boat is closing on the dock with agonizing slowness, creeping past rows of moored boats, toward the crooked cranes that mark the dockside square.


I stagger across the deck, the crew scattering before me. I reached out to one as we left the Isles, tried desperately to drain my magic into her. And then to another, and then another.


Each one died, their hearts seizing and stopping, their bodies shriveling and curling up into old age in an instant.


I couldn’t speak, or I would have screamed—I just pointed toward Port Naranda, and Dasriel roared at them to sail the damn ship, with every inch of canvas raised.


Macean was in me, the Gambler’s power coursing through my veins, and as the boat’s timbers nearly came apart and the sails threatened to rip, I reveled in that risk. I laughed against the wind, feeling us poised on the edge of destruction, the dice thrown, waiting for them to land.


Now, I catch movement out of the corner of my eye and turn in time to spy one of the sailors scrambling over the railing of the boat and splashing into the water. He strikes out for the far dock, his panicked flailing choppy and inefficient.


I could almost reward him for his gamble.


But only almost.


Desperate for the chance to release some of this burning energy inside me, I lash out with it in the direction of the fleeing sailor.


The power slices through him—reducing him instantly to crumbling ash that floats in a grisly, spreading pool upon the tossing waves—and then it continues, slicing in a widening arc toward the buildings on the far side of the harbor.


With a deep, guttural groan of tortured brick and mortar, a tall apartment complex implodes upon itself, falling down into the street like a puppet with its strings cut, sending out a massive cloud of dust and ash that envelops half of the now-staring crowd gathered around the harbor.


When the roar of crumbling brickwork fades, the harbor is silent.


I draw a deep, labored breath, my skin crawling. The use of Macean’s power has done nothing to vent the seething, searing pain of his presence inside me. No matter what I do, there’s always too much of it, always more pouring into me.


I want to peel off my own skin to stop the air from touching it, gouge out my own eyes to stop the light. I want to huddle inside my own mind and hide, but I know that if I let myself stop before finding someone to join myself to, I’ll never come back out. So every ounce of my being is directed to keeping myself here, in this world. I have to do what the prince did with that sailor girl, and find a vessel strong enough to help me control this gift.


Macean is stirring from his sleep, and I can sense his power building like a tidal wave, ready to be unleashed. If I’m to survive his coming, then he must show me how.


I make a noise, and Dasriel recovers from his shock at seeing me level half a city block with a gesture, and stumbles up to leap onto the dock as we close on it.


“Make way, you fools!” he bellows, holding his ruined hand against his chest, and the sailors throw down the gangplank as I stride toward them. The people standing near the docks shake off their frozen terror and scuttle away like ants. If they scream, I can’t hear them over the roaring in my ears.


I grab for the handrail on the gangplank as I stumble, and it gives way like wet paper, twisting and crumpling under the strength of my grip.


I need to get to the temple. And I need Ruby. In the same way birds fly south without ever having done it before, I know where to go, and what must happen. My god, stirring in the depths of my psyche, tells me what I must do.


This power will consume me if I don’t obey him.






JUDE
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The Temple of Macean
Port Naranda, Mellacea


I watch from my hiding place by the mast as Laskia stalks down the gangplank like a beast on the prowl. Bits of the building she leveled are still settling, the dust cloud still spreading—the people in the square scatter before her now like prey.


Around me the few crew members still alive are cowering, exchanging furtive looks that wonder if they dare push off now she’s gone. One of them meets my eyes, a desperate question written silently on his face. They want to sail back out of Port Naranda and run for their lives, while they still have them, but after watching the fate of the man who tried to swim away, they don’t dare move. I stare back at him, my own face offering up no answers.


I’m burning with that same need, my mind racing as I try to plan my own escape. If I have to carry my mother on my back, if I have to steal a barrow and wheel her through the streets, I’m getting us out of here. We’re going today. We’ll head north and work our way up through the principalities. I’ll beg, borrow, or steal—whatever it takes—like I should have done in the first place.


After Laskia rose at the Temple of the Mother, Dasriel and I staggered back to the ship with her, his hand shredded when his gun backfired and bound in a tourniquet. Laskia was screaming as I hauled her down the path, her arm slung around my shoulder.


I’ll never forget that weird, discordant sound—it wasn’t human. But then she went quiet, and it was worse.


I can hear the word in the crowd, rippling through the people scattering out of Laskia’s way.


Messenger, they say, their fearful eyes never leaving her, as though they can sense the presence of their god walking among them. Their voices are a mixture of awe and hope—even after watching her murder a man for trying to run, seeing her destroy a building with a wave of her hand, their eyes are full of a desperate faith that makes me sick to my stomach.


I want to run far and fast enough that I never find out what she’s capable of, though a cold, heavy dread in my gut tells me that soon enough the whole world will know.


A shadow falls over me, and I look up. Dasriel is looming above me, cradling his injured hand. His eyes are hard, his jaw and head stubbled with days of travel.


“Get up,” he grunts. “Hurry.”


A sick horror washes through me. “What?”


He grabs me by the scruff of the neck, catching my hair, my shirt collar, and hauls me up. “She’s heading for the temple, I’m following. You go get Ruby.”


“Ruby?” I manage, choking as my collar pulls tight around my neck. “What’s she going to do with her?”


“Seven hells, boy, I don’t know,” he replies, hauling me higher until I can get my feet under me, though he still doesn’t let go. “Ruby’s the only one who’s ever been able to make her listen.” When he releases me I stumble back, gasping for air, and he snaps the fingers of his good hand, a flame springing to life. “So you’re bringing Ruby to the temple or you’re burning. Your choice.”


I sealed my fate with Dasriel the moment I shouted a warning to Leander, back on the Isles. The moment I saved his life, and made sure there’s a Messenger of Barrica out there to counter Laskia. Dasriel doesn’t care what happens to me, as long as it hurts.


His gaze is hard when it meets mine. Resignation roils in my gut, my limbs heavy.


He takes my silence for what it is: defeat. I can’t do anything for my mother if I’m dead.


Dismissing me with a glance, he turns to jog after Laskia, and I follow him down the gangplank without a word.


The last time I was at the Gem Cutter was just a few days ago. Dasriel had shown up at my prize fight and dragged me here, and I was about to learn that I was being sent to murder Leander.


Just a few days and a lifetime ago.


Now, I’m battered and bruised and heaving for breath as I run past the bouncers on the front door and into the empty bar—it’s abandoned at this time of morning, except for the bartender behind the counter polishing glasses.


For a wild moment my heart leaps at the idea that it could be Tom, even though he works at Ruby Red, never here.


I have to tell Tom to run. I should have thought of that.


But it’s a girl with rosewood skin the same shade as the bar, a glittering red pin at her lapel. She startles, backing up and hitting the row of bottles behind her, backlit on their shelf, and they wobble and rattle with the impact. I race past the silent dance floor, past the tables with their smooth tablecloths and velvet chairs, the lights above us dimmed.


There’s another woman standing guard at the door to Ruby’s inner sanctum, clad in immaculate black, her red pin in her collar.


“Just a minute now—” she begins, raising one hand.


“I’m coming from Laskia,” I gasp. “Let me in, now.”


Her eyes widen, and she pushes open the door, standing aside. I stumble through, trying to remember how to stop moving.


Ruby is sitting with Sister Beris on her dark red velvet sofa, and even at this hour of the morning she’s in one of her shimmering golden dresses, her dark brown curls held back by a headband that she wears like a tiara.


Sister Beris, her skin an almost translucent white, in contrast to Ruby’s rich brown, is in her usual green robes and speaking fervently. “—all feel it, a new strength, and—”


Both their heads snap up as the door rebounds against the wall with a bang, and they come to their feet.


“Jude,” Ruby snaps. “What—”


I double over, bracing my hands against my knees, gasping for breath. “It’s Laskia,” I manage. “You have to go to the temple, she’s . . .”


“She’s what?” demands Sister Beris, when I trail off. “What news? Macean has been restless in his sleep. Something has changed—what has happened?”


“She’s a Messenger,” I hear myself say. “Laskia is the Messenger of Macean.”


“What?” Ruby’s brow is creased.


Sister Beris’s mouth falls open. “Do you know what you’re saying?” she demands. “Jude, surely—”


“I saw it,” I say flatly. “She sacrificed herself. She . . . she died. I think she died, I don’t know. Macean . . . raised her.”


“She is at the temple?” Beris asks, her eyes lighting with a bright, gleaming hope.


I nod.


“And she requires her sister, you believe?”


“I don’t know what she—yes. Yes, Sister.”


Without another word, Beris grabs Ruby’s wrist, starting for the door. I’m frozen in place for a moment—my brain can’t keep up with the idea that someone just manhandled Ruby.


I hesitate as they vanish. Dasriel is with Laskia, and it would be some time before he noticed, if I didn’t arrive with Ruby and the green sister.


The question is how much time. Enough to collect my mother, enough for us to get out of the city?


The memory of Dasriel’s furious stare flashes through my mind, and I swallow hard. Even if Laskia doesn’t notice I’m gone, Dasriel will.


Slowly, my feet begin to follow the others, as I curse myself for a coward.


There’s already a crowd teeming around the temple as we push our way toward it. I’m staying close—if I’m not going to run, then I need Dasriel to give me points for loyalty. Perhaps it will make it easier, later.


The largest church in Port Naranda is at the juncture of several streets, like the hub of a wheel, with spokes radiating out in every direction. Half the city is fighting for a clear path to the huge building, its stonework long ago painted black to mark the slumber of the god it was built to worship.


Great stone steps lead up to it from street level, arrayed with green sisters who stand like guards, ready to fend off the masses. Towering columns rise behind them, framing a figure clutching at her head.


Ruby stops short, forcing Sister Beris, who’s still trying to pull her along by her wrist, to stop and turn. Suddenly I’m seeing Laskia through their eyes, and Ruby’s gasp goes through me like cold water.


Laskia hasn’t changed her clothes, hasn’t washed, since we were on the Isle of the Mother. Her clothes are filthy, her face a mess of dirt and sweat. She moves like an animal, stalking to the top of the steps to stare out at the crowd, her eyes bright green, glowing as if she’s lit from within.


She begins to stagger down the steps, trailed by Dasriel and a short, plump woman in the robes of a green sister.


“Who’s that?” I whisper, and for a moment Ruby forgets I’m her errand boy and whispers a reply.


“Sister Petra, the head of the church. Beris is her second.” Beris is ignoring us now, pushing her way once more through the crowd, shoving bodies aside as she makes for Laskia. “He is awakening!” she cries, and people nearby take up the shout. “Our god will return! First, he has come for Laskia!”


All around us, the people who have streamed in from every part of the city are lifting their hands to press their fingertips to their foreheads, their palms covering their eyes. It’s the greeting of the ordinary people to the green sisters, referring to Macean—Our god’s mind awaits us, though his eyes are closed—and now they’re aiming it at Laskia.


“What’s wrong with her?” Ruby whispers, her eyes never leaving her little sister.


“She’s coming apart,” I say slowly. “It’s too much for her. Too much power. It’s been getting worse.”


“Her faith is strong,” Sister Beris protests, looking back at us, her eyes alight. “She will serve him as he awakens!”


A large part of me is as close to praying as I’ve been in years—praying Laskia will simply die again, that this power will overwhelm her.


Then Laskia moans, still clutching at her head, her fingers gripping her curls and tugging on them. She reaches one hand out toward . . . toward Ruby, I realize. But the gang boss beside me doesn’t move from where she stands.


We reach the bottom of the steps, and Sister Beris begins to make her way up, leaving Ruby and me behind.


Laskia stumbles down to meet us, Sister Petra and Dasriel in her wake.


As our two groups draw closer, I fall back. Perhaps as they pay attention to each other, I can fade out of view. Perhaps I can slip away. Forget waiting—a sick, exhausted fear is sitting in my gut, twisting into ice and telling me to run.


Then Laskia stumbles, and shrieks. Sister Petra lunges to catch her before she falls down the steps, toward the crowd, and Laskia grabs hold of the first sister, hands latching onto her forearms. There’s a flash of blinding green light, and when I blink my vision clear again, Sister Petra lies at Laskia’s feet. Her body is shriveled and shrunken, lost within her green robes, and as Laskia’s foot catches on the fabric, Sister Petra’s face and one arm crumble to dust.
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