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To everyone alive and dead who made this dream a possibility, but especially my mom, you have my gratitude.






Not all monsters look like monsters. There are some that carry their monstrosity inside.

-My Grandmother Asked Me to Tell You She’s Sorry by Fredrik Backman








TRIGGER WARNING

Graphic depiction of violence and self-harm, mention of infanticide, acts of religious fanatacism
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Saiden punched the tree in front of her, ignoring her already-shredded knuckles. She couldn’t feel the pain of it, anyway. The moon over Norbury was just a sliver that night. It was dark enough that the stain of her blood on the tree bark seemed like just another shadow. She could barely see anything around her. She didn’t mind. If she couldn’t see in the darkness, at least no one would find where she was hiding.

She let the rhythm of each thud soothe her soul. This was her form of penance, a way to make up for her failure.

Their mission was to take out one lord. No other casualties.

Images popped through her head of the terrified little girl, sitting surrounded by blood, huddled against the floor. Saiden knew all too well how that blood would stain the little girl forever and couldn’t help but think she would have been better off dead.

They had had a mission, and she had fulfilled it. The little girl would be taken somewhere new and given a new home. New people to raise her. And maybe, in time, she would forget the horrible genesis of her childhood and live a happy life.

She swung another fist at the tree.

She knew staying out late would get her in trouble tomorrow. She had left her partner, Mozare, to go over the details of their mission without her. At the moment, she didn’t care.

She struck the tree again. The bark cracked underneath her knuckles, sending small pieces of it falling to the ground at her feet. She was sure she would have splinters, but that didn’t bother her either.

Flashes of another girl—a younger one—watching her parents being taken away, her father’s blood spilled in front of her. Crying out that she hadn’t meant to leave the house. She pushed the image from her mind. Dwelling in the past would do her no good.

Saiden struck out at the tree again. The muscles in her arms were getting tired, and her hands shook from the exertion. She hit it one last time before she slumped against the tree and was pulled unwillingly into the land of sleep.

The first thing Saiden noticed when she woke up was the sun, hanging bright in the sky, the trees around her doing little to protect her eyes from it. If the plant life was sentient, she imagined the trees would resent her assault on one of their friends. She doubted they would have wanted to shield her.

Quickly after, she felt the stinging consequences. She had expected it and to see the damage, but she had not expected wounds where she could see down to the bone. Her hands shook, this time from pain. She held them close to her and resigned herself to the fact that she was going to have to go find a healer. Wrapping them and letting them heal by themselves would take too long and would add insult to injury when General Nakti finally came to speak to her.

She squinted against the sun and felt something sticky on her forehead. She touched it and knew without having to look at her fingertips that she was marked with blood. How perfect, she thought to herself, marked as Blood-Cursed in one more way.

She tore a strip off her ripped uniform shirt and spat on it, using it to wipe away the worst of the blood from her hairline. She couldn’t do anything to change her blood-red mane from showing everyone who she was, but she refused to walk around with blood painted on her face.

She pulled herself up from the ground, careful not to apply too much pressure to either of her hands. She was mostly sure that she hadn’t broken any of her fingers, but she was worried that she wouldn’t even notice if she had. It was one of the side effects of being in the Legion. She had acquired a very high tolerance for pain.

She had picked a spot on the outskirts of the forest, but close enough that she could run to the barracks within a few minutes. Saiden could feel the fatigue of yesterday’s battle weighing heavily on her, mixed with her poor night’s sleep, making her return take her a little longer. If she were honest with herself, she would admit to making it slower. The healers would not be happy to see her like this, and she wasn’t quite ready to deal with them yet.

Not that many people ever enjoyed seeing the Blood-Cursed girl. When she first came to the Legion, they had tried to strip her of her name, as most of them did not go by the names they were given at birth. They called her shadow girl, death-bringer, Blood-Cursed, and world-ender.

But she didn’t listen when they called her. She held onto the only present her parents had given her, though she could not hold it in her hands. It was the only thing she had left of them. She would not give it up for anyone.

But she had grown used to the names and the infamy that they granted her. She could terrify people without even once showing her face, and that was a great power in itself. It was the reason she had been allowed to stay with the Legion despite the fact that neither side of her Gifts had manifested. She was not like Mozare, Gifted by the goddess of death, or the healers, granted powers by the god of life. She was a fighter, strong in her own right, but the Gifts that gave her the Blood-Cursed title had not shown themselves.

Too soon, the barracks were in view.

She knew it would be better to present herself to the healers in clean clothing—save herself at least a little of their judgment—but she was not sure she could bend her fingers enough to even take her gear jacket off. She would let them heal her first, and then she would shower and change, just in time to meet her partner for breakfast.

They all stared at her as she walked through the double doors, not a single one surprised that she was coming to visit. She sat on one of the clean white-sheeted beds and waited for Kasand to come over. They were the kindest of the healers and, at this point, the only one willing to risk touching her.

She had been right about the splinters. They needed to be pulled before the healer could use their Gifts. Otherwise, they would fester under the skin and cause an infection.

Saiden sat there, not flinching or showing any outward sign of pain, while she waited for the torture to be over.
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Mozare pulled himself up until his chin hit the bar secured to his wall. He had a few extra minutes before breakfast this morning since Saiden hadn’t slept in the barracks last night. She was always like that after a bad mission, worried about how the world would see her as the monster she was, and determined to rid herself of the restless energy. He wasn’t exactly concerned for her safety—anyone who tried to attack Saiden was a damned fool—but he was worried about what she might have done to herself. He made his way to the mess hall, hoping to find her waiting for him at their regular table.

He’d been surprised when he had first arrived at the Legion that no one would sit with her. Mozare couldn’t understand why they didn’t see the greatness the gods had given her. How could they not want to be near it? But then he had heard them talking about her. But he had walked in his first day and sat right next to her, not even leaving a single empty chair between the two of them. He smiled at the memory, remembering the shocked and confused look on her small face. She had pushed him away at first, but he was too stubborn to sit somewhere else. No matter how many warnings she had tried to give him, he had never changed his mind about being close to her. He could tell, maybe from his upbringing or plain intuition, that she was close to the gods, and he had known he was meant to be with her.

In the temple where he had basically grown up, the gods were revered, and those with Gifts were seen as doing their will on earth. It was why his parents had given up their only son to the Legion as soon as he had started manifesting his.

He opened the door to the mess hall, relieved to see her four red buns gathered at the nape of her neck. He half-ran, half-galloped, evoking laughs from many of the others.

He went to speak once he reached her, but she beat him to it.

“One of these days, you are going to get a blade to the gut, Moze.”

He laughed at the threat. “It’s not really sneaking up on ya if you knew it was me, anyway.”

“Who else would it be?” she asked, turning with her tray full of food—a bowl of porridge surrounded by fruits—and made her way to their table. He grabbed a tray, piled it with random foods without really paying attention to what he was grabbing, and followed after her.

“So, where were you last night?” he asked, trying to keep his tone casual. This was how they behaved. Him worrying after her without trying, and Saiden telling him he didn’t have to.

She raised one of her hands, showing off a new set of bandages.

He knew she hadn’t been injured in the raid, so whatever had required the bandages was clearly new and of her own choice.

“Should I be adding time to my schedule to stack firewood?” he joked.

She looked at him, the beginning of a smile tugging at the corner of her lips. Before she could respond, General Nakti slammed her hands against the opposite side of their table. He felt Saiden stiffen next to him.

“Didn’t we say no collateral?” the General asked, staring at Saiden.

His partner had followed the mission to the letter. He was the one who had dispatched the guards, and only because they had been trying to protect the target. But the General would always put the responsibility on Saiden since she ranked higher than him. But he was frustrated that Saiden was always the one who received the bad side of things. She was the best of them.

She bowed her head. “Yes, General.”

“Then why are there extra bodies to be buried?”

Mozare tried to speak, but Nakti gave him a hard look. He knew that speaking would only make it worse for his partner. He saw the grief in Saiden’s eyes, though he doubted anyone else would see her expression as anything besides rage. No one else would have been able to tell how much this conversation hurt Saiden, how heavy those extra deaths weighed on her shoulders. But he knew she didn’t take it lightly.

He tried to keep himself from saying anything that would further aggravate their superior. These questions were just a way to keep Saiden in her place.

“You’ll have recruits today,” the General said, picking an apple off Saiden’s tray. She took a bite out of it before replacing it. “Report to the training hall directly after breakfast.” And she left without waiting for Saiden to reply because she knew she, of all her soldiers, would never disobey direct orders.

Once she was gone, Saiden stood and threw out her breakfast, everything untouched except for a single bite from the shiny red fruit.
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“Your Majesty?” one of her advisors called out.

Queen Loralei had been lost in her thoughts, staring at the profiles of trained guards that had been placed before her. Her mind kept going over the recent attack, people flooding out from the streets and trying to hurt her. She hadn’t thought there existed that kind of hatred in her country until she had witnessed it first hand.

She was lucky that the family she had been visiting was willing to harbor her in their home until her guards could come and run the rebels out of the streets. And now, she was being forced to pick a special Queen’s Guard from the elite fighters at the Legion to protect her at the upcoming parade.

Her advisors had considered canceling it, but the seven of them had ultimately decided that the tradition was too important to abandon. Everything else Loralei deemed important—her charity days, visits to the prison, walks in the garden, and free time—had been taken away from her.

There was a servant girl standing next to her, a pot of hot water for tea shaking slightly in her hands. She went to smile at her but remembered that her advisors were likely staring at them, ready with a lecture on why servants do not make appropriate friends. So, she turned her face away and simply pushed her teacup closer to the edge of the table.

There were eighteen files in front of her, soldiers that the Legion’s General considered strong fighters, skilled enough otherwise to defend her. Though her advisors had given them to her, Loralei doubted she would get much of a choice in who actually served in her new Queen’s Guard.

When her tea was poured, she turned to face the men who had served as advisors to the previous king and now to her. She should be grateful, but as her coronation day grew nearer, she wondered more and more what her life would have been like had she not been selected twelve years ago.

She remembered her Choosing Day so vividly. The way the temple priest and priestess had paraded through the streets in a trance, looking for her. The next gods-Chosen monarch. She’d been playing with other children in the street, grubby fingerprints leaving mud spots on her face and clothes. They had singled her out and brought her to the palace. She only saw her aunt once since, and she had never cried as much as that day.

“I’ve picked six,” she said, trying to remember to add authority to her voice. Her advisors often made her feel small, someone to be controlled instead of someone who would one day rule one of the most prosperous kingdoms in the known world. She handed them the papers and waited as they passed them around the table.

“Absolutely not,” one of them said, passing the files to his right. “That Blood-Cursed soldier should never have been on the list in the first place.”

Loralei knew they were talking about Nakti’s adopted daughter. A girl meant to die as an infant but had somehow lived to become one of the country’s best soldiers. No matter how often she had tried to put it aside, Loralei was stuck looking at it, thinking about what her life must be like and how the legionnaire became so good at what she did.

The Blood-Cursed girl’s partner also seemed an impressive fighter, one they gave no argument to.

“She is the best at what she does. Rebels tried to kill me in the streets. If they attack at this parade, it’s going to be important to have soldiers who we know are strong and loyal to me.”

They bowed their heads, though she could see that they disagreed with her. She doubted her controversial choice would be sent to the General, but she at least tried. Silence hung heavy in the air for a while.

“Your Majesty,” Oscan interrupted her thinking again, “we were wondering who you would prefer to lead the parade this year.”

“Who will be giving the speech?” she asked in return.

“Alastair, madam.”

“Then let him lead.” It was incredibly foolish that they needed her here at all. They made all the important decisions themselves, anyway. She wished for fresh air more than anything and didn’t understand why these meetings couldn’t be held in the garden. They were still well within the palace walls, but her advisors saw it as improper.

“Please excuse me.” They moved to stand with her, and she quickly waved a hand at them. “Please, continue working. I’ll be gone only a few moments.” She knew none of them really wanted to join her.

They all quickly took their seats, turning away from her and talking in quiet voices about different arrangements. She knew her predecessor would have had them flogged for turning their backs to her, but at the moment, she let their disrespect go in favor of leaving sooner.

Loralei had been secretly blessed by the god of life, but those who found out rarely lived long enough to share the information. Chosen monarchs were not meant to be Gifted for fear they would be too partial to one side of the world and disrupt the balance. But she had been too old when her powers had appeared, too beloved by her people that to have her killed or exiled would likely have caused a rebellion.

But it was why she was barefoot now. Why the castle felt more like a prison to her than a home. The gardens were her favorite place, full of flowers and brimming with life. She took in a deep breath of the fresh air and turned, opening her arms wide.

She heard another pair of footsteps behind her. The serving girl, Cara, flew into her arms, leaving trails of kisses across her cheeks.

Loralei smiled this time, knowing that there was no one to stop her from doing so or to reprimand her for being with a lowly castle attendant. She was not required to produce an heir. There would be another choosing ceremony when it was time for another monarch-elect, but her advisors would expect her to find a suitable husband. Another thing for her to loathe about the life she was given.

She picked Cara up, feeling a brief reprieve from the tension of ceremony planning as she swirled her lover in her arms and kissed her, taking her time to show how sorry she was for how she had acted in the hall. Loralei knew the girl understood why she had to be so cold with her in front of others, but it didn’t make Loralei feel any better about it.

Still tangled in each other, they sat down at a bench Loralei had requested be moved in front of her favorite peonies. They were beautiful flowers, and the light pinks made Cara’s skin glow. She rested her forehead against hers, both breathing heavily, though neither of them minded. They would get only a few moments together, and neither wanted to waste them.

She smiled again, free in her garden to do as she wished, and pulled Cara closer to her. “Will you come to my room tonight?” she asked, holding her breath as she waited for the answer.

Cara kissed her, soft lips moving over her own. “I have to prepare for the parade,” she spoke, her words soft. “I will not be able to get away tonight.”

Loralei had expected as much, but it still stung.

Cara ran a thumb across her cheek. “I will come the night after, though. Do not worry.”

Loralei grabbed her hand and squeezed. She knew they would be expecting her back any minute. If she waited too long, they would certainly send someone after her. It would only result in punishments for Cara, which Loralei could not bear.

“Goodbye, my love,” she said, kissing Cara once more on the lips, then on the forehead as she curled her bare toes into the grass at her feet.

“Until I see you again,” Cara said, looking down at her lap and smiling, a blush creeping onto her cheekbones. Cara would go down to the kitchen for a few minutes, so she could attribute her rouge to the fire and not make anyone suspicious.

But Loralei knew she had brought on the blush. For now, that was enough.
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Saiden hated training recruits, which is surely why Nakti had assigned her and Mozare the task today. They were always scared of her. Of the Blood-Cursed rumors told as bedtime stories to frighten small children into doing as they were told. They looked at her and were terrified before she even pulled a weapon. She hated seeing the horror on their faces.

Resigned to her new morning tasks, Saiden strapped the hilt for her kindjal around her waist. They were her favorite weapon, though she was a good fighter with most of the weapons kept in the Legion’s arsenal. The two blades, when holstered, sat against her back where her spine met her hips. They were always easy for her to reach, and she could sit while armed with them.

Training had been the way she had spent her days those first few years before Mozare had arrived. She had spent countless hours teaching herself new moves, pushing her body further and further until she was one of the best fighters in the entire kingdom. Training was one of the only things that quieted her mind, something she had needed when she was younger, back when she had no one.

Saiden was not in full gear. She would not need it with a bunch of new recruits, and her body was still chafing from sleeping in it last night. She could have asked for a salve but the healers were upset enough about having to fix her hands that she hadn’t been willing to push it.

Moze came in several minutes after her, axes already clipped into a harness on his back. He nudged her with his shoulder as he passed. Next, he shed his other weapons, leaving them in a small pile at the side of the room. She doubted either of them would use their chosen weapons today. The recruits they were going to be working with wouldn’t be using bladed weapons for another few months, but she knew Mozare also felt more comfortable with weapons strapped to their bodies. The weight of having them kept her centered. Something she desperately needed at that moment.

Her partner came to stand next to her, posture slouched. Mozare was trying too hard to look calm and laid back, and she knew it was just for her. Still, she appreciated him being there. Otherwise, she doubted she could have forced herself to walk into the training hall.

“What do you say we whip these young recruits into shape?” he asked, putting both his hands on his hips.

Recruits started to join them, rubbing at their eyes as if they had just woken up.

“It looks like they are going to need it,” she replied. Recruits often took a few days to get used to the early morning wake-ups. They ranged from age nine, one of the youngest ever besides her, to around fourteen, which was old enough to be exhibiting Gifts. The Legion took in everyone brought to them, and with coronation day approaching, they would need the extra hands.

As the last of them came into the room, she looked at Mozare, who stepped in front of her.

“Oldest recruits in front, youngest towards the back,” he commanded. The recruits had no rank as of yet. That would come after training, when their individual skills could be judged.

Saiden kept an eye on the older kids who watched her with a mixture of hatred and fear. The smaller children looked like they were shivering, though she knew they weren’t cold. She pulled her hood off so they could get a good look at her. They would stare for a while. Next, they would hate her without the fear.

Only then could she go back to her shadows.

Moze wove his way through the rows, kicking at ankles until the lines were straight. “Stance is the most important thing you will learn in training. Without a good foundation, it will be all too simple for someone to knock you off your feet.” He moved to stand behind one of the oldest in line.

Saiden had noticed a special rage in her eyes.

Her partner swept a foot out, easily knocking the recruit onto the ground.

Saiden let him finish the lecture and small acts of intimidation as she picked out fourteen bo staffs, doing her best to get appropriate lengths for all the recruits.

When it was finally her turn to speak, she took a deep breath before building the walls in her mind that would separate her feelings from her training. “The bo is one of the most important weapons to train with. Even without a blade, it can do a lot of damage. If you find yourself in a fight without weapons, you can often find something in your surrounding that will have the same feel. Your fists are the only weapons you can count on having, so you must be able to rely on your brain during tough situations.”

She went around passing out the staffs, ignoring the scowls and glares cast in her direction.

“If a bo is such a great weapon, maybe you’ll do us the honor of a show, world-ender.” It was the same girl Mozare had already knocked to the ground.

Saiden glanced at her partner quickly and saw he looked like he was ready to do much worse. She turned back to the stocky recruit. It would make her slow.

“Step forward, recruit.” She watched the color melt from the girl’s face. “If you want to fight, grab a weapon. Otherwise, you would do well to learn who your superiors are and keep your mouth shut.” Saiden had tried to explain to her partner not everything needed to be solved with violence, and this was an opportunity to demonstrate it.

The recruit stepped back into line, her eyes tracing the cracks in the training room’s floor.

Moze came back to stand next to Saiden, two nicer bo staffs in his hand. “It might not be a bad thing to show them what you’re capable of,” he said quietly, leaning into her so she could easily hear him.

“Most of them are terrified enough already,” she whispered back.

She looked at him and knew what he was going to say next. They had this argument plenty of times. He was of the firm belief that if people continued to be afraid of her, she was protected from their wrath.

But she knew how easily fear became anger.

Despite knowing how this would play out, she gave him a slight nod and prepared herself to fight.
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“On the walls.” Mozare’s voice didn’t allow for an argument. Most of the recruits moved carefully at his words, walking around the others and helping the smallest among them carry and perch their weapons against the wall.

He remembered what training had been like for him when he had arrived at the Legion eight years ago. Mozare had been a scrawny young boy, all skin and bones, after the fasting rituals his parents had often required of him. He had never been in a fight and had only manifested the first sparks of his powers a few days before arriving.

His parents had not even come into the barracks with him, choosing instead to leave him to find the General on his own to explain where he had come from.

His first training session had taken place the day after, and he had barely been able to lift the bo because his arms were so weak. He relished how far he had grown, how far behind he had left the scared little temple boy.

“When you train, it’s important to be aware of your opponent’s weaknesses,” he said, starting the main part of the lesson. “However, it’s even more important to be aware of your own. We all have our shortcomings. In order to become stronger fighters, you need to work on fixing your mistakes.” He shifted the bo in his hands. “Learning these basics, no matter how trivial you think they are, could be the thing that saves your life one day.” They had saved both Saiden and himself a handful of times on various missions.

His partner tapped the end of her bo against the marble floor of the training room, regaining his attention. He turned to look at her, spreading his hands further on his bo.

Without warning, Saiden picked up the tip of her staff and slammed it behind his knee.

He felt the force of it pitch him forward. He stumbled and turned quickly to block the next strike.

They moved back and forth, switching seamlessly between the offensive and defensive, giving the students plenty of techniques to watch and later try to use themselves.

She launched herself against the wall to flip over Mozare, striking for his back.

He spun and moved to block her, but the strike made contact with his arm, and he hissed with pain. Saiden was much faster than he was. He dropped the bo, his functioning hand reaching up to grab at the bruise he knew was already forming under his shirt.

Saiden took advantage of the pause, swinging her bo to pull his legs out from under him. She placed the end of the weapon against his neck, waited a few seconds to see if he was going to try to fight back, and then reached down to offer him a hand up.

He accepted and knocked his shoulder against hers, smiling. When he turned back to the recruits, he saw that they now shared their scowls with him instead of saving them just for Saiden.

He sighed. “There is no shame in losing to someone who is better than you are. It doesn’t matter who that opponent is.” In fact, he would be nowhere near as good as he was now without the many beatings Saiden had given him. She was an amazing fighter, a weapon in the flesh, and he was glad to have her defeat him again.

His arm was sore, but feeling finally returned to his fingers as he told the recruits to get into partners.

Saiden went to get them both glasses of water.

Mozare turned his attention to one of the pairs, two younger girls of opposite Gifts.

The smaller of the two was a dark-haired girl Gifted by death. She was the only one who looked at Saiden with wonder in her eyes instead of fear. She had her hands spread to the correct spacing on her bo and stepped back, raising it as her opponent struck out, trying to overpower her. But the small girl was fast, and she defended herself before returning the strike, aiming at her opponent’s fingers.

It was a dirty move, but he admired that she had gone with her instincts instead of following any misconception of rules. There weren’t any when it came to staying alive in battle.

To the other girl’s benefit, she took the hit with little complaint. Her only reaction was shaking her hand out and readjusting her grip on the bo.

They kept fighting, each swinging and blocking. He let them be and moved to other partners whose stance or grip he adjusted as needed.

When he could see that everyone, even the youngest among them, had worked up quite a heavy sweat, he called for lunch. From the corner of his eye, he saw Saiden nod and knew she agreed with his decision.

They stacked their staffs back up in the storage closet, briefly instructing them on the care of the bo, and they all filed out of the training room and moved towards the mess hall.

Two recruits needed the infirmary for broken bones. He knew the healers would have them ready to continue their training by later today. It was a kind of exercise in and of itself to know when you needed help, and seeking it out instead of needlessly suffering.
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The new recruits impressed Saiden, despite the unorthodox method of the training that morning. She was worried that a few of them had only joined the Legion to quench a deep-seated blood thirst. Two of them had already sent their sparring partners to the healers with broken bones. She made a note to keep a close eye on them.

She could feel her stomach rebelling against its emptiness and was glad when she and Mozare made their way to the mess hall for lunch. She was always hungry—perpetual training would do that to you—but she could feel the exhaustion in her muscles from effectively skipping the first meal despite having compiled a tray of food at breakfast.

“Give them a talk about proper diet while I get something to eat,” she said to Mozare. Her mistake could at least serve as guidance to the recruits. She piled her tray high with food, sneaking around the corner to grab a few extra pieces of fruit since she had unceremoniously dumped hers into the trash that morning.

When he finished, he got himself his own tray and sat down next to her.

“I’m worried about those two,” Saiden said, picking at her fingernails. It was a nervous habit that she’d had since coming to the Legion, and she doubted that her nails would ever grow because of it. Not that she really minded.

“The healers will have their arms fixed in no time,” Mozare said, speaking through a mouth full of noodles and chicken.

“Not those two, Moze. I’m worried about the ones angry enough to break bones with a bo staff.”

Her partner looked at her, thinking over what she had just said. “Well, you could beat them up. Put them in their place.”

“That will terrify the rest of them.” She had already seen enough of them flinching away from her. She didn’t need to give them any actual reasons to fear her. Her chest tightened at the idea of it.

Mozare went to speak, but a tray slammed down on the table.

Saiden straightened her back, the mask of an obedient soldier sliding into place, assuming it was going to be the General come to tell her to clean the bathrooms or some other menial task she would do without argument. She couldn’t hide her surprise to see that one recruit had sat at their normally solitary table.

“I’m Rhena,” the girl said, looking pleased with herself. She took a sip of orange juice, closing her eyes as she swallowed.

Saiden looked at her, her own curiosity growing steadily. She glanced at Moze, but he was also just watching the recruit. A thousand thoughts raced through Saiden’s mind. Saiden had seen that Rhena was a good fighter, her instincts already honed. She would have lots of good fortune in the Legion. But not if she sat with Saiden. It would soil her in the eyes of her fellow recruits.

“Go sit with the other recruits,” Saiden said, her tone firm. She told herself she was doing the girl a favor, even if it hurt to push away the only other person who did not seem to be afraid of her. She had once tried to do the same with Mozare, but he had been too stubborn.

Rhena ignored her, something she hadn’t expected from the recruit. “Your fighting skills are incredible,” she said. “I was hoping I might get some private training with you.” She looked around the hall, watching the others failing to covertly stare at her. The girl was already branding herself as a target.

Saiden knew it was a stain that would follow her, even if she were to leave the Legion. Fear burned through Saiden, panic for the young girl, and the trouble that might find her because of this choice. She turned to Mozare, who was smiling at her like he knew something she didn’t. It was unnerving, sitting between the two of them, staring at her. She looked down at her plate. She was probably the fittest to be training others—the other senior legionnaires had grown old and rusted in their more official positions—but she knew she’d be damning the girl to the lonely existence she and Mozare shared.

“Those other recruits don’t scare me,” Rhena said, the words forcing Saiden to look back up at her. “I want to be good at what I’m doing. Like you are.” She was confident, assured in a way that Saiden almost envied.

She already knew she would regret her next words, but she said them anyway. “You’d best be prepared for lots of early mornings.”

Rhena fumbled her drink in excitement, placing it on the table and rushing around to grab her.

Saiden almost stabbed the recruit on instinct, shocked at unexpectedly being hugged. She didn’t know what to do, so she sat there rigid until Rhena let go of her and took her tray to sit with the young girl she had been sparring with.

She looked at Mozare.

He smiled at her, bumping his shoulder against hers. “Looks like you have a fan,” Moze said, taking another bite of his food.

She punched him in the stomach, and he spat it back onto his tray, laughing through the pain.
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Loralei woke late that morning, alone in her bed with golden sunlight shining through her windows. She understood that Cara had duties to attend to, especially with the anniversary of her choosing day coming up in just a few days, but she hated it. She wished to elevate Cara to a position where she no longer had to work, but her advisors had voted against her. Until she was officially crowned, she had to do as they said. A sense of helplessness crept over her, filling her with dread. She was to be queen, yet there was so little she was allowed to change. She went about her routine alone, not bothering to call her ladies in waiting to help her dress. She was in a sour mood and knew that she would be cruel to anyone who came in, even if she didn’t intend to be.

She sat at her mirror, a plate of untouched fruit in front of her, and gently ran a brush through her long locks of black hair. It was relaxing, and the repetitive motion centered her. When she was done, Loralei grabbed sections of it, twisting it back and pinning it behind her head. The braids were nothing as nice as Cara would have done for her, but she couldn’t bear to have someone else doing it.

She dressed in a simple green gown, the sleeves and hems embroidered with flowers and gold stitching. It was long enough that the fabric covered her bare feet, so she skipped searching for the matching pair of slippers waiting at the bottom of her wardrobe.

As soon as she stepped into the hall outside their corridor, she was bombarded by three of her advisors. She wondered how long they had been waiting out there while she slept, dressed, and fretted about her purpose in this life.

“Your Majesty,” Avestan spoke, bowing slightly. He didn’t hesitate to throw himself into whatever matter was so important that they had waited outside her private chambers. “There are so many more decisions to be made about your Choosing Day parade, Your Majesty. Ribbon colors, light fixtures, dessert choices…”

She tuned him out as his list grew and grew with every step away from the peace of her solitude.

“Why don’t you make the choices for me?” she asked, turning to him. “Like you do for everything else.”

The stout man swallowed hard. Clearly, he was unsure if she was genuine in her rebuke.

She placed a gentle hand on his shoulder, and the others stopped around them. She did her best to hide her displeasure behind a pleasant mask. “I’m sure that you will decorate the palace and the city beautifully. I trust you will make excellent decisions.” She smiled, internally cringing at how fake it felt. Luckily, her advisors didn’t seem to notice her insincerity and bowed once more before quickly scurrying away.

Determined to finally feel useful in decisions about more important things than party decorations, Loralei realized there was a duty she had long neglected that she could tend to in the absence of company. It wasn’t a task she enjoyed, but she knew it was important to care for every person under her rule. Prisoners were no exception to the standard she set for herself. Resolved, she moved her way through the palace until she reached the guarded doors that lead into the entrance of the prison.

“Your Majesty,” the guards said, bending over at the waist.

“I’m here to visit the prisoners.”

“Alone, Your Majesty?” one sentry asked without raising his eyes to look at her.

She didn’t want an escort. Her advisors, whenever they deemed to come with her, often ushered her from the prison long before she was finished. There were cells in the deepest part of the prison that she had never even laid eyes on.

“I will shout if there is something wrong. The prisoners are behind bars. There is nothing they can do to me from inside their cells.” Besides, she had her Gifts to protect her, and no one would hear the prisoners if they started raving about a Gifted queen. No one would listen, either.

She waited for the guards to move away from the door and stepped past them into the darkened stairway. She grabbed a torch from the wall with one hand and pulled her skirts up with the other. As the cold of the stone floor seeped into her soles, she suddenly wished she had worn slippers.

She skipped the prisoners at the beginning of the prison. She had visited them often and didn’t have any time to waste. Who knew when another of her advisors would seek her out again and force her to leave the prison?

The floor beneath her feet eventually grew slick, and the darkness pressed in around her as she walked into the deepest part of her dungeon. She cringed at the smell of vomit and waste that bombarded her. Despite her orders to maintain a clean prison, these prisoners had been completely neglected.

She passed one cell and moved the flame closer to peer inside. There was a large man in the cell, his arms and legs all chained to the walls with thick iron chains. She could tell he used to be a bigger man. The memory of muscles hung to him even now. She stepped closer, trying to get a better look.

He surged forward, tugging against his restraints, rage in his eyes.

She almost reached for her Gift but paused to settle her nerves and move to the next cell. She understood why none of the guards or councilmen wanted her down here, but curiosity still bloomed in her despite her fear.

The next cell contained a lithe young man. A drastic difference from his neighbor. Even with the lack of muscle, he was still wearing heavy chains that pulled at his arms. The prisoner turned to watch her and bowed deeply. He moved closer, and she strained to stay where she was as he approached her. He started singing a weird song in a language she had never heard before, and she flinched as the sound broke the silence in the prison.

She walked on to the next cell, her nerves fighting to convince her to leave.

She had expected something horrible after the first two prisoners, and what she found in the third cell surprised her even more because of it.

Crouched in the corner of the cell, shivering and covered in dirt, was an old woman. Loralei stepped forward until she was flush with the bars of the cell, her torch light making the shadows in the cell dance. With a closer look, she didn’t seem as old as Loralei first thought, but the prison had not been kind to the woman. The matted strands of her hair were a mix of silver gray and brown pieces.

“Why are you here?” Loralei asked.

The prisoner stayed silent, curling tighter into herself and turning away from her.

“My name is Loralei. I can help you.”

Finally, the stranger’s voice cracked as she spoke. “I’ve been locked down here for thirteen years.” She coughed into her hands. “Leave me here to die and don’t pester me with questions.”

Loralei placed her torch into one of the holders on the wall outside the cell. “Please. It’s clear you don’t belong here,” she tried again. “Why are you in prison?”

“They locked me up because I wanted to protect my daughter.” Tears streaked paths in the dirt on her face. “They killed my husband, took my baby girl away from me, and locked me in here.”

Loralei’s heart broke at the words. At the truth she could feel radiating from them. “I will do everything I can to right this wrong,” she said.

She swept up her skirts, grabbed her torch, and ran for the exit of the prison before she could start crying.
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When afternoon training finally finished, even Mozare was tired. And he had been bruised pretty badly. He would have gone to see a healer, but he had dealt with worse. Besides, he had other matters to attend to. He went to his room, changed into darker clothing, and left a message on Saiden’s door letting her know he would be spending the night drinking. It was lucky for him that Saiden had no taste for alcohol. Otherwise, his lie would never have held up to her scrutiny.

She would most likely spend the night going over her own training regime so the note wouldn’t be seen until later, but they always left each other notes. They were partners. If he were to go missing without an explanation, she would surely come looking for him, which would end badly for everyone involved.

He pulled up his hood, glad that he had been born with dark hair. It made shadow bending easier since he didn’t have to worry about any light blond poking through. He stepped outside the barrack doors, creeping along the edges of the building and slowly gathering darkness around him. Calling shadows was one of his greater strengths. He could also predict pregnancies and had some talent for communicating with the dead, though those weren’t useful in the Legion. He had been raised to think they were doing the god’s and goddess’ will, so he was glad to be called to a higher purpose.

When he was clear of the building, he ran for the tree line, passing a blood-stained tree, realizing how Saiden had ruined her knuckles this time. He hid behind the trees and waited to see if he was being followed. If anyone were to see him running, they wouldn’t recognize him, and he wouldn’t be missing long enough for them to realize it was him. After he had been standing there for a few minutes, he turned back into the woods, slipping past the familiar landmarks that would bring him to his destination. He was glad it was getting dark outside. It would make slipping back into the barracks after curfew much easier.

Fully trained legionnaires were allowed to leave barracks whenever they wanted, though most at least requested a day of leave in advance. Mozare could not give his officers the same courtesy, seeing as where he was going would get him hung for treason.

When he passed the three berry bushes, he knelt in the grass, wiping away the pine needles and leaves he had used to cover the door. He rapped his knuckles against the barrier. First, once, then three times, then once again. He finished with four knocks. Footsteps approached, and the sound of locks clicking open before the door moved. Then he was being pulled inside. He was used to it. All outsiders were treated with hostility until they could be identified. And while nighttime was a good cover for him, the Giftless saw it as a better time to be ambushed and took extra precautions after sunset.

He spoke to the guard who brought him in, stating his name, rank, and business. When asked for the password, he quietly spoke the sentence he and Revon had agreed on last time he was there: “Let us bring to dawn the darkness.”

The guard released him.

Now safely inside, Mozare pulled down his hood. Saiden liked to keep her head covered, her blood-red hair a clear sign of who she was, but it made him claustrophobic.

“Mozare, lad, come in.” Revon walked through the door, dressed all in black, as usual. Surrounded by those without powers, he seemed to want to remind everyone that he had been Gifted. Only a few of the rebellion with higher clearance knew his Gifts weren’t worth much. Mozare had found out the hard way after challenging the man to show his Gifts. He had gotten twenty-three lashes for it.
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